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As a caterer working on film sets, Dana Sterling feels like she’s at least adjacent to the industry she’s always wanted to be a part of, but serving people food isn’t the same as acting in a feature film. When a movie based on her friends falling in love is being made in New Orleans, she’s assigned to be a gofer to one of the lead actresses, a diva who seems impossible to please.
Samara Barber is an A-lister with a secret, headed to New Orleans to work on a small-budget indie film. This production isn’t exactly the blockbusters she’s used to, though, and not having her very specific requirements met makes her wonder if she made a mistake. Things can’t get any worse when the other actress in the film has to drop out at the last minute.
Dana’s dream might be about to come true when she’s called on to play the role, and maybe there’s more to the diva that is Samara, who’s never broken her one rule: never sleep with a co-star.


To contact the author or for any additional information,
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CHAPTER 1

“Excuse me, this orange juice is a little warm,” she said and handed the glass to the flight attendant. “Do you have any colder juice?”

“I’m sorry, Ma’am. I can add ice for you.”

“Ice to orange juice? No, thank you. I don’t want watered-down juice. I’m sure there’s a colder container or something in the refrigerator.” Samara tilted her head around the flight attendant. “And can I please have my lunch now?”

“There’s no lunch on this flight, Ma’am,” the flight attendant told her. “We’ll be bringing by snacks in just a minute for you to choose from.”

“No lunch? It’s a four-hour flight. And I’m in first class, aren’t I?”

“We stopped serving full meals for flights under five hours a few months ago,” the flight attendant replied with a forced smile. “But I’ll have those snacks brought over and see about a colder glass of juice for you.”

Samara rolled her eyes in discontent and said, “Fine.”

Her flight hadn’t been early, but she’d woken late after a night out and had skipped breakfast, believing her assistant would have ordered her usual meal for the flight. Most times she had been in the air, she had flown between LA and New York for press or to be on location. There had been a couple of movies she’d filmed in Canada, but every flight, she’d gotten a special meal on board.

As her stomach rumbled, Samara turned to look out the window, thinking yet again about the film she was about to shoot. Why had she agreed to do it? She knew the answer, of course, but she still silently asked herself that question repeatedly.

It was an indie film with a small budget, and she’d agreed to work at union minimum – the first and, likely, the last time she would do that – as long as they provided certain things for her. For one, she needed a real trailer with an actual bedroom, a shower, and a fridge that would fit more than a few bottles of her favorite sparkling water in it, and she needed it to not be too close to any other trailers because they weren’t exactly soundproof, and there would be nights she’d need to sleep there. Already on more than one occasion in her career, she had woken to sounds of people having sex in the trailer next door or someone watching a loud movie or show on their TV or laptop that she could hear through her thin wall, and she wasn’t about to go through that again.

The other requirement in her contract had been specific food, so this flight and its lack thereof weren’t getting off to the best start. Of course, that was her assistant’s fault since she’d been the one to book the trip. Samara was very particular about what she put in her body; she always had been, and she wasn’t going to let the fatty and sweet food served in the South ruin her diet.

She’d only been to New Orleans once before, for a bachelorette party for her older sister three years prior. Samara had just turned twenty-two at the time and couldn’t understand why Jaclyn, who was only four years older, would want to tie herself down to the guy she had met and fallen for in college. Surely, they would divorce in ten years because they’d grown apart, one of them had cheated, or they had stopped having sex altogether because that was what marriage did to people.

At least, that was how she viewed it, so at twenty-five, Samara preferred to date and only date; no relationships and only casual sex, if she had sex at all. Things had gotten complicated in that department the past couple of years because she’d made some self-discoveries, which had led her to act out a little. In her line of work, more and more female actors had been coming out as something other than straight, and there had been several over the past few years who had announced they were queer, bisexual, or something else, but she hadn’t been one of them. At this rate, she knew she didn’t have to be in the closet. Most of her friends were out, and she could’ve just as easily told the world that she had figured out that she was bisexual, but she was scared.

She’d been an actress since she was eight years old. She had won a Golden Globe at thirteen and an Emmy at fifteen, and after her big break in TV, she had moved on to movies and had been nominated for another Golden Globe at age twenty-one, winning a SAG award the following year. Her career had been on the upswing with more and more scripts being sent her way, but her agent had insisted that she needed to do an indie. Indies got critical acclaim, if they were done right, and they sometimes got actors Academy Award nominations and even wins.

At first, Samara had planned to do a different film; one with more substance and a well-known director behind it, but the script for That One Night – which, she’d been told, was a working title – had been emailed to her. She’d read it and thought it was a bit too saccharine for her taste; not exactly a traditional rom-com, but not straying too far from the formula, either. Still, there was something about it that intrigued her. It was going to be distributed on a streamer, not in the theater, which was interesting to her because more and more streaming networks were winning awards, sometimes sweeping the awards shows. It was also about two women falling in love, so she viewed this as an opportunity, one that she had decided to take.

“Here’s your juice,” the flight attendant said. “I pulled the container directly from the refrigerator myself.”

Samara turned back to her and took the glass, giving her a polite nod. Then, she took a sip, and it was just a touch over lukewarm.

“Thank you. It’s fine.”

It wasn’t, but if they couldn’t even keep the juice cold, nothing else would be, either, and there was no way she was putting airplane ice anywhere near her body. She had heard that there weren’t many dirtier things in the world than airplane ice.

“And for our snack choice, we have a sandwich today.”

“What kind of sandwich?” she asked, feeling desperate.

“Turkey and Swiss.”

“I’m a vegan,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Oh, sorry. Well, I have pretzels and–”

“It’s all right. Thank you anyway,” she replied, stopping the woman from going through the rest of the options inside the small basket she held out.

When the flight attendant turned to offer the basket to the people opposite her, Samara set her juice down and returned her gaze to the window. This part never got old. She loved being up in the air like this, seeing the world from up high, and as they descended, seeing everything as little ants, making her feel so big and so small at the same time.

“Are you sure there’s nothing else I can get for you?” the flight attendant asked, having returned after making her rounds.

“No, thank you. I’m fine.”

She wasn’t. Samara had left her more-than-comfortable home in the Hollywood Hills behind for a trailer she hoped had a working shower, a hotel room, and not much else because she’d liked a silly indie script and hoped the film would get noticed by the Academy. And even if it didn’t get her an award, it might give her a shot at coming out with a bit of a cushion because she thought she might just be ready for that.

◆◆◆

The premium shared-ride car she’d been forced to take from the airport had been more or less adequate, but she had expected a driver and a car to be waiting for her at baggage claim. When one hadn’t arrived there after more than twenty minutes of waiting, she had had to get her own bags off the carousel, find one of those cart things because she’d packed for two months, and then wheel all of her stuff out while she tried to reach Kyla, her assistant, who hadn’t traveled with her because she was seven months pregnant and no longer able to. Samara hadn’t been able to reach her, though, so she had had to order herself a shared ride. At least, the driver had been nice enough to load her bags into the trunk for her, which she appreciated, but she was still upset with her assistant for not ordering her a car.

“Please rate me five stars in the app,” he said as soon as she climbed into the way-too-hot vehicle. “Would you like a bottle of water?”

“No, thank you,” she said. “Do you have the address?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied.

Samara almost scolded him for calling her ‘ma’am,’ but she remembered that she was in the South, so she would be getting a lot more of that. She would also never drink anything from a shared-ride car. She had heard horror stories of women being roofied and worse because they had taken one drink from a tainted bottle. She sent her ride information to her assistant via text to be safe, and thirty minutes later, the driver unloaded her stuff for her outside the hotel and left.

She stood there, waiting for someone to come help her with her bags, but five minutes had gone by, and no one had arrived. Between the two sets of sliding glass doors, Samara noticed two rather old-looking luggage carts and grunted as she walked inside to grab one. Of course, one of the wheels on the one she grabbed wasn’t working properly, so she nearly ran into her own bags, but eventually, she was able to heft all of her baggage onto the cart and push it inside.

“Hello,” the front desk clerk said with a smile when she approached the desk. “Checking in?”

“God, I hope not,” she muttered to herself. “Is this the Franklin Hotel?”

“Franklin Suites, yes.”

“Suites? Oh, good. Yes, one of those, please. My flight landed over an hour late because we couldn’t get clearance to land, so getting here was not pleasant. I’d like to check in and, if possible, see a room service menu down here and place my order directly with you. I’m starving.”

“Miss Barber, correct?”

“Yes. How did you–” She stopped herself because that was a dumb question.

Most people knew who she was these days. She’d had an action movie come out over the summer, and billboards and trailers were everywhere. Still, after all these years in the business, it still surprised Samara that people recognized her. That might have been because she’d been a child star for so long, so people tended to still think of her that way, but she should’ve been used to it by now, regardless.

“We have your room ready for you. You requested the top floor, according to my records.”

“Yes, please. I’d love a room with a view. Do you have any of the river or maybe of the Quarter or something, if it’s not too loud?”

The clerk just looked at her like she was confusing him, which only confused Samara, who stared back at him, waiting for the man to reply to her pretty simple question.

“We only have three floors here, and none of them have views of the water or the Quarter, Ma’am. We have the parking garage behind us on one side and a Denny’s and a parking lot on the other. If you want, I can see if we have a room on the first or second floor that faces the pool. We only have the third floor on part of the building, so–”

“No pool,” she interjected. “Loud, noisy children and probably their pets and their smells.”

Samara shook her head.

“All right. Well, I have you in room 321, then,” he said.

“And is that facing the garage or the Denny’s?”

“The garage,” he replied.

“Fine,” she said with a sigh. “And a room service menu?”

“We don’t have room service here, Ma’am. We have the shop in the lobby right next to me, and there’s the Denny’s.”

“No restaurant at all?”

“No, Ma’am. But there are menus in your room for the local places that deliver. All of the apps know they can deliver to the desk, too, so if you order from one of them, they can leave your food here, and I can call you when it arrives so that you don’t have to give away your room number, for safety.”

“Is safety something I need to be worried about here?” she asked.

“Oh, no. I just meant because you’re… you.”

“Right,” she said. “Do you know if there are any vegan places around here? Or, at least, vegetarian?”

“I’m sure they are. I’m a big meat-eater myself, though, so I can’t say I’ve been to any.”

“Of course,” she replied.

“I just need to see your ID and your credit card for the room.”

“My room should be paid for already. And do you really need my ID?”

“It is. But I need something for incidentals.”

“Like for the restaurant you don’t have?”

He laughed and said, “It’s in case there’s any damage to the room and for the shop.” He nodded to the shop. “And… for the movies.”

Samara squinted her eyes at him and replied, “I will not be purchasing any movies.”

“For the shop or any damages, then. It’s hotel policy.”

“Production should’ve taken care of this, but fine.” She pulled her wallet out of her purse and handed him a credit card and her driver’s license. “If you’re just asking for my ID so that you can scan that photo and post it online, I wouldn’t. Someone’s already done it, so it’s not really worth your time.”

He handed the license back and said, “No, Ma’am. Just required to compare it to the credit card.”

He swiped her card.

Samara would definitely call her assistant when she got to her room to have that taken care of. The clerk then handed the card back to her along with the paper she needed to sign that said she wouldn’t smoke in the room.

“The gym is where?” she asked.

“Normally, it’s right by the elevators,” he told her and pointed to the two elevators just off the lobby.

“Normally?” she asked, daring to pose the question she didn’t want to know the answer to just before she closed her eyes, waiting for his response.

“Yes. It’s currently closed for renovations, but it’ll reopen next month. I see you’ll be with us for two, so you’ll get to see it once they’re finished. There’s gonna be a new treadmill and full weight station.”

Samara forced a smile and said, “Perfect. Everything is already so perfect.”

After he handed her the key and she put her license and card away, she looked at the luggage cart and then back to him.

“I’m the only one at the desk right now, so I can’t leave, but if you can wait about ten minutes, my manager can bring them up for you. He’s at lunch. I can lock them in the office until then.”

“Never mind,” she replied, shaking her head, before she pushed the cart with the wobbly wheel toward the elevators, pressed the up button, and waited.

More than a minute later, a squeaky sound entered the space, and the doors opened. Samara felt like she’d already had enough bad luck for one day, so there wasn’t a chance it would get stuck between the floors with her inside it, right? Deciding to take the chance, she pushed the heavy cart inside and pressed the button for her floor. The elevator jumped a bit when it started up, scaring her, but then, it moved, and off she went, up to the room that faced a parking garage instead of the river, at a hotel that had no restaurant or room service, no gym, and probably not even a damn bathtub for her to relax in.

Opening the door, she was met with a space she would never refer to as a suite, because a suite sounded beautiful and lush. This was an old kitchen off to the right with an old refrigerator and an actual ice tray just sitting on a table that was bolted both to the wall and the floor. This was a two-burner stove and salt and pepper shakers with the little condiment-sized single-serving packets inside them. This was a small sofa with an awful floral pattern and a flat-screen TV in a living room, if it could even be called that, and this was a queen-sized bed, luggage rack, loud air-conditioning unit under the window, and a bathroom that was smaller than any other she had ever seen. But hey, at least there was a bathtub.


CHAPTER 2

“It’s been almost a year. You can’t blame people for asking you to set a damn date already. Otherwise, what’s the point of even being engaged?” Dana asked.

“Hey, there’s a point to it,” Lainey, her sister, said. “Some people just like to take steps in a relationship and live in those steps. They don’t need to immediately start preparing that next step while they’re in this one.”

“What she said,” Paige said, nodding over to her fiancée.

They’d gotten engaged on Christmas the year prior, and ever since then, Dana and Lainey’s parents have been asking when Dana would finally settle down and meet someone. She was only thirty, so it wasn’t like she was old, but when one sibling took a significant step in their lives, it always seemed to encourage parents to ask the other one when they would be doing the same.

“Mom and Dad are waiting with their checkbooks. Literally, Laine. They’ve got their checkbook out on the counter because they still write checks to people, and they want to start writing them for your wedding. They leave it there in case you visit and tell them you’re ready to pay for something because you’ve actually planned something.”

“Well, they’ll have to wait. It’s not like they’re not used to it. We’ve been together for, like, five years now. Paige and I want to get married, yes, but we’re not rushing toward it just because Mom and Dad want us to. Besides, Paige starts her new job in January, and we’re moving into the new house, too. We close on January third. So, I want us to focus on that stuff for now. Then, we can start planning a thing.”

“A thing?” Paige laughed in response before she leaned over and kissed Lainey’s cheek. “I’ve got to get to practice. I’ll see you later.”

“Love you,” Lainey told her.

“I love you, too,” Paige replied before she looked at Dana and added, “Bye, Dana.”

“Bye.” Dana waved her off.

They’d been having lunch at Chapter & Verse, a very old bookshop owned by Lainey’s best friend, Maisie. Lainey used to work here, but when she’d gotten the coaching job at the college, she had had to quit the part-time gig that she’d taken in order to save up money for the ring that was currently on Paige’s finger. Now, her sister hung out here whenever she could, or she would help out if Maisie needed an extra pair of hands. Today, both were true, and Maisie had even asked if Dana could stop by on her lunch break as well because her shop was having a book fair in the back parking lot, taking advantage of the cooler but not-too-cold weather and the fact that many people were looking for unique holiday gifts for their loved ones.

Dana had helped by lugging a few boxes outside and had even manned the cash register for a few minutes to cover for India, Maisie’s girlfriend, who had taken the day off from her job at Southern Roastery next door to help. Those two had been together for over a year now, and Dana could see them taking at least one of those significant steps soon. Unfortunately for her, though, because her mother considered Maisie to be like another daughter to her, that only meant that Dana would then get yet another lecture about what she was doing with her life.

“Well, Mother, if you must know, I am working for the catering company to the stars, loving every minute of it, and bedding a new star or starlet with every film. In fact, I’ve recently met the love of my life, and we’re going to announce our relationship to the world soon,” she had said jokingly to herself after her mom had texted her the other day asking her about her Christmas plans.

All of those things were lies, of course, and she hadn’t actually told her mom that because her mother knew better and would see right through her. Dana didn’t like her job, but at least it was movie-adjacent, and technically, she’d been part of the creation of several recent blockbusters. She had even served Lennox Owen and Kenzie Smyth lunch. There were other stars, too, but those were the two that still stood out to her more than a year later. Her dream of being an actress herself, though, had yet to come to fruition, and Dana knew she would eventually need to move to LA or New York for more opportunities, but she was scared. She’d always been scared, and she had her reasons. She didn’t see that fear going away anytime soon, either. Here, she had her family, her friends, her small one-bedroom apartment, and her old trusty Honda Civic that hadn’t let her down yet. She had her support system, and they had her, which she actually considered more important. Moving away from all of that was terrifying, even though leaving meant she could pursue what she wanted.

It wasn’t as if just moving to LA, her preferred destination, was guaranteed to bring her success. Millions of people had moved there over the years, wishing, hoping, and praying for their big break that had never come. Some had ended up doing commercials to make ends meet, others waited tables, and likely, even more had moved back home and given up. Dana figured that if she never tried, she’d have to give up as well, and she pushed the thought that that was giving up, too, really, out of her mind as often as it entered.

“I need to get back out there,” Lainey said. “Maisie and India wanted to run the indoor stuff in the afternoon when the tour stops by. Sarah is slow at the register, so the tours with a ton of people make it worse.”

“Yeah, okay. I have to get back to work, anyway.”

“How’s this one going? Big deal, and it’s taken forever, from what everyone has told me. Bryce and Sophie’s movie is finally becoming a reality, and you’re working on it. Pretty cool, huh?”

“I’m on the catering staff; I’m not really working on it.”

“You are working on it. You’ll be on set. You’ll physically be working on it.”

“Not exactly what I meant or want, and you know that.”

“I do, but you keep taking these catering jobs, so I’m not sure what you expected, Dana,” Lainey said and stood up to toss her trash into the bin. “If you wanted to act, why didn’t you even audition for this? You know both Bryce and Sophie now, and it’s based on their life. Bryce also wrote the script and works for the production company. Hell, she could get you auditions for other things, too, if you just asked her. You could have a job before you hop off the plane at LAX with your dream and your cardigan.”

“I hate you.” Dana glared at her sister playfully. “And I don’t want to get a job because of nepotism. I barely know them. They moved to LA right when Maisie and you joined that giant-ass friend group and pulled me into it. I have never seen so many lesbians in one place that wasn’t a lesbian bar in my life. Candace knows she’s putting the vibes out there, right?”

Lainey laughed and said, “Candace doesn’t care about vibes. She just loves owning a bar.”

“Maybe, but I don’t know Bryce or Sophie all that well anyway. I’ve met them, like, three times, I think, when they came back to visit and prep for the production. I can’t just ask for an audition.”

“They had an open thing. What’s that called?”

“A call. It’s called an open call,” she answered.

“Yeah, well, from what I know, they had one of those, which means you could’ve shown up. It films here, Dana. You wouldn’t have had to leave.”

That was true, and Dana didn’t know how to reply because she had seen the notice for a local casting call several months ago, but she had dismissed it because there had been a chance that she would’ve gotten the role. Had Bryce and Sophie known she was auditioning, they would’ve considered her because of her relationship to Lainey and the rest of their friends, and if Dana had gotten the part, she would’ve had to then be in a movie. School and bit parts in community theater couldn’t have prepared her for an actual film, right? She would have only ruined the thing with her lack of talent from being so out of practice.

“I must have missed that,” she lied to her sister. “Anyway, I need to get back now. I’ve been put on a special task for this one.”

“Special task?” Lainey asked. “What does that mean in the catering world? Doing the hard-to-clean dishes?”

“No, you asshole.” She chuckled. “I’ve been tasked with being Samara Barber’s food gofer. I think that’s my actual title, too.”

“A food gofer? What?”

“I guess she has a very special diet. It requires her food not to touch anyone else’s, and it needs to be hand-delivered at certain times to ensure proper temperature. I’ve got specific instructions in an email that I have to follow, including this giant list of ingredients she doesn’t even want to be in the same room with, her favorite things, and particular butters and oils she wants used for each meal. Apparently, she would be able to tell if I used olive oil on the one she wanted vegan butter used for. There are exact brands of things on the list, too. She has a brand of tofu and soy products. Oh, and she drinks coffee, but only one cup per day at 205°.”

“Damn. Diva much?”

“That’s what I’ve heard about her. I guess if you’ve been in the business forever, you probably think you can get whatever you want. Why she’s doing this movie, though, is beyond me. She’s been getting all the good roles, making millions for each one, and I can’t imagine they’re paying her that much for this one. It’s not even hitting theaters. It’s going to be on a streaming channel.”

“Well, maybe her bad reputation got her on some kind of naughty list, and she needs to bide her time on something like this one.”

“Okay. Sarah’s out there. Why are you in here?” Maisie asked, walking inside through the back door. “You said you’d come out and take over for me and India.”

“And I am on my way,” Lainey replied. “Talk to Dana here.”

“What? Why? I’ve got to go, too,” Dana said.

“Then, I’ll see you later,” Lainey said and walked out the back just as India walked into the shop.

“Here,” India spoke.

“Hi, babe,” Maisie replied, smiling at her girlfriend.

“Where do you want me?”

“Do not answer that,” Dana said, pointing at Maisie. “I don’t want to know.”

Maisie laughed and rubbed India’s back.

“Front register. Thank you.”

“I cannot wait until we’re on our trip. You’ve been working me day and night,” India said, kissing Maisie’s lips sweetly.

“Again, I don’t need to hear that,” Dana said, shaking her head. Then, she picked up her purse from the table in the back of the shop they had pulled out to put extra boxes of books on and asked, “And what trip?”

“We’re going skiing again this year,” Maisie explained. “Our second annual ski trip. And I can’t wait, either. I need a break.”

“As well as some relaxation and better luck on your skis this year,” India said.

“Hey, you were my instructor,” Maisie tossed back.

“And you were the student who kept trying to make out with me and stay inside the room instead of spending the time actually learning.”

“We’d just started dating back then, and you’re gorgeous. What did you expect to happen in a fancy resort in front of a fireplace?” Maisie asked.

“And I’m going to go now,” Dana replied. “Have great sex on your ski trip, though.”

Maisie laughed again and said, “I’m sure we’ll see you before then.”

“I don’t know. I’m about to get really busy with this movie.”

“I can’t believe that’s happening,” India said. “I feel like I’ve been hearing about it forever now, even though it’s only been about a year for me. It’s great that you get to be a part of it. Sophie promised us all tickets to a premiere if there is one. She’s still not sure yet.”

“I’m on Samara Barber duty.”

“Samara Barber duty? The woman playing Sophie?”

“That’s the one,” Dana replied, slinging her purse over her shoulder. “I heard Libby August is nice and doesn’t have a bad set reputation, but I’m a caterer, and since she doesn’t seem to have any dietary restrictions or weird rules, I don’t get to work with her. I’ve been assigned, as one of the more senior members of the company’s staff, to work with Samara, who, I’ve been told, is kind of a nightmare, so I’m not exactly looking forward to heading into work right now to get more details than the fifteen-page email I got this morning about this.”

“Fifteen pages?” India asked.

“Single or double-spaced?” Maisie asked.

“Mostly, a lot of lists,” Dana replied. “And I have to go report in, so I’ll see you both later, I guess.”

“Good luck,” Maisie said. “Hey, as a thank you, want to grab a book? Or, I can make India get you free food from Southern.”

“You can, huh?” India joked.

“Will you please get my friend free food from your café?” Maisie asked her girlfriend with a puppy-dog expression.

“Use your powers for good, not evil, my love,” India said. “And yes, I can go over with you and use my badge to get you whatever you want with my discount.”

“I’m okay. Thank you. But I’ll be back for the book one day,” she said to Maisie.

◆◆◆

“Dana, you’re here. Great. We’re running behind,” Josh, her boss, said. “I need you to triple-check those lists and inventory everything we bought for Samara. It’s all over there on the counter. That’s just for today and tomorrow.”

Dana looked at the stainless-steel counter covered completely in newly purchased food.

“That’s for two days?”

“Well, obviously, some of it will last longer, but I only bought enough for the two days’ worth of recipes she provided so that I can make sure she likes everything before I buy more. Plus, rumor has it, she can tell fresh from a mile away, so I’ll need you or someone else to go to the shop daily, most likely, and maybe hit up the farmer’s market for certain things. She seems to have a thing for kale and spinach, so we’ll need tons of that.”

“Okay,” she replied, dropping her purse on a table. “No problem, I guess. Where’s your list?”

“Over there.” He pointed with a knife he’d been using to chop onions. “That will be her counter.”

“Her counter?”

“She said she doesn’t want her food to touch anyone else’s.”

“I think she just meant she didn’t want to have to eat out of the chafing dishes we use. She’s got a weird temperature thing, according to the email I got.”

“Well, I’m not taking any chances.”

“We’ve worked with some big-time celebs before, and I’ve never seen you look this worried.”

“They’ve never been this demanding,” he replied. “And this is our first job with this production company. I don’t want to screw it up by having their lead complain.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll get started.”

“Thank you. Oh, if you see anything out of place, move it to the other counter and make a note. I have to go check on everything else.”

“Sounds good,” Dana said, thinking that it really didn’t sound good, but she didn’t have much of a choice, either.


CHAPTER 3

“There’s no money for it,” her assistant said. “And you didn’t ask Walter to include a specific hotel in your contract.”

“He has been my manager for literal decades. He didn’t think to include that automatically? I have three lawyers that read the thing and an agent, and none of them caught the fact that lodging wasn’t specified?”

“I guess not,” Kyla replied. “Do you want me to call the EP and ask if there’s anything they can find in the budget to get you moved?”

“Yes, obviously. I called for an update. I asked for that last night,” she said.

“You called me at nine at night, Samara. I was already asleep.”

“What? At nine o’clock? Why?”

“I’m seven months pregnant,” Kyla returned. “You’re lucky I’m even awake for more than four hours at a time. I’m having twins, and the doctor now has me on bed rest until I deliver.”

“Bed rest?”

“Yes. I’m only allowed to get up to pee and bathe, and even then, she wants me to have my husband help. It’s boring and ridiculous, so the good news for you is that I’m ready for a fight with someone. The bad news for you is that you called me at six in the morning.”

“It’s eight here,” she replied.

“I’m going to call one of my other assistant friends and see if she can get there for you, but if not, I’m sure she knows someone who would be reliable. They can be on set with you and available when I’m not. You clearly need someone there with you.”

“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself,” Samara argued as she walked to the shaky elevator. “And I’m taking the stairs.”

“You called me to get your hotel changed.”

“Because that’s something you usually do. And this hotel now has my credit card on file for incidentals. Why isn’t there a production card on file? Is this even a real movie? Is there a budget and a crew?”

“Yes.” Kyla laughed. “This is a real movie, Samara. You know it’s a real movie, but it’s an indie film that you wanted to do, so you’re going to have to get used to things not being exactly like the movies you’ve wrapped recently.”

“So, one step above a student film, then?”

“Budget-wise? Probably, yes. But again, you wanted this. Personally, I’m not sure that this movie is going to get you anything. It’s a rom-com at best, and a gay one at that. I know you were thinking you might get something for playing a lesbian, but that’s not exactly the thing these days. People want queer people to play queer roles now. And this isn’t some period piece, either. It’s a modern-day lesbian film.”

“Yes. And?”

“Well, you might be bi, but you haven’t come out yet, so no one will know and might even end up giving you crap for it. At least, Vanessa Pierce is gay.”

“She hit on me at the audition. Did I tell you that?” she asked as she made her way down the stairs.

“No, you did not. Where was this information? Have I mentioned how bored I am?”

“This was months ago, when you could still pee on your own,” Samara replied. “She flirted with me like crazy before the audition. I thought it was maybe because she’s method or she just wanted to get in the right frame of mind, but it continued after, too, and she asked me if I wanted to get a drink. I suppose she could still be method, but that wasn’t the vibe.”

“Did you go?”

“Of course not. Not only was she auditioning to be my co-star, but she could have told people. Besides, I was dating Caleb then.”

“Oh, Caleb. I forgot about him. How long did he last?”

“About three minutes most times,” she joked.

Kyla laughed wildly and replied, “Thank you. I needed that.”

“Well, I needed at least another ten to fifteen. Or, really, just better sex.” Samara allowed herself to laugh at her own joke and added, “And it was Xavier after that, and that was a mistake, too.”

“He only lasted two minutes?” she joked.

“No, he was good in bed, but he only wanted to be in bed. That worked for a few weeks, but we weren’t exclusive, and he didn’t want to be, so it became a lot of work, keeping up with that.”

“Keeping up with–”

“Being safe,” Samara whispered as she pushed open the door. “He was with other women, and I was with a couple of guys at the time, too. I got tested, like, six times just to be safe, and that is tedious.”

“Why did you keep doing it for even that long then?”

“Because it was great sex, and I had nothing else to do when I wasn’t working.” She shrugged a shoulder and checked what was around the corner before turning that way. “But he went away to film anyway, so it was time.”

“We’ve known each other for years now. Can I ask you a question I’ve wanted to ask you since you told me you’re bi?”

“I know what you’re going to ask me,” she replied and stayed put because there was a family heading out the front doors, and she didn’t want to get recognized and have to sign autographs.

Samara blamed the kids’ movie she worked on the previous year. It was live action. She had wanted to diversify her roles, but for kids, she should’ve gone animated, because ever since playing the princess who’d rescued herself, she’d been getting hounded by kids wherever she went.

“You told me late last year, but since then, you’ve only told me about guys you’ve been with.”

“That’s because what you’re thinking is true,” she said.

“Really?”

“I can’t exactly just sleep with any woman, Ky,” she replied, using the nickname she sometimes called Kyla. “What am I supposed to do? Ask her to fill out an NDA just to go on a date with me, and if we sleep together, add a clause?”

“No, you’d add that clause before you sleep with them. You’ve read more than enough contracts to know that.”

“You’re hilarious,” Samara said sarcastically. “Anyway, no, I haven’t been with a woman. But I’m hoping this movie helps me with that,” she added softly so as not to be overheard accidentally.

“Well, if you want to sleep with Vanessa, that might be a good idea. She’s been out for a while now. Plus, she’s hot.”

“I’m not sleeping with my co-star,” Samara whispered. “Now, I’ve got to get to the office that they’ve probably got set up at a picnic table or something, because they said they needed to talk to me before final fittings and makeup tests. God, I’m starving. Where is my breakfast?”

“You didn’t order any. You have lunch coming, though.”

“Order any? What are you talking about? They have all my specifications. I thought there would be a plate outside my door this morning when I woke up.”

“They requested that you let them know what time you wanted it. I told you that. You said you’d let me know when you got here, but you didn’t. I forgot to remind you because I’m seven months pregnant with twins and trying to keep my eyes open long enough to even have this conversation, and my difficult-as-fuck boss was so focused on her room, she didn’t mention it.”

“Fine. Order me a smoothie, then. The usual. And have it sent to wherever the office is. There will be a car today, at least, right? I don’t have to order one myself?”

“Yes, today and every day after, you’ll have access to a town car.”

“At least, there’s that. Can you please have them adjust the AC fifteen minutes before they pull up to the hotel? I’d like it to be at seventy degrees when I get in the car, not cooling off until we arrive on set.”

“Yes, I can do that. First, I’ll call the EP about the hotel. Then, I’ll place the smoothie order. After that, I’ll call the car people, but it won’t be seventy when you get into this one because it’s probably already outside, waiting.”

“Fine,” she replied. “Make sure they change the card on file, too. I don’t expect to need anything, but I’m not paying for my own incidentals should they actually have something in that little shop I want.”

“Adding that to my list as we speak.”

“Are you, really?”

“No. I don’t have a pen, my laptop is charging because it died on me, and the phone I’m using to talk to you is currently resting on my giant-ass baby bump, which the doctor said looks more like I’m eight months along. She laughed as she told me that. She thought that was funny. I did not.”

Samara, seeing that the coast was finally clear, walked through the lobby and quickly headed out to where she saw the waiting town car and a driver standing outside by the back door.

“Good; the car’s here. I’ll talk to you soon. Will lunch–”

“Be delivered wherever you are at noon,” Kyla finished.

“Thank you,” Samara said. “Have the smoothie arrive as soon as possible, please, and add a shot of wheatgrass, but make sure they can keep both of those things cold.”

“I know the drill, boss,” Kyla replied.

Then, they hung up, and Samara approached the man by the town car.

“Who are you here for?” she asked him.

“You, Ma’am,” he replied with a slight stutter. “I mean, Miss Samara Barber.”

“And where are we going?”

“To the production office,” he said, looking a little nervous, which was common these days.

“You should know that I’ll be tracking our drive, and my assistant has all the information, should anything happen to me.”

“Sorry?”

“As a safety precaution. Can we go, please?”

“Oh, sure,” he said and pulled open the door for her.

When Samara climbed inside, she knew it was seventy-two degrees in the car, not seventy, so the moment he sat in his seat, she instructed him to lower the temperature, pulled the sunglasses that had been on her forehead down over her eyes, and closed them, needing just a few minutes of calm before the real work was set to begin.

Twenty-eight minutes later, the car slowed to a stop, and she pulled off her sunglasses. She expected to see that picnic table and not much else, so she was pleasantly surprised to find several trailers instead. Some were bigger than others, but one had a piece of paper that said, ‘Office,’ on it, in all capital letters, and they were parked right in front of it. She’d need to talk to them about security because they hadn’t had to check in with anyone prior to getting this close to where everyone would be, including herself. The car door was then opened for her, and Samara thought someone would come out of the office to greet her, but when no one did, she grabbed her purse and trudged up the three trailer stairs and knocked hard on the door.

“It’s open,” a voice said.

“Clearly, it’s closed. You mean unlocked,” she replied after opening the door and entering the trailer, which, blissfully, was sixty-eight degrees, one of her favorite temperatures.

“Samara, hey,” the executive producer, a woman by the name of Reed, said from behind a desk.

There were three desks in this trailer and not much else. A mini fridge as part of a small kitchen and a bathroom finished off the space.

“I was told to come here for a meeting. Has my assistant called you yet?”

“Kyla, yes. I just got off the phone with her about the hotel. There’s no wiggle room in the budget, I’m afraid, but if you want to change hotels or book a short-term rental for the same price, we can take care of that for you.”

Samara rolled her eyes and said, “I suppose we’ll have to deal with that later since I’d need to see what’s available at that rate and verify if it’s any better. What did you need to talk to me about?”

“Sit. Sit,” Reed said, motioning to a chair in front of one of the desks.

Samara did and asked, “Has a smoothie been–”

“Oh, yeah,” the EP interjected. “Got here about five minutes ago. Hold on.”

Reed opened the fridge, pulled out the wheatgrass shot and the green smoothie, and handed them both to Samara.

“Thank you,” Samara said and took an immediate sip. “This will do.”

“So, we have a major hiccup that’s going to cost us big, which is why there’s no room in the budget now,” Reed began.

“Major hiccup?”

“Vanessa, your co-star, was in a car accident on the way to the airport yesterday. She was badly injured. They tell me that she’ll be all right in the long term, but she broke a few bones and is in casts because of it. It’ll be weeks before she can even begin physical therapy.”

“Oh, shit,” Samara said, pausing on downing the wheatgrass shot. “My God. I’m sorry. That’s awful. She’ll be okay, though?”

“From what they told me, she’ll be okay, yes. I haven’t spoken with her yet. She’s been in and out of it on the meds they have her on, but I’ll call her when they tell me it’s okay. For now, we’ve sent her flowers from everyone here. Unfortunately, this means we’re down one of our leading ladies.”

“Right,” Samara said and took the shot now because she didn’t know what else to do. “I’ll have my assistant send some flowers from me to the hospital. Maybe something else, too. Magazines? Books? Candy? Can she even have candy or other snacks? What would she want? I don’t know her that well.”

“I’ll have my PA coordinate with your assistant, so we’ll make sure that Vanessa is covered, but this means we’re going to be behind a bit. You’ll still take care of any last-minute fittings and stuff, but we’re flying in the second and third choice for Bryce’s role.”

The door to the trailer opened, and as if on cue, Bryce herself walked through it.

“Can we call her what I named her in the script and not me, please?” Bryce, the screenwriter of the film, requested. “I named myself Bray because it sounded cool, and Soph liked it, too.”

“Fine. Bray’s role will have to be recast.”

“The other two women I read with were fine, but they weren’t Vanessa. She really had the role,” Samara noted.

“I know. But we’ll coach them up a bit and have them do another read with you here on location. One of them was in Austin anyway, so she’ll be here later today. I’d only bring in one, but I want to be safe because we want the right person for the role. We’ve already waited longer than we wanted to, trying to get this thing filmed.”

“Okay. What do you need me to do?”

“Go about your schedule today and wait for one of us to call and ask you to read.”

“Okay,” Samara replied. “I’ll review alternate hotels and short-term rentals as well.”

“Sure,” Reed said. “Just let me know.”

She nodded and asked, “Where will I be around noon? I don’t have an actual schedule for the whole day yet.”

“Um…” Reed looked down at her laptop. “I’m not sure. Lunch, probably.”

“And if that’s being delivered to me, where would I expect it?”

“Your trailer,” Bryce said. “I can show you where that is now, if you want.”

“Thank you,” she replied, thinking that if worse came to worst, she could always sleep in her trailer if it was the one she’d specifically requested.

Samara was playing the part of Sophie – or, Stella – in the movie, or she would have asked Bryce several questions about Bray, the character based on her. Instead, she continued to drink her smoothie and walked next to her in awkward silence. Bryce took her down the row of trailers and pointed to one near the end.

“This is yours. It’s the exact one you asked for.”

“Oh, thank God.”

Bryce laughed a little and said, “I’ll leave you here now, if you don’t mind. I have some work to do.”

“Will Sophie be on set often?” she asked.

“Sometimes, yeah. She’s not here today, though.”

“I’d like to speak with her before we begin, if I can. I want to make sure I get her character right.”

“Oh, she’ll love that,” Bryce said sarcastically, laughing a little. “I’ll let her know.”

“Thank you,” Samara replied.

She continued on, opened the trailer door, locked it immediately behind her, and looked around. Sure enough, it was the exact model she’d asked for. She headed straight for the bedroom, dropped her purse onto the floor, and sat on the bed.

“At least, this worked out,” she said to herself.

The next few hours went by rather quickly. Since her trailer was the biggest, she had requested that wardrobe work with her there instead of in the wardrobe trailer, and once her final measurements had been done, she went to the makeup trailer for some makeup tests. After that, she returned to her trailer to find a Post-it note on the refrigerator, indicating that her meal had been delivered.

Samara pulled open the door, saw her favorite sparkling water and orange juice inside, but what wasn’t shocking to her at all was the high temperature in the fridge itself. It was likely that when the trailer had been dropped off and hooked up, no one had adjusted the internal temperature of the thing to keep stuff there cold. She did so herself, setting it to five, the highest setting, and pulled out the covered plate that had been left for her. It was the kale and spinach salad with grilled tofu, which she could eat hot or cold, cranberries, and vegan cheese on top. Samara cracked open the container, grabbed a fork that, thankfully, was metal from the drawer next to the sink, but when she took her first bite, she discovered that the food was that awful temperature between hot and cold that no one liked.

“Not cold enough,” she said with a grunt before she covered back the plate and shoved it into the fridge because she would have to wait for it to cool off.


CHAPTER 4

“I’m sorry she didn’t like it,” Dana said. “She wasn’t in the trailer, so I put the salad in her fridge. I’m not sure what else I was supposed to do. We’re feeding the whole cast and crew here.”

“I know, but that’s already strike one, Dana. It’s the first day,” her boss said.

“What should I have done, then? Waited for her?”

Josh sighed and put the knife down on the white cutting board as if he was already so exhausted from this movie they all just started working on.

“Maybe, yes.”

“I had no idea where she was or when she’d be back. Do you want to pay me to sit there and wait? If so, I can do that. I have some reading I can catch up on. I can scroll through my phone, too.”

“You can always track down a PA and ask them to check on her, see where she is, and take the food right to her,” her boss suggested.

“Fine. I was told to put it in her trailer, but I’ll do that next time. I thought the fridge was a good call. It’s cold. Her food was cold.”

“I’m not saying it was your fault. I’m just trying to avoid it happening again. You have her dinner to make, right?”

“It’s made already. I was about to go take it to her, but now, I’m afraid I’ll get strike two,” she replied.

“She’s not in her trailer right now. When the PA called to tell me how mad she was, she told me she’d be in one of the rooms they rented out behind the main row of trailers.”

“Any idea which one?” Dana asked.

“She didn’t tell me, so just ask someone in their office. The food is hot now. Go.”

Josh picked the knife back up and waved it in the direction of the door.

“Fine, but stop waving that thing at me. One day, you’re going to lose control, and I’ll end up with four toes or something,” she said and grabbed the aluminum foil container she’d just put together for Samara Barber before heading out the door.

Their catering area was set up at the far end of the set, but there was a main kitchen in town where everything was made and then driven over. The food she currently held had technically been prepared thirty minutes ago, but she’d kept it hot the whole time, and as she carried it, Dana felt the heat nearly burning her hand. She hurried down the concrete path that was not much larger than a sidewalk, past all the trailers, until she saw the door to the small building behind them.

“Oh, hey. PA?” she asked a woman walking by.

“Assistant director,” the woman replied, sounding a little annoyed.

“Sorry. Um… I was told Miss Barber is in a room somewhere. I need to bring her this.”

“I don’t know. Probably. There are auditions going on, so, yeah.”

“Okay. Thanks,” she replied, despite that piece of information not being helpful at all, and opened the door.

Dana was now in a hallway, with a door immediately on the right and one on the left. Several more doors lined up the walls a little farther. Then, she heard voices and saw that the door up ahead on the right was open.

“Hi. Sorry. What?” a female voice said from behind it.

“I just…” someone else said.

“We were going to sit here,” another female voice said.

“Oh. We can share, can’t we?”

“Yeah, uh… no problem. Bray.”

“Stella,” the first woman replied.

Auditions. Dana had put it together then. She’d read this script. Gwen had gotten it for her from Linden, who’d gotten it from Asher, who had gotten it from Sophie, who’d gotten it from her girlfriend, Bryce. Someone was auditioning in there, but that didn’t make any sense. They already had their Bryce and Sophie, or rather, their Bray and Stella.

“Let’s skip the middle part with the friends,” someone directed.

“Okay,” the second woman said.

“Just start where Bray says, ‘You,’ to Stella.”

“You?”

“Oh. I live here. So does she.”

“Yeah? Cool. Do you live… together?”

“No, we met tonight. Not like that. Not like we’re here together or that we’re–”

“We’re friends,” the third woman interjected, and Dana assumed that was either the director or maybe the casting director filling in.

“So, you live here?” the woman playing Bray asked.

“Uh… yeah. I moved back about four years ago for a job.”

“Back?”

“I lived here before. Well, not exactly here, in a different parish, but close enough from here. I moved away for college. I came back about four years ago.”

“Where did you move?”

“New York. Brooklyn, technically. I got a job in Manhattan out of school. I missed it here, though. I like the quiet life, I guess.”

“New York is noisy, I’ve heard.”

“You’ve never been?”

“Let’s skip this next section.” The third woman sighed. “Actually, let’s take a break while I read through this again. I think I want you to read something else for me.”

“No problem,” the woman who might play Bray said.

“Break for thirty. It’s dinner, anyway.”

“Great. I’m starving.”

Dana stood outside the door like an idiot, holding someone’s food, and that someone was about to walk out and ask why she was just standing there. She decided to knock instead and pretend like she’d just arrived.

“Come in.”

Dana pushed the door open the rest of the way and walked in.

“I have Miss Barber’s dinner,” she said.

In the room, she saw a table with two women sitting behind it and another woman standing next to Samara Barber in front of them. Samara was gorgeous. Of course, Dana knew that already; she had seen her movies. Still, a lot of celebrities weren’t as perfect close up, but this woman was. She looked to be every bit the all-American girl with her blonde hair, blue eyes, and symmetrical facial features as she stood tall beside her possible co-star, which still confused Dana because the woman playing Bray had already been cast a while ago, or they wouldn’t be here, ready to film.

“Thank God,” Samara said. “I skipped lunch.”

Dana wanted to say something about how that had been Samara’s choice because she had left her perfectly good meal in the cold refrigerator, but she held it in, and as Samara approached, she handed her the container.

“Any silverware?”

“Oh, no,” Dana replied. “I was going to bring it to your trailer, but they said you were here.”

“No drink, either?”

“No. As I said just a second ago, I was going to bring it to your trailer, where, I’m sure, you have drinks.”

“Yes, well, you didn’t do that, obviously. And I know you can get into my trailer because you put that lukewarm salad in my fridge. Why didn’t you get me any silverware and a sparkling water when you came this way?”

Dana so wanted to say something to this woman, along the lines of, ‘Bless your heart,’ her favorite Southern expression that didn’t really mean any kind of blessing.

“I hurried over here because I didn’t want your food to get cold, Miss Barber. I was told in my instructions that it was important.”

Samara touched the container before she opened the top, looked down inside, and shook her head.

“It’s not hot.”

“It nearly burned off my hand getting it here.”

“Well, it’s not hot enough. Take it back and remake it.”

“Remake it? I can heat it up for you, or you could do it yourself. There’s a microwave in your trailer, isn’t there?”

“I’m sorry. Who are you? Are you a PA? Why can’t you just do as I ask and remake this?”

“Why would I waste the food when it can be reheated?”

“You don’t have to waste this. You can give it to someone else. I just need new food, and quickly, because we only have thirty minutes.”

“Did you really not eat that salad?” Dana asked.

“No, I didn’t.”

“But it would’ve gotten colder the longer it sat in the fridge.”

“I didn’t have time,” Samara said and held out the container for Dana to take from her. “And I don’t need to justify myself to you, but I’ve had to do chemistry reads all day.”

“Dana, hey,” Bryce said as she walked through the door. “What’s going on in here?”

“You know her?” Samara asked.

“Yeah, she’s a friend.”

“She’s refusing to have my food remade.”

“I’m not refusing. I just don’t think it’s necessary. Bryce, feel that. It’s hot enough, right?”

“I’m sorry; is this a nepotism thing?” Samara asked. “Did you get this PA job because you know the writer?”

“I am not a PA; I’m on the catering staff, which is why I was asked to bring you this plate of hot food,” Dana argued. “And I’ve had this job longer than Bryce here has been writing movies. What is your deal? The food is hot.”

“Okay,” Bryce said calmly. “I think we just need a break, maybe. How about I take this?” Bryce took the container from Dana. “And I’ll have something else sent to your trailer, Samara.”

“Yes, the same thing. Just have them remake it.”

“Sure,” Bryce replied.

“And you should fire her,” Samara added then, nodding toward Dana.

“What?” Dana asked. “Because I argued with you?”

“When I signed on to this movie, I was guaranteed that my dietary needs would be met. I’m already in a terrible hotel. Now, we’ve lost our Bray, and I have to go through auditioning all over again. I don’t need this kind of stress.”

“You lost Bray?” Dana asked Bryce.

“Car accident. She’s fine but injured and can’t get here. We flew in two women who we’re auditioning today.”

“Shit. Sorry,” Dana offered.

“Yeah, me too,” Bryce replied and turned back to Samara. “Can we maybe all just agree that today has been a long and stressful day and let it go?”

“Will I get my food?” Samara asked.

“Yes, I will have it sent to your trailer,” Bryce told her.

“Then, I suppose I can.”

“Me too,” Dana said, glaring at Samara.

“Great,” Bryce replied.

“We’ll resume in thirty, Bryce,” one of the women behind the table said.

“Okay.”

Dana walked out, waited for Bryce to join her, and said, “Sorry. She just got under my skin there.”

Then, they started walking, and she turned to make sure that Samara wasn’t behind them because she planned to vent her frustrations about her to Bryce.

“She did make one request for the food, and she’s working for cheap,” Bryce said. “Think we can maybe try to keep it professional and get her that food?”

“She has ridiculous demands. This food is hot.”

“I know, but I guess she wants it hotter.” Bryce handed Dana the container. “Can you remake it for her?”

“Can I reheat it and see if she notices?”

Bryce laughed and replied, “Sure, but it’s your funeral.”

They walked until Bryce had to turn a different direction, and Dana went into the catering tent. She put the food on a plate, shoved it into the microwave, and then put it back into the container before walking it back to the trailer assigned to Samara. There, she knocked and waited until Samara opened the door and looked down. This might be her funeral, but if Dana’s trick worked, it would be worth it if she later got fired.

Samara took the container from her, repeated what she had done before, and said, “It’s fine.”

Then, she closed the door in Dana’s face.

“You’re welcome!” Dana said loudly on purpose.

“She’s a piece of work, huh?”

Dana turned to see the woman who had been auditioning for Bray standing off to the side of the trailer.

“I’m only here for an audition, so I don’t have a trailer,” the woman added. “Can you point me in the direction of the catering tent so I can grab some food and practice my lines?”

“Oh, it’s just down there,” Dana said, pointing. “Straight and at the end. You can’t miss it. You’re running lines?”

“Thanks. I’m doing a chemistry read with her, so I need to read and perfect everything.” The woman nodded toward Samara’s trailer. “She’s not the easiest to get a good read from when you’re in an audition. She’s a great actress, don’t get me wrong, but it’s not like she’s in there trying to help me out, you know? It’s basically a chore to her.”

“I’m Dana,” she said and held out her hand.

“Grace,” the woman replied.

“I’m an actress. Local stuff, mostly, and I’m no Samara Barber, but if you want help, I’m free now that I’ve delivered Princess Barber her food.”

“Really? You don’t mind?” Grace asked.

“No. I was going to grab food here anyway. It’s free.” Dana shrugged a shoulder.

“That would be really cool. Thanks. I know they already auditioned someone before me, so I don’t know if I have a real chance here, but it would be cool to get it, even if I didn’t get it the first time.”

“Yeah, come on,” Dana replied. “I’ll walk you over, and we’ll run through it together.”


CHAPTER 5

Samara had been reminded that trailers weren’t soundproof when she’d heard Dana nearly yell her passive-aggressive response through the closed door, but then, she heard something else.

“She’s a piece of work, huh?”

That voice belonged to her scene partner from earlier, and while Samara had always tried to brush off comments like that, this one hurt a bit.

“I’m only here for an audition, so I don’t have a trailer,” the woman said. “Can you point me in the direction of the catering tent so I can grab some food and practice my lines?”

“Oh, it’s just down there,” Dana said. “Straight and at the end. You can’t miss it. You’re running lines?”

Samara pulled a fork out of her drawer and took a bite of her meal, deciding it was one degree cooler than she would have liked, but that wasn’t awful, and it was cooked well. Then, she stood near the door and held on to her food in one hand and the fork in the other.

“Thanks. I’m doing a chemistry read with her, so I need to read and perfect everything. She’s not the easiest to get a good read from when you’re in an audition. She’s a great actress, don’t get me wrong, but it’s not like she’s in there trying to help me out, you know? It’s basically a chore to her.”

Okay. That one did hurt. Samara had been trying. She was just exhausted. She hadn’t slept well in the queen bed with the lumpy mattress and way-too-soft pillows. She knew if she continued to stay at that hotel, she’d need to change rooms or have them change the mattress, at least, and give her some firmer pillows. The other option was to change hotels or find that vacation rental for the same price. Of course, she could also get what she wanted herself, charge the production for the room rate, and pay the difference. She’d hate doing that because that hadn’t been part of the arrangement, but it was worth considering.

“I’m Dana.”

“Grace,” the woman replied.

That was her name. Samara hadn’t remembered it from the first set of auditions, and she didn’t want to admit that, so when Grace had walked into the room for her audition, she had pretended that she knew it. Everyone else must have, so they had gone right into the reading.

Samara really had been trying, but Grace hadn’t exactly been giving her anything. The scenes they were reading were intense. Bray and Stella had met one night, instantly hit it off, had one amazing kiss, and gotten pulled away. They wouldn’t reconnect for a full year. So, these opening scenes were really crucial, and the chemistry had to be there. Vanessa had been the clear frontrunner for the role, with Grace and the other one from earlier far behind.

“I’m an actress. Local stuff, mostly, and I’m no Samara Barber, but if you want help, I’m free now that I’ve delivered Princess Barber her food.”

Dana had just said she was no Samara Barber. That made Samara smile before she took another bite and continued to eavesdrop and not feel bad about it because they both knew that she was only on the other side of this wall.

“Really? You don’t mind?” Grace asked.

“No. I was going to grab food here anyway. It’s free.”

“That would be really cool. Thanks. I know they already auditioned someone before me, so I don’t know if I have a real chance here, but it would be cool to get it, even if I didn’t get it the first time.”

“Yeah, come on,” Dana replied. “I’ll walk you over, and we’ll run through it together.”

Samara heard the voices taper off and decided to walk to the window and separate the horizontal blinds to check that the two women indeed were walking away. Dana was an actress? And she knew the writer and probably Sophie as well if they were friends. Why hadn’t she auditioned? The movie was set and filmed here, in New Orleans, where she lived if she worked for the local catering crew. Dana fit the age and type for the roles. Maybe she had auditioned and hadn’t gotten whatever part she’d tried out for. Maybe she wasn’t talented enough. Hell, maybe she had auditioned for Stella and hadn’t gotten it, so she now hated Samara because she had. Either way, Samara was curious and decided to check it out.

She took a few more quick bites of her food, giving her enough to sustain her until she could order another smoothie, which would hold her over until breakfast, and then left her trailer and walked down toward where catering had been set up for everyone else. She didn’t want Dana or Grace to know that she was there, which was difficult because when people noticed her, they tended to make a big deal about it, so she kept to the space between the trailers and a fence that butted up against a row of houses like a total creeper.

“You know all the secret spots, huh?” Grace, playing Bray, said.

Samara stood at the back of the tent and listened to Grace and Dana, who were sitting at a table with their backs toward her.

“In case you’re wondering, it should be relatively clean. This is at least the tenth different sofa I’ve seen here since I moved back. Not that I come out a lot. I don’t, really. I only came out tonight to meet my friend who’d invited me. But when you go out to one bar in the Quarter, you always end up in at least one more that night, and, well, I come upstairs in these places when I can because they’re quieter and not as crowded, so I’ve noticed the sofa. I think they replace it a lot. The bars open early here, and not everyone comes to get totally wasted, so they have nicer seating for the early crowd. I’m talking way too much about this couch, aren’t I?” Dana, playing Stella, Samara’s actual role, chuckled a little, making Samara smile.

“I like it. And we can keep talking about the couch, if you want, but I’d honestly rather talk more about you.”

“I’m pretty boring,” Dana said, reading Stella’s line.

“Oh, I doubt that.”

“No, really.” Dana laughed lightly, and damn, if it didn’t appear more genuine than Samara’s fake laugh when she had run lines with herself for the audition. “I push papers for a living.”

“Is there good money in that?”

Dana continued laughing and said, “Not really, no.”

“Bummer. I was looking for a sugar mama tonight.”

Grace’s delivery of that was fine, but she hadn’t really sought out the punch of the joke, so it left Samara wanting more. All of Grace’s auditions had done that for her.

“Well, that’s definitely not me. I more move around digital files than push actual paperwork, but I’m middle management, and it’s boring, and I hate it.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Grace said.

“Me too. I actually only came out with my friend tonight because she works for the company I used to work for. She’s about to take it over – or, at least, I thought she was – and I was going to see if she could get me a job. I used to work there, so I thought it would be a win-win for both of us. I’d start over, if that was all that was available, but I found out that she might be leaving the company tonight, so I don’t know if that’s even possible now.”

“You should still ask her. Maybe she can help, even if she’s leaving.”

“I’m sure she can; it’s her family’s company. I’d just feel bad about asking her when it sounds like she’s going through a lot of transitions.”

“Can we stop here?” Grace said as herself.

“Sure,” Dana replied, leaning back in the folding chair.

“I just don’t have it yet. Can we try the later stuff? I have a feeling they’ll want me to read the scene leading up to the kiss.”

“Yeah, sure. But, no offense, Grace: I’m not kissing you in the catering tent,” Dana joked.

Grace laughed and said, “None taken. I’m straight anyway.”

“You are?”

“Yeah, I have a boyfriend. Well, he should be a fiancé by now, but he keeps putting off asking me to marry him, even though I know he has the ring, so there’s that. You?”

“No boyfriend.” Dana shook her head. “No girlfriend, either.”

“Ah,” Grace said. “Got it.”

Samara felt bad about eavesdropping on their conversation. Watching them read lines was one thing, but listening in as they talked to one another was something else altogether. She turned to go, thinking about Grace’s performance in the four auditions she had seen from her. None of them had been where they needed to be. The other actress who had flown in from Austin and read with Samara earlier was closer, but still not there. Samara knew it was a little crazy, and that was especially true because she didn’t like Dana as a person at all, but if neither of these actresses was impressive, they’d have to open it back up to auditions again, and each day they weren’t filming would mean delays and budget struggles, and the movie might not ever get made. She hadn’t flown all the way here to deal with delays only to have the whole thing postponed again or canceled.

“Hi. Is Bryce here?” she asked when she walked into the office trailer.

“She’s inside,” the PA said, nodding toward the building outside behind them.

“Okay. Thanks,” she replied and headed back outside.

Then, she walked into the building, finding Bryce and Reed sitting at the table, with the casting director staring at headshots, which only confirmed her suspicions that none of them were happy with the two actresses’ performances so far.

“Samara? Was something wrong with your food?” Bryce asked when she saw her.

“No, it was fine. Thank you,” she replied, pulling up a chair in front of the table and sitting down. “Should I assume that we’re all on the same page here? It’s not either of them, is it?”

“We’re going to have you and Grace read the kiss scene and one later, in the art gallery, and see what we get,” the casting director said. “But, so far, yes.”

“Vanessa just had it,” Bryce added, sounding really disappointed. “And I’m saying that. She’s literally playing me, and I thought she was great at it.”

“She was great,” Samara agreed. “I’ll still read with Grace after dinner, obviously, but are we bringing in new people?”

“We really don’t have the time,” Reed said. “We’re already condensing the two and a half months of production we need into two months because we’re behind.”

“How are we already behind, besides losing Vanessa?” Samara asked.

“She means that we were supposed to make the movie last year, and it was going to be released this year,” Bryce explained. “But we lost our slot and money then, so we need to get it done and off to the streamer soon, or they’ll push our date out even further or scrap us altogether.”

“What about Dana?” Samara asked.

“Who’s Dana?” the casting director asked.

“Dana, the caterer,” she said. “I overheard her talking earlier; she said she was an actress. Did she audition? You’re friends, right, Bryce?”

“Sort of, yeah. Soph and I moved to LA before Dana joined this big group of friends that we’re part of here.” Bryce smiled. “I’ve met her a handful of times. There were a couple of weddings earlier this year, and she was at one of them, but not the other. That kind of thing.”

“Did she audition?”

“No,” Bryce answered. “I heard from someone that she works in film catering because she does want to break into the business, but she didn’t audition for this.”

“Maybe she should,” Samara suggested. “I mean, I have no idea if she’s any good, but she’s here and available if she’s already working on the movie’s catering.”

“Is this your attempt to get someone else to make and bring you your food?” Reed joked.

Samara laughed and replied, “No. I just know she was helping Grace run lines a few minutes ago. I overheard them, and she was reading my part, obviously, so I don’t know if she could pull off Bray, but the little I heard, she wasn’t bad.”

“You want her to audition?” Bryce asked.

“It’s probably nothing, but like I said, she’s already here. She’d also be cheaper than Vanessa, if that’s worth anything. You can still bring in other people, of course, but that’ll take days; get them here, if they’re flying in, go through all of them the first time, have them read with me after that, narrow them down, and decide.”

“Trust us, we know,” Reed said with a sigh. “I just worry that no matter who we read, they won’t compare to Vanessa. She had that swagger thing that Bray has.”

“Thanks,” Bryce replied, smirking.

“Oh, shut up,” Reed said with a laugh. “When are you going to use that swagger to put a ring on it, by the way? That will really help sell our true love story when we’re released.”

“Hey, I’m working on it,” Bryce replied.

“Working on it? You’ve been together for almost two years. You live together. You bought the damn house in LA together.”

“After,” Bryce said. “I’ve been so focused on the movie and our new life in LA. I don’t want to ask Soph to marry me and be distracted still. I want that to be the start of us planning that next chapter of our lives together.”

“So, Dana?” Samara asked, bringing them back around to the topic that mattered.

“I can ask her,” Bryce replied. “I doubt she even has an agent, though. If I remember right, Lainey, her sister, told Sophie that she’s trained professionally but does theater here.”

“Theater actors are hit or miss,” Reed offered.

“Well, Samara is right: Dana’s here, and she’s an actress who’s in our age range and type. It’s not a bad idea. We could spend five minutes having her read, and if it’s not there, we tell her, and she goes back to catering. If it is, we’ll have her read with Samara and see what happens there.”

“If you want to, fine. We’d have to figure out the union stuff, though. If she’s not union, that could be a problem, but go for it. We’re still wrapping up with Grace tonight, so make it for tomorrow,” Reed said.

“I’ll call Cynthia’s team and let them know we’re moving on without her,” the casting director said.

Cynthia. That was the name of the first woman Samara had auditioned with.


CHAPTER 6

Last night, Dana had been eating dinner with an actress who had been auditioning for Bray, and this morning, Dana would be auditioning for the same part. Bryce had caught her just as she had been about to get into her car to head home for the night, and while doubled over from running to catch up to her, she had asked Dana if she belonged to the union. Dana hadn’t been sure what she’d been talking about at first, so Bryce had explained. Dana hadn’t known what to think then, feeling bad because she’d spent the past thirty minutes helping someone else try to get the part, and Grace seemed nice enough; not exactly the most talented actress in the world, but nice enough, at least. Dana had also felt stunned and excited and scared and nervous and a lot of other things all at once.

“You’re doing this,” her sister had stated the moment Dana had told her over the phone as she’d driven home.

“I said I would, Lainey. I don’t need you to tell me to do it. I need you to tell me I can do it.”

“Of course, you can. You’re an actress. You’ve auditioned before,” Lainey had argued.

“Yeah, for local stuff. Community theater. Never a movie like this.”

“They asked you.”

“Because they lost their actual Bray at the last minute, and it sounds like the other two candidates were duds, so it’s not like they have much choice.”

“So?” Lainey had said. “It doesn’t matter why they asked. They asked, and you’re going to kick-ass, break a leg, or whatever else they say. Just talk to Bryce. Have her help you. You’re playing her, after all.”

“I can’t use–”

“Yes, you can. Everyone does. Use your friendship with the writer and the woman you’ll be playing to help you get the part.”

“I just meant that I can’t because she’s slammed busy, Laine,” she’d replied. “She’s still on the set right now and will be there before me tomorrow, I’m sure.”

“Okay. Well, call Sophie. She can help.”

“I need to go home and rehearse. Bryce gave me a few scenes they want me to read tomorrow. I’m reading alone, so thank God for that because I don’t know if I can audition with Samara Barber first,” she’d said.

“Still being a bitch to you?”

“Well, she’s not exactly being nice to me, and Bryce and Sophie aren’t the ‘will they, won’t they’ kind of couple. There’s not that kind of tension that just boils over until they admit that they like each other and go to town for hours and hours before they come up for air.”

Lainey had laughed and said, “I guess you’re right. But what does that have to do with you playing this part?”

“I don’t know. I can’t stand her, and she can’t stand me. I think it would take some pretty brilliant acting on my part and hers to pull this off, and I’m not sure either of us is that good.”

“What? You think you’re going to end up going to town on one another one day?”

Dana had laughed loudly and said, “Uh… No. I think she’s about as straight as they come. I’m actually wondering why she even wants to do this movie. Hey, I just got home, and I need to start practicing.”

“Want to hang out tomorrow night?” Lainey had asked.

“Sure. Your place?”

“Let’s go to the bar and get some dinner.”

“I’ll text you,” Dana had said before hanging up.

◆◆◆

She woke up the following morning having gotten very little sleep, despite trying to get a full eight hours and wake up well-rested. She went to her kettle, which had just boiled, to make herself some tea with honey because it helped her voice on stage, and while she didn’t exactly need to project, it was what Dana knew, and this was her routine on audition days. Taking her first sip way too soon, though, she burned her tongue slightly and hoped this was the end of her bad luck for today. She still had to get Samara’s breakfast over to her, which she really wasn’t looking forward to, but then, she’d be able to walk into that room and audition for a role in a movie. A real movie. Her dream.

Thinking about that on the drive to set had her tapping her hands on the steering wheel and trying to gather herself because she couldn’t let her nerves and fear get in the way of today. It was too big a chance to mess up, and she guessed Bryce had gone out on a limb to get her this shot. She didn’t want to let her down. Dana pulled into a spot near catering and headed that direction, finding her boss outside, setting chafing dishes on the mobile food warmers.

“Hey, I’m here. Just going to clock in, and I’ll get her food taken care of.”

“I’ve got it,” he said. “Made and delivered five minutes ago. She got in earlier than we planned for today.”

“Oh. Really?” Dana asked.

“Yes. She wasn’t scheduled to get here until nine, but she just showed up, had her assistant call, and requested her breakfast early, so I took care of it. Dry rye toast, vegan eggs scrambled, and green juice.”

“Sounds flavorless,” she replied.

“I’d imagine so. She instructed light salt, so I only added a pinch. I’m sure I’ll either be hearing about how that was still too much or not enough.”

“Well, I was going to deal with her and then go do that thing I texted you about last night.”

“You can go now, if you want,” Josh replied, closing the warmer door. “Will you be back to serve lunch?”

“I should be. It’s just a quick thing, so probably thirty minutes or so.”

“Great. I’ll see you later, then,” he said.

As much as she didn’t want to have to deal with Samara just yet today, Dana had been looking forward to having at least another fifteen minutes before she went into that room to read for a role she felt wholly unprepared for.

“You’ve got this. This is what you’ve wanted your whole life,” she whispered, trying to psych herself up as she walked toward the building.

Looking around, she caught sight of Samara leaving her trailer and heading in the same direction. She slowed her pace so as not to catch up to her and watched her open the door and disappear inside. Dana assumed that she was going into a different room. Maybe they were using more than just one and were doing wardrobe fittings or something. She pulled open the door herself and took a deep breath, holding her script in her hands and rolling it up and flattening it out like she’d been doing all night. Then, she walked into the open door and saw Reed, Bryce, the casting director, Faye, and none other than Samara Barber sitting behind the table that had been there yesterday. Dana swallowed hard.

“Hey, Dana,” Bryce greeted. “Come on in. We’re just getting set up.”

“Yeah, okay,” she replied and walked farther into the room, not knowing where to stand.

“You have your sides?” Faye asked.

“Uh… Yeah.”

She held up the script she’d been given.

“Great. I’ll be reading Stella’s lines.”

“Even though Samara is here?” Dana asked.

“I’m just observing this morning,” Samara replied.

Dana nodded, trying to play it cool but feeling even more nervous now than she had been before.

“We can get started whenever you’re ready,” Faye told her. “We’ll run through it casually at first and see how you do. Then, I might ask you to go again and do it a little differently.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’m ready whenever.”

“Let’s start with Bray telling Stella that she’s beautiful,” Faye instructed.

“Okay,” Dana repeated and took a deep breath before she began. She looked straight at Samara to deliver the words, since she was there, and said, “You’re beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Faye, as Stella, replied plainly. “So are you. Sexy.”

“Sexy?” Dana said.

“Yes. I like this.”

The script called for Stella to run her hand through Bray’s short hair, and Dana kept staring at Samara, even though Faye was doing Stella’s line. Samara stared back at her inquisitively.

“So do I,” Dana said as Bray and squeezed the script she still hadn’t needed to refer to in her right hand as she stared at Samara, mustering all the courage she had to hold her gaze. “You can keep doing that for the rest of the night, if you want.”

“So, what do you do?” Faye asked.

“I’m a food blogger.”

“A blogger?”

“Yeah. I got a job out of college as a fact-checker for an online magazine and met someone who had a side hustle as a blogger. She taught me a lot about it, and then, she quit her day job at the magazine because she was able to support herself,” Dana said.

“With blogging? There’s money in that?”

Dana laughed how she had heard Bryce laugh the day before, and said, “There can be. But my guess is you knew that. You were teasing me, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” Faye said. “But you do it full-time now?”

“I do. It started on the side, but it took off. Now, I do it full-time. It’s mostly just me writing about the food I eat. I have some recipes out there that I like to cook, but that part of the blog is pretty new. People like my takes on restaurants. I sometimes just pack up my car and drive for as long as I can stand and stop off at the first restaurant I see, which could be a dive, a barbecue joint attached to a gas station, or the fanciest place in town. Then, I go home, and I write about it. I make enough to get by, but I’m not at the A-list level of food bloggers or anything.”

“So, no sugar mama for me, either?” Faye said with no joking in her tone.

Dana tried to not let that throw her off, so she laughed again and said, “No, but my goal would be to get that kind of visibility on the blog and have a comfortable life. I don’t care if I get rich or anything; just comfortable is fine with me.”

“Me too,” Faye said Stella’s line and then added, “Okay. Let’s stop there for a moment and move ahead a bit.”

“You don’t want me to redo any of it?” Dana asked.

“No, not necessary,” Faye replied.

Dana nodded and looked over at Bryce, hoping to get some kind of signal. Bryce gave her a smile, but Dana didn’t know her well enough to read it.

“Take it from the dance part,” Faye instructed.

“Sure,” Dana said, knowing what she meant.

“You don’t need your script?” Samara asked.

“No,” she replied and, keeping her focus, said, “I want to dance with you, but I don’t want to lose this seat.”

“I’m not really a good dancer; definitely not to a song like this,” Faye said as Stella.

“It’s just holding on to the other person and moving to the music,” Dana said with a little confidence building now. “I’d lead.”

“Maybe another time. It’s a great seat, after all, so I don’t want to lose it, either. Besides, I’m worried that if you see me dance, you’d leave me on the dance floor for someone else.”

“I don’t think that would happen,” Dana said the next line as she focused intently on Samara’s bright blue eyes.

“You know what? I think we’re good for now,” Reed said out of nowhere.

“Sorry?” Dana asked, having to force her eyes off Samara and back to the rest of them. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, nothing wrong,” Faye replied. “I think we have enough for now. Will you be around the rest of the day if we need you?”

“I’ll be in catering, yeah,” she said.

“Okay. I’ll send a PA later, maybe. We have a few video auditions we asked for last night that are rolling in now, so I’m going to watch those, and then, we’ll let you know the next steps, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” she said.

Dana hadn’t known about the video auditions, but she should have expected that they weren’t just going to rely on her being good enough when she had no real experience.

“Hey, I’ll walk you out,” Bryce added.

“Cool,” Dana replied and walked anxiously out of the room, with Bryce following quickly behind.

Her adrenaline was through the roof, and she knew she needed to calm herself down because if they only needed her for six minutes, she wasn’t getting the part and shouldn’t be getting used to this high that she always felt when she got a chance to act.

“Hey, great job in there,” Bryce said.

“It lasted, like, six minutes,” Dana replied. “Shouldn’t I have read more? That’s just when they meet and really start getting into it.”

“Honestly, I don’t think you need to. At least, not now. You killed it, if you ask me. I’m not trying to tell you that I know you’ll get it, so don’t see this as a guarantee – we have at least ten videos that we need to watch – but you really did great. And I love how you stared at Samara like that. Badass. Even when they were doing chemistry reads with her, they had a hard time actually looking at her. Vanessa didn’t, but Grace and Cynthia both did. I think they’re intimidated by her. Anyway, that was great.”

“Why didn’t she just read Stella’s lines with me? Does she think I’m some rookie and not worth her time? And why would she be sitting there if that was the case?”

“What? No. She’s the one who gave us the idea to have you read,” Bryce said.

“Who?” Dana asked as she stopped walking.

“Samara,” Bryce replied with a laugh. “The woman we were just talking about.”

“Samara Barber?” She pointed back toward the building they’d just left. “That Samara Barber? She told you to let me read? Why?”

“Because she thought you might be good at it, I guess. She was right. After we watch these other auditions, we’ll see where we stand, okay? It’s likely we’ll want you to read with her, even if we still want to see a few more people. You’re here and ready to go, so it’s smart to move you forward.”

“That’s good to know, I guess. Now, I have to go back to my real life, where I’m on the catering staff and help get lunch ready for everyone.”

“If we don’t have our Bray pretty much decided on by tomorrow, we’ll be moving on with other scenes with just Stella and her friends until we can get her. Reed is reworking the schedule now with the crew, trying to make all the location changes work, so can you let Josh know that for me? We might need to make some changes to catering.”

“Oh, sure,” she said, feeling like the audition had been a fluke.

She was being asked to relay a message to her boss, which was what she should be doing, not auditioning for a role she had never had a chance of getting.

“Great. I’ll talk to you later. Really good stuff,” Bryce said and patted her on the shoulder before she turned and walked away.


CHAPTER 7

Samara sat in her trailer reviewing her lines, and when she took breaks, she checked hotels and local rentals on her phone. She was leaning more toward the hotel because that would come with daily housekeeping and room service to suit her needs better. As she checked one hotel after the other, she was careful to review their restaurant menus and room service hours, preferring one that was open twenty-four hours a day since her schedule wasn’t exactly regular, and she could wrap at four in the morning on a night shoot and might need to eat by five.

When she heard a knock on her door, Samara checked the time, and it was noon exactly. She stood from the small table in the middle right of her trailer, walked to unlock the door that she was choosing to keep locked, even if she was inside, unless it was absolutely necessary to leave it unlocked, and saw Dana standing there.

“Lunch,” Dana said. “I wheeled it over here all by itself in the warmer, so it should be hot enough.”

Samara looked behind Dana, noticed a brown six-foot-tall warmer on wheels, and looked back at her.

“Thank you,” she replied and took the aluminum container from her.

“Sure,” Dana said and turned to go.

“Actually, can you come in for a moment?” she asked.

“You want me to stay in case it’s not hot enough, don’t you?”

“What? No,” she said quickly. “Can you take a break from whatever it is you do to talk to me for a few minutes?”

“Whatever it is that I do? I’m on the catering staff. I literally just handed you your food. See this warmer behind me?” Dana asked, hooking her thumb back to it.

“I know that. I meant I don’t know what you’re doing next. I assume you don’t just deliver my meals,” Samara said, still standing in the open doorway of her trailer.

“You’d be correct.”

“Okay. So, can you take a break from what you have to do next, then?”

“I’m supposed to return to serving everyone else lunch.”

“Oh,” Samara said and looked down at the walkie-talkie that Dana had on her hip. “Tell your boss I wanted to talk to you about my upcoming meals.” She pointed to it and turned to go back inside. “I need to get this open and eat, or it will get cold.”

“I can’t just–”

“Tell him I’m forcing you to stay. It’s my fault. Blame me.”

“Well, that’s not exactly far off, so I guess it wouldn’t be a lie,” Dana replied, stepping up and inside before closing the door behind her. “So, this isn’t about your meals, I take it?” She reached for her walkie-talkie and pressed the button. “Hey, boss? Come in.”

A few seconds later, it crackled, and a male voice said, “Yeah, Dana. What’s up?”

“I’m going to be 86 for a few. Miss Barber wants to talk to me about her meals.”

“Oh, shit. Is something else wrong now?”

“No, boss. And Miss Barber is right here, so I’ll just report back when I see you, okay?”

Samara removed the lid from the aluminum container, smiling at Dana’s attempt to save her boss’s job, and turned back around to see Dana standing there awkwardly.

“Uh… Okay. Copy that.”

“Sit. Sit,” she said. “Do you eat eggplant?”

“Huh?” Dana asked. “Oh, no. Not really.”

“I have some vegan snacks in the cabinet and fridge if you want to eat with me,” she offered.

“I had my lunch already. Thanks.”

“Are you lying?” Samara asked, reaching for a fork in the drawer behind her.

“Yes,” Dana replied.

Samara nodded and said, “Sit, please.”

She motioned to the table where she had left her phone and script.

“Okay.”

“Drink?” Samara asked.

“I’m okay.”

“Really? You’re sweating a little. It’s unseasonably warm today. I saw it hit eighty, and I thought it was supposed to be in the sixties this time of year here.”

“Yeah,” Dana said, but offered nothing else.

Samara pulled out two cold sparkling waters and placed them on the table.

“Okay. Well, I’m going to eat as we talk, if that’s okay.”

“I don’t think I have much of an option,” Dana replied.

“You haven’t been kidnapped, Dana. If you really want to go, you can. I’m not trying to keep you here against your will.” Samara sat down next to Dana with her food and took her first bite of the grilled eggplant. “Perfect,” she added with a smile. “Thank you, by the way.”

“What for?”

“Bringing it here in that ridiculous warmer. Why is it so large?”

“It’s all we had, and you didn’t want your food to touch anyone else’s. I thought that would be the safest way. I asked my boss to buy one of those warmer bag things so that I can just carry that next time.”

Samara smiled at the thought before she remembered that Dana wasn’t doing that for her. She was doing it to keep her job, or at least her boss’s job. Samara wiped the smile off her face and took another bite, chewing before she said anything else.

“So, you’re an actress?” she asked.

“Uh… Yeah,” Dana replied. “Bryce said this morning that you were the one who recommended that they get me to audition.”

“I was,” she said, feeling proud of herself.

Then, she tried to open the screw top on her sparkling water, but Dana took it from her and cracked the top open for her without a word, setting it back down in front of her.

“Why?”

“Why what?” she asked, a little taken aback and shaking herself out of Dana just opening her bottle like that.

“Why did you recommend me? How did you know I acted?”

“I overheard you talking to Grace yesterday,” she said. “And I thought that since you were here already, it might be a good idea.”

“Got it,” Dana replied. “Convenience thing.”

“Technically, I’ve also seen a little of your work,” she said and swallowed.

“My work? Huh?”

“Well, I overheard you working with Grace by the catering tent. I know you were playing my part, but I thought you were decent. I only overheard a piece of it, obviously, so I suggested to Bryce that if you have some acting experience already, we should just audition you and see. Then, when I went back to my dreadful hotel last night, I found some of your plays on YouTube and watched a few snippets.”

“The community theater stuff?”

“Yes,” Samara confirmed and took another bite.

“It’s just local community theater.”

“But you’re trained, aren’t you? I’ve worked with trained and untrained actors. I can tell the difference.”

“I went to Carnegie Mellon,” Dana said with a shrug.

Samara nearly choked on her food and quickly reached for her water. She coughed and took a long gulp.

“You okay?” Dana checked as she shifted over in the small booth seat along the back of the trailer and smacked lightly at Samara’s back.

“I’m okay,” she said as the coughing ceased. “That’s one of the top drama schools in the country.”

“I know,” Dana replied. “They only have an undergrad program, so I was going to go to NYU for my grad work.”

“Did you not get in?”

“I got in, but Pittsburgh was a lot more welcoming to me than New York. I went there for a weekend over the summer, and I… just didn’t feel like it was for me. I wanted to keep going with school, but it was expensive, and my parents had already helped with my undergrad. I didn’t get scholarships or anything, so I decided to pass and come home to save up some money before moving out to LA.”

“Wow,” Samara said, feeling a little stunned.

“What?”

“You went to Carnegie and got into NYU. Both of those schools are top-notch for drama.”

“I know. I didn’t get into Juilliard–”

“I didn’t, either,” Samara revealed, interrupting her.

“What?” Dana asked.

“Well, technically, I’m not exactly trained,” she shared. “I’ve been working since I was eight years old, so you could say I had on-the-job training, but I finished high school at fifteen, since I had tutors on set and got done early, and at sixteen, I was thinking about taking a break to go to school. I applied to Juilliard, but they were unimpressed with my body of work.”

“Oh,” Dana said.

“I guess TV shows as a kid and a few Hollywood movies weren’t enough for them to believe that I was worth their time. Did they tell you why you didn’t get in?”

“Um…” Dana began with hesitation. “So, I did, technically.”

“You just said you didn’t.”

“Yeah, at first. You interrupted me when I was trying to say that I didn’t get in at first. I was waitlisted.”

“Oh,” Samara said, feeling a little like a fool now, so she looked down at her food and began pushing it around with her fork.

“I got the call after I’d already decided to come home that I’d gotten in.”

“So, you turned Juilliard down?” Samara asked, nodding repeatedly for some reason.

“My mom got sick,” Dana replied.

Samara looked up, concerned.

“She’s fine now, but after I decided not to stay in New York and came home, she was diagnosed with breast cancer. They caught it pretty early, thankfully, but she was in treatment for a while, and my sister and I both wanted to be here for her to help her and my dad. Besides, Juilliard is still in New York, and I’m just not sure I could live there full-time or even during the program. Most MFAs are at least three years; many are four.”

Samara took a sip of her water and replied, “I think you made the right decision. Family first, right?”

“Yeah,” Dana agreed. “So, where did you end up going?”

“Nowhere. I got a part and just decided to keep doing what I was doing. I can’t be that bad if they keep casting me in movies, right?”

“Probably not,” Dana said.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Maybe,” Dana replied.

Samara chuckled at that and at the look of fear in Dana’s eyes. She was clearly still worried that Samara was going to get her fired, which made her even more interesting because Dana had managed to hold Samara’s gaze during her entire audition despite that.

“How old are you?”

“Thirty,” Dana said with a shoulder shrug.

“And you got out of school when you were twenty-two?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“You came back here and took care of your mom; that, I understand. But if she’s better now, why are you still here, catering? It’s been eight years.”

“I like it here,” Dana replied. “My whole family is here. All my friends.”

“But you want to be a professional actor.”

“Yes,” Dana said. “But not all of us have a parent take us to auditions when we’re, like, seven years old, so we grow up in the industry and get parts thrown at us.”

Samara leaned back and replied, “Okay. Ouch.”

Dana sighed and said, “Sorry. That was harsh.”

“A little bit, yeah,” Samara agreed. “And I was scouted, if you must know; no parent took me to an audition. We were at the grocery store. I was six years old. Some guy walked up to my mom and asked her if she’d ever consider putting me in commercials. He was an agent. She signed with him, and I started auditioning. I got a couple of local commercials, nothing major, until I got the TV show when I was seven, and it started airing by the time I turned eight. So, maybe I’ve gotten more job offers because I grew up in the business, but my mom wasn’t some awful stage mom who stole my money and sold me off to the highest bidder so that she could get rich and famous.”

“Samara, I’m sorry,” Dana said. “I didn’t mean it like that, okay?”

“It’s fine,” she replied.

“I think I read somewhere that your mom…”

“Was killed two years ago by a drunk driver, yeah,” she said. “It was splashed all over the tabloids.”

“You and your sister were in the car, too, right?” Dana asked.

“Is this you trying to get your chance at an interview so you can sell it to–”

“What? No,” Dana replied. “God, no. I’m sorry. I was just trying to make conversation.”

Samara cleared her throat and said, “My mom wasn’t a stage mom. That’s all you need to know.”

“Yeah, okay,” Dana said. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Samara cleared her throat again and took a bite of the eggplant, which had grown a little too cold for her liking, but that wasn’t Dana’s fault, so she took another bite. “Anyway, I just wanted to tell you that I thought you did well this morning. That’s all.”

“Thank you,” Dana replied, sounding surprised. “And thanks for recommending me, I guess.”

“I want what’s best for the film. That’s all.”

“Yeah, about that. Why, exactly, are you doing this film?” Dana asked, sliding the bottle of sparkling water toward herself. “It’s not your usual thing, is it?”

“No, it’s not,” she said, watching Dana take a drink but trying to avoid the green eyes that had bored into her own blue ones just a few hours ago at the audition, catching her completely off guard. “And I wanted to do an indie movie. I was growing a little tired of the blockbusters.”

Dana laughed and said, “Said only an actress who has starred in ten of them.”

Samara gave her a hesitant smile and said, “I suppose so.”

“Why’d you choose this one, though? I’m sure you have a ton of indies being thrown your way; gritty indie dramas or something.”

Samara leaned back, letting her fork hover over her eggplant, and said, “Honestly, I’m hoping this gets me a chance at some awards.”

“A lesbian rom-com on a streaming network?”

Samara wasn’t ready to tell a new person that she wanted to use this movie as a possible platform for coming out, so she nodded, continuing her half-truth.

“Your people told you this was something that would win you awards?”

“I saw it in the script,” she replied. “Those moments of intensity when Bray and Stella meet and can’t stop staring at each other, can’t stop talking about how beautiful the other one is, can’t stop touching each other until it builds and builds into an earth-shattering kiss, and then, they literally get pulled apart.” Samara did meet Dana’s eyes then. “The awards are in those moments: the emotion an actor can put into a role where they’re playing someone who just met the love of their life, and they know it somehow, even though they shouldn’t, and then they spend the next forty-five minutes being miserable and trying to find their way back to each other. Yes, if it’s done right, I think it has a chance of getting me at least nominations at some of the awards. SAGs, Critics’ Choice, Globes, and if I’m really, really lucky, The Oscars, but that one is a big stretch. I’ll need to have a really talented Bray to help me get there.”

“So, you’re playing gay?” Dana said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Well, yes, the character is gay.”

“No, I mean, you’re playing gay just to win an award?”

“Not exactly what I meant.”

“I think I should go,” Dana said.

“What? Why?”

“I’m not into that.”

“Into what?”

Dana stood and replied, “Straight actors playing gay just because they think it will get them something. If you believe in the film, and you’re the best for the role – yeah, I have no problem with that. But just doing it so you can get noticed or win some kind of trophy…”

“That’s not what–”

“I’m bi, Samara. I’m bisexual,” Dana interrupted her. “I cannot begin to tell you how important movies like this are to me and people like me. We didn’t get to see a whole lot of relatable happy endings growing up. On TV, there might have been one gay character, and they usually got killed off almost for sport. Movies were usually tragic, too. We’re just getting to this point where there are movies with gay characters living their happily ever after, and they are so important.”

“I know that,” Samara replied. “I’m here to do the best job I can, Dana. I’m not phoning it in or anything.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Dana said, not looking at her anymore. “I’ve got to get back to work, so I guess I’ll see you later for your dinner delivery.”

“Dana, wait,” she said as Dana pushed the door open.

“Yeah?”

“Your audition.”

“What about it?”

“We have our chemistry read,” Samara reminded.

“Oh, right. I’ll see you then,” Dana said before she went down the few stairs and closed the door behind her.


CHAPTER 8

Dana tried not to be mad. Samara could do whatever she wanted. If she wanted to take a part in the little lesbian movie that could, that was her choice. And if she was only doing it because she thought it might win some kind of award, that might be shitty, but Dana supposed there were shittier things in the film industry than that. She went back to work serving lunch and tried to push Samara fucking Barber out of her mind because she had bigger things to worry about. Number one, she had to try not to burn people’s hands when she practically dropped the hot food onto their plates as they went through the buffet line.

“Hey, can I grab you for a second?” Reed asked.

Dana’s eyes widened, but she shoved the serving spoon into the potatoes and nodded. This was it. This was the moment that she would be told it was all over. They had found someone else who had killed the audition on video, and they were so confident that she’d kick ass at it, they were letting Dana off the hook. She tried not to look disappointed as she walked around the line and followed Reed out of the tent.

“So, we’ve now gone through all the video auditions, and there were a few good ones in there,” Reed told her.

“It’s okay. I understand.”

“Understand what?” Reed asked.

“That I’m done. You found someone else. It’s okay. I didn’t actually expect to get the part or anything.”

Reed stopped walking and said, “Samara is in the room, waiting for us. I came to get you to do the chemistry read.”

“You still want me to do it?”

“Yes, Dana.” Reed chuckled. “We’ve got a few we’re going to ask to read again, but one of them is in London, wrapping another project today, so it could take her a week to get here. There’s another actress in New York available now, but we’re not totally sold on her yet, so we’re going to hold off on flying her in. Then, there’s you. Well, there’s also one in LA who’s going to read another couple of scenes and send us another recording, but Bryce wasn’t a huge fan. Faye liked her. I thought she was okay. Anyway, you’re here right now, so if you’re still interested, we’d love to have you read with Samara and see if there’s a fit.”

“Now?” she asked.

“Yeah, now.” Reed chuckled again. “I’m sure someone else can scoop potatoes onto plates, or they can scoop them on their own. They’re adults, right?”

Dana laughed and said, “Okay.”

“Great. Let’s go. Her Majesty is waiting.” Reed started walking but stopped. “Don’t tell her I called her that, please.”

Dana laughed again and said, “Your secret is safe with me.”

They walked until they arrived at the building, and Reed opened the door for her.

“All right, she’s here. Let’s get started,” Reed said. “Samara, are you ready?”

“Of course,” she replied.

Samara was already standing in the front of the room, holding on to her script, and Dana realized that she hadn’t brought her own copy with her. She’d memorized the lines from the key scenes the previous night, but she was nervous now and didn’t know if her brain could focus on trying to perform with Samara and remember all the words.

“Great,” Faye said as Reed sat down next to her. “Let’s get started. We’re going to start with the dance. Is that okay? If you two are comfortable with it, let’s actually give that part a try, too. It’ll give us a good chance to see how you are together.”

“Sure,” Samara said. “I’m good with it. Are you, Dana?”

Dana sensed a bit of a challenge in her tone, but she couldn’t find her words, so she just nodded.

“Dana, do you need a script?” Bryce asked.

“Oh, yeah. Thanks,” she said and walked to the table where Bryce held out some script pages. “Okay. I guess I’m ready.”

“Good,” Samara said, and then her demeanor changed completely, and Dana knew she was Stella now. “You don’t think you’d watch me attempt to move hips that don’t like to move and see another woman on the dance floor and at least think about dancing with her instead?”

“No,” Dana said as she shook her head. “I don’t.”

She looked down at her script for her next line.

“Well, you’re right: we could do that. But we’d be giving up this amazing sofa seat I found for us. These are hard to come by here.” Samara as Stella said with a smile on her face.

“Could you part with it if we could find another seat?” Dana asked without looking up from the script pages. “Or, we could just dance… uh… in front of the couch… the sofa, blocking it so others don’t take it from us.”

She flipped to the next page.

“The song’s almost over, Bray. I–” Samara said.

“Take a chance,” Dana interrupted and looked up at Samara for a second before she returned her eyes to the page.

“Hey, Dana, everything okay?” Bryce asked her.

“Uh… Yeah. Sorry. I’m good. Can we maybe go from the top?”

“Sure,” Faye replied with a nod. “Start again whenever you’re ready.”

“You don’t think you’d watch me attempt to move hips that don’t like to move and see another woman on the dance floor and at least think about dancing with her instead?” Samara started again, right on cue.

“No, I don’t.”

“Well, you’re right: we could do that. But we’d be giving up this amazing sofa seat I found for us.”

“Could you part with the seat if we could find another seat?”

“Um… Dana, that sounds a little weird. The line is ‘part with it,’ so you don’t say ‘seat’ twice,” Bryce noted.

“Right. Sorry,” Dana said and took a deep breath. She tried to get back into Bray mode and looked down at her script. “Could you part with it if we could find another seat? Or, we could just dance in front of it, blocking it so others don’t take it from us.”

“The song’s almost over, Bray. I–”

“Take a chance,” Dana said plainly.

“Can we take a minute?”

Dana looked up, surprised, because it was Samara who had asked that question.

“Sure,” Faye said and turned to Reed and Bryce, giving them a concerned expression.

“Dana, can I maybe talk to you outside?” Samara asked.

“Me?”

“Yes, you,” Samara said, taking her hand. “Come on.”

Dana was promptly pulled out of the room, down the hall, and then into another room that was empty save for a few pieces of random furniture.

“What’s going on?” Samara asked her, letting go of her hand.

“You just pulled me in here. What–”

“Dana, this morning, you were great. You stared at me like you might actually find me attractive. Now, you can’t even look at me.”

“I can look at you. I’m looking at you right now.”

“In there.” Samara pointed toward the other room. “You have to be able to look at me in there, and then again, every time we’re on camera. We’re supposed to be two women falling in love at first sight here. We’re about to do a sexy dance and make out after that.”

“I just got a little mixed up. That’s all. I–”

“Is this about lunch?”

“What? No.”

“Really? You’re not still pissed at me?”

“A little, yes. But I’m…” She looked around the room. “Nervous, okay?”

“Why?”

“Because I get nervous. I always have during auditions, but this is the biggest one of my life, so I’m extra nervous, and you’re standing there with that…” She motioned to Samara. “Face I’m still kind of mad at. And I was scooping potatoes about three minutes ago, so I’m doing the best I can.”

“You’re mad at my face?”

“A little,” she replied.

Samara laughed and said, “Okay. Well, can you picture someone else’s face, then? Maybe a girlfriend or a boyfriend.”

“I don’t have a girlfriend or a boyfriend.”

“An ex you don’t hate?”

“Not really,” she said. “I hold grudges, in case you can’t tell.”

Samara laughed again and suggested, “Celebrity crush, maybe?”

Dana cleared her throat. She wasn’t about to reveal that before she met Samara, she’d had the tiniest of crushes on her.

“It’s fine. You really don’t have to help me. It’s not like I’m going to get the part, anyway. They’ve got three others they’re looking at still.”

“I watched those videos. Dana, I watched you read for five minutes this morning, and I liked what you did more than what I saw from the two I read with yesterday or any in the videos.”

“You did?”

“You might still be mad at my face, but I meant what I said before: I do want what’s best for this movie.”

“Because you want the awards.”

“Not just that. Will you just give me this?” Samara took Dana’s script from her hands and wrapped it up with the one she was still holding. “You didn’t need it this morning, and I’m off-book, too, so I’ll put mine down in there, and we’ll really try this time. Act like you aren’t mad at me. Make it part of the performance, if you have to, but let’s get this right.”

“I might not be able to,” Dana told her.

“You got into Carnegie, NYU, and Juilliard. You’ll be fine.” Then, Samara bit her lower lip and added, “Just trust me, okay? I won’t do anything to mess this up for you. Be Bray. Stella is the shy one. Bray takes charge. I’ll follow your lead, okay? I promise, I’ll be your scene partner in there. You can trust me on that.”

Dana swallowed because Samara was being nice to her, and her eyes were kind of dancing a little, which was distracting, but Dana decided she’d use that, and she’d refocus and get this right.

“Yeah, okay.”

Samara left the room first, with Dana following close behind, and they reentered the audition room.

“Okay. We’re ready,” Samara said and moved back to her spot, dropping the pages to the floor. “Dana?”

“Yeah,” she replied with a nod.

Samara then found two folding chairs and pulled them over. She sat down in one and motioned for Dana to sit in the other. Dana did and decided that Bray would probably have her arm draped over Stella’s chair, so she put her arm there, and Samara smiled at her.

“You don’t think you’d watch me attempt to move hips that don’t like to move and see another woman on the dance floor and at least think about dancing with her instead?” Samara said.

“No, I don’t.”

“Well, you’re right: we could do that. But we’d be giving up this amazing sofa seat I found for us.”

“Could you part with it if we could find another seat?” Dana said her line, leaning in a little. “Or, we could just dance in front of it, blocking it so others don’t take it from us.”

“The song’s almost over, Bray. I–”

“Take a chance,” Dana said, staring into Samara’s eyes now, trying to make it look like she genuinely wanted to dance with this woman.

Then, Dana stood and held out her hand. Samara hesitated and looked around, just as the script called for, before she took Dana’s outstretched hand and stood up.

“This okay?” Dana asked as she pulled Samara into her by the hips. “You can put your arms around my neck.”

Samara did, and even though the script called for Bray to leave her hands on Stella’s hips, Dana moved her own to Samara’s lower back to pull her in a little closer. They swayed there, in the middle of the room, with three sets of eyes on them, but Dana didn’t look away from Samara, who was a couple of inches shorter than her.

“I’m going to turn you around,” she said her line and, following the script, turned Samara in her arms, pressing her front to Samara’s back.

Her head was now on Samara’s shoulder, and they were swaying again. Dana’s arms moved around Samara’s middle, but not for long before she placed her hands on top of Samara’s and brought her arms around her own neck, bringing them even closer together, just as the script had told Dana to do.

“Your hips seem to move just fine to me,” she whispered into Samara’s ear, and she meant it, too.

It was her line, but it was also true: Samara’s hips moved perfectly with hers as they continued to sway.

“I think you’re doing most of the moving,” Samara, as Stella, replied.

“No, you’re definitely moving with me.” She moved her hands back to Samara’s hips, encouraging them to continue to move with hers. “Trust me; I can feel them.”

“Fuck me,” Samara whispered.

The line was supposed to just be, ‘Fuck,’ but Samara had, apparently, taken some liberties.

“I know,” Dana said, trying not to let that little ad-lib slip them up.

Samara’s hand moved up and into Dana’s hair, which wasn’t short, like Bray’s in the script or Bryce’s in real life was. Dana wondered if she’d have to cut it for the role, but that only lasted for a second, because Samara fucking Barber had her hand in her hair, and she was actually massaging the back of Dana’s head. Dana knew she was only acting because the script called for Stella to try to get Bray as close as possible.

“Stella, you…”

Dana’s hand slipped up a little higher and moved across Samara’s stomach. The script called for her to touch Samara under her T-shirt, but Dana was worried she’d take it too far. In the next part of the scene, the song ended, and she was supposed to kiss Stella’s neck, but Samara pulled away, probably pretending like the song had ended to avoid the kiss.

“Now what?” Samara asked with a smile after they both sat back down in their chairs.

“I guess now that we’ve danced, I need to buy you another drink.”

“I’m not done with this one yet, though,” Samara said, holding up a pretend beer.

“But if I buy you another one, will you stay longer?”

Dana bored her eyes into Samara’s.

“You don’t have to buy me a drink to get me to stay,” Samara replied softly.

“No?” Dana asked as she moved her arm back around the chair, and her fingers landed in Samara’s hair. “Grapefruit.”

“What?” Samara asked.

“Your shampoo has grapefruit in it.”

“Oh. Yeah, I guess,” Samara replied.

“I could smell it.” Dana ran her finger through Samara’s strands. “I like it.”

“Okay. I think we’re good,” Faye interjected and cleared her throat.

“Yeah, I think we’ve got enough. Did it just get hot in here?” Reed asked.


CHAPTER 9

“What did you think?” Bryce asked.

“She’s good,” Faye said. “Best we’ve seen by far. Samara?”

“Uh… Yeah.” Samara cleared her throat and reached for her sparkling water. “She’s good.”

She took a long pull from the bottle, needing a minute to get herself together because that audition had been a little more than she’d planned on.

For starters, she hadn’t expected Dana to turn from a nervous mess into confident yet vulnerable Bray within two minutes. She had believed Dana would need to warm up first. She had thought they would give the scene another couple of tries before Dana would get into the groove, but Dana hadn’t needed the warm-up. Samara had. Putting the two chairs in place had been a good idea, but she hadn’t thought about how Dana would put her arm over it, around her. From that moment on, though, Dana had been Bray; no script needed. She had memorized every line with very little prep time.

Samara had had to remind herself to keep it together for Dana’s sake, because they’d been in an audition, but she had been even more impressed with her, thinking about how just yesterday, Dana had been reading with Grace and had played Stella. It had only been a few lines, really, but Dana had captured Stella, too. This woman was clearly very talented, and she was also sex on a stick when she went into Bray mode, so that had made things difficult for Samara when they’d started their dance.

Them dancing together hadn’t been a requirement, but she’d known it could help sell it for Dana and their chemistry, if they had any, and damn, if they hadn’t had it in spades. She hadn’t ever been held by a woman like that, so she had been surprised at how natural it had come to her to dance with Dana behind her, holding on to her, putting her hands on Samara’s skin. Samara had actually reached for Dana’s hair all on her own, forgetting that part had even been in the script until after she had done it. Right when she knew Dana would be kissing her neck as Bray, though, she had pulled away from her, pretending like the song that hadn’t been playing had ended.

After Dana had left, Samara had excused herself to go to the bathroom and had rushed to her trailer. In there, she splashed cold water on her face before drying it off and stared at herself in the mirror. She was feeling the pulse between her legs and knew she needed to get laid already. Preferably, with a beautiful woman who wouldn’t recognize her. What were the chances she could find a tourist here, who wouldn’t be familiar with any of her TV shows or movies, whom she could take back to her hotel room? Surely, no woman would believe a movie star would be staying there. They could have sex, and Samara could find some excuse to get her to leave after, not wanting to fall asleep next to a stranger.

“God, get it together,” she told herself and looked down when she felt it.

She was wet. She was so damn wet; she needed new underwear. She went into the small bedroom and torn off her jeans. Finding a spare pair in a drawer, she kicked the white panties she’d worn off until they were on the floor. She told herself that it wasn’t Dana specifically, because it wasn’t, really. It was the fact that she’d been ready to be with a woman for a while now. She wanted soft hands on her skin, soft lips sucking at her flesh. Guys were fine, but she’d had enough of them for now. She wanted to feel a woman above her and beneath her, have their bodies pressed together. She wanted to go down on a woman for the first time and have those soft lips wrap around her own clit.

“Fuck!” she exclaimed in frustration and dropped down half-naked onto the bed.

Her fingers went to her clit immediately, and she found it hard and ready. She knew she didn’t have much time; they would be expecting her back soon. But she had just enough time for one orgasm, if she could come fast enough.

Samara stroked quickly, picturing a nameless, faceless woman in a bar with dim lighting and loud music. In her mind, she’d bought the woman a drink, danced with her the same way she’d just danced with Dana, and that was when the nameless, faceless woman became Dana. It was Dana taking her down a dark hallway, past other couples making out and fondling one another, until they were outside the bar entirely.

“Fuck,” she said again, rubbing faster.

It was Dana’s hand slipping under Samara’s dress and cupping her as she sucked on her pulse point. Then, it was Dana pushing deep inside her and fucking Samara until she came hard with her teeth biting down on Dana’s shoulder.

“Fuck! Yes!” she exclaimed as she continued to picture it while stroking herself.

She came quickly and hard, biting her bottom lip as she continued to stroke slowly to calm herself down before she had to stop, stand, clean up, and get back to work.

◆◆◆

“Samara?” Bryce said.

“Yeah? Sorry. What?” She’d been zoned out, picturing Dana fucking her again against that wall, so she hadn’t caught whatever Bryce had just said.

“Are you okay? You look a little flushed,” Reed noted.

“It’s just hot in here,” she said.

“Really? I turned the thing down to, like, sixty-five because it’s so hot outside,” Bryce said.

“Anyway… What did you need?”

“Your thoughts on Dana,” Faye said. “We’ve still got a couple we can fly in.”

“I think she’s good,” Samara replied.

“She doesn’t have any film experience. Does she even have an agent we can call? Did we find that out?” Reed asked.

“I don’t think so, but–” Bryce began.

“She can borrow mine,” Samara offered. “I’ll call him tonight, if you want me to.”

“She can borrow your agent?” Reed asked.

“He’s been my agent forever. I’m sure he’d do this for me and quickly. She’s union, right?”

“She’s part of the local, yeah, but I don’t know how all that works. Your agent will take care of her, though, not take advantage because she’s inexperienced, right?” Bryce asked.

“Oh, yeah. He’ll figure out the union stuff or pull the lawyers in. If he tries to take advantage of her or something like that, he won’t work for me anymore. I’ll call him when I get back to my hotel room, if you want.”

“We’re not fully decided on Dana. We’ve got that one video we’re waiting on,” Faye said. “She’s got a ton of experience and a name people know. She’s an indie darling.”

“Yeah, but is she the best fit?” Reed asked. “And can she commit to being here for two months? We have a break for Christmas, I know, but other than that, we’re going to be here for two months. Can she even commit to that, given her other projects?”

“She said she could. So did her agent when I spoke with her earlier,” Faye replied.

“Do you need me here for this?” Samara asked.

“Oh, no. Sorry, Samara. You can go for now. Can you hang out, though? I’ve got one more I’m calling, and it’ll be awkward, but I might be able to get her to do a virtual audition with you here.”

“Sure. I’ll just be in my trailer if you need me.”

“Great. Thanks,” Faye said.

◆◆◆

A few hours later, Samara had finished the strangest audition of her life. The poor actress had done the best she could, trying to act with Samara on the other side of a computer in a room with Faye, Bryce, and Reed, and once they finished reading three scenes together, Samara had been dismissed for the three of them to discuss whatever it was that they needed to discuss, which was fine by her. She was tired and ready for dinner and a bath. Well, maybe a shower. She hadn’t yet tried that tub and wasn’t sure how clean it was, so when she got back to the hotel, she decided to do something about that.

“Hi,” she said to the front desk agent.

“Miss Barber, hello. What can I do for you?”

“Tomorrow, while I’m at work, can you have someone deep clean the bathtub for me? I don’t just mean how housekeeping wipes things off with a dry rag and calls that clean. I mean with the stuff that has bleach in it and a scrub. Then, open the windows to let the air in. I won’t be back until late, so just have them closed around six for me. I don’t want it to smell like bleach, just be cleaned with it.”

“Um…” He looked at his computer screen as if it would tell him the answer. “Yes?” he asked more than told her.

“Great. Thank you. And if you could have someone run out and pick up some things for me tomorrow as well, that would be amazing. I can have a list for you tomorrow morning.”

“Things?”

“From the store,” she said.

“Oh, I don’t think we can do that,” he replied. “We have our own store.”

Samara took a few steps to the right and looked at the alcove that they called a store. There, they had a glass freezer and refrigerator with TV dinners, ice cream, and frozen burritos, and next to that were racks of travel-sized amenities and snacks she’d never eat.

“Not exactly what I meant, but never mind. I’ll make a PA do it and bring it over tomorrow. Can I just have an extra key for my room?”

“Oh, sure,” the front desk guy replied.

Key in hand, Samara headed up the stairs, not wanting to test her luck again with the elevator. When she got into her room, she placed her bag on the kitchen table and checked the clock. Dinner would be arriving in about thirty minutes, but if she called now, she might be able to swing it. Quickly, she got her phone out and dialed.

“Hello,” Dana answered.

“Hi. It’s Samara.”

“Yes, I know.”

Samara sat in the chair by the table and asked, “You’re bringing my dinner later, right?”

“Yeah, I was just about to head out.”

“Can you bring two?”

“Two what?”

“Meals.”

“You want two meals? We only made one. We can cook you another one, but it’ll take time.”

“What do you want?”

“Sorry?”

“Bring whatever you eat,” Samara clarified.

“Why would I do that?” Dana asked.

“We should talk. Have dinner with me.”

“Dinner?”

“Yes, Dana; the meal that often comes after work.”

“No, I mean why do we need to talk?”

“Is my food hot right now?”

“Yes. And I have the warmer bag, so it’ll be hot when you get it.”

“Then, get in the car and get over here,” Samara told her with a chuckle.

“Is this like lunch? Are you going to hold me hostage?”

“No,” she replied. “Can you also bring me some of my sparkling water? I don’t have any here yet. And whatever you want to drink, too. Hell, bring wine if you have it there. Red, please.”

“Now, I’m bringing myself food that I’ll eat and wine for you so we can talk about something?”

“Did you have other plans for the night that I’m getting in the way of?”

“Technically, yes,” Dana replied. “I’m supposed to hang out with my sister.”

“Oh,” Samara said, feeling a tinge of disappointment. “I guess never mind, then. You can have someone else drop off my dinner if you need to run.”

“No, you’re on my way. And I’m not meeting her until later, so I can stay for a few minutes, at least.”

“Great. I’ll see you soon, then,” she said and hung up the phone before Dana could ask any more questions.

She had about thirty minutes before Dana would arrive, so she went to the bathroom, turned on the shower, stripped while she waited for the water to get hot, and climbed inside once the temperature was to her liking. She washed her hair, wanting to get the sweat from the heat of the day out of it, and after cleaning herself thoroughly, feeling better already, she decided she still had some time, so she reached between her legs to supply herself with a second orgasm her clit had been wanting since the first one. She closed her eyes and was right back by the wall, being pressed to it by strong arms, while a thigh was rocking into her.

Samara’s mind changed it up and put more pressure on her clit as she imagined Dana unbuttoning and unzipping her own jeans. Then, there was a dildo that looked just like the one Samara had stupidly left back in LA. Dana was strapped, and Samara was lifting her dress, lowering her panties to her ankles, letting Dana take her hard and fast.

“Samara?”

Samara stopped stroking just as she was about to come. Her eyes shot open.

“Oh, you’re in the shower. It’s Dana!” she yelled. “Not an intruder or anything. Sorry. I’ve got your food out here when you’re ready.”

“How did you get in?” Samara yelled back and turned off the water.

“I have a key,” Dana said. “Got it from the front desk.”

“They just gave you a key to my room? What the fuck?”

“What? No. Well, technically, yes, but production is paying for this room, and they arranged for catering to pick up a key so that we could leave your food for you whenever you’re not here. He didn’t just hand me a key. If he had, I would’ve kicked his ass because talk about lax security.”

Samara reached for the towel on the rack and wrapped it around her body.

“Um… I’ll be right out. Meet you in the kitchen. Sorry, I guess time got away from me.”

“No problem,” Dana said. “I’ll get stuff set up out here. Do you want that wine I brought?”

“What kind did you bring?”

“Cooking wine,” Dana replied.

Samara stepped out of the shower and said, “What? No, I’m not drinking cooking wine. You don’t drink cooking–”

Dana laughed loudly and said, “I’m kidding. It’s a pinot. You have that on your list.”

“Oh,” she said. “Thank God,” she muttered to herself.

She headed out to the bedroom and quickly closed the door so that she could change.

“I’ll be right out,” she repeated.

“Okay,” Dana replied.

Samara pressed her back against the closed door and tried to gather herself. She’d just been seconds away from coming while picturing Dana fucking her with a strap-on, so her entire body was still on fire. Her clit was uncomfortable, and now, her body was begging for something or someone to fill her up and make her come. Perfect time to have the very caterer and possible co-star she’d been fantasizing about over for dinner.


CHAPTER 10

Dana had only caught sight of Samara in a towel, with wet hair dripping down over her shoulders, for a split second, a microsecond, really, before the bedroom door had closed, but it had been enough to bring her back to earlier that afternoon when she’d held Samara against her, running her hands under her shirt when she probably hadn’t been supposed to. That was what Samara likely wanted to talk to her about. It was an audition, not the real thing, and Dana could have adapted for that. Hands could have been more loosely draped, or at least, gone over the damn T-shirt, which had been pretty thin as it was, and she still could have gotten a feel of the warmth of Samara’s soft skin through that just fine.

She could only pray silently, as she plated their meals, that doing something stupid without checking if it had been okay with Samara first wouldn’t cost her this chance to do the thing she loved most in the world because this whole day had been amazing. She’d gotten to audition for a movie, and the adrenaline rushing through her had carried her exhausted body to this point, where she was probably about to get scolded for touching Samara inappropriately. Even if she didn’t get the part, though, this whole experience had renewed her desire to follow through on more than just local community theater. There was nothing wrong with community theater, of course, and she loved most of it, but when she’d reluctantly taken off for school with a big push from her mother, her plan hadn’t ever been for Broadway. It had been for film, for Hollywood, and for finding the right characters that she could bring to life. The fame and the money were secondary. If she never got to the A-list level but had steady work as a B or C-lister, she would have been happy. She’d always just wanted to act.

“Hi.”

Dana looked up from pouring Samara a glass of wine and noticed that Samara was wearing a pair of black sweats, looking way too good for someone wearing a plain light-blue cotton T-shirt. Her feet were in flip-flops that managed to look more expensive than Dana’s car, and her hair was still down and wet, though it had been brushed through.

“Hey. Um… I should have let it breathe. Sorry, I–”

“No, it’s fine,” Samara said, looking down at the table. “I’m not a wine snob.”

“I guess that makes one thing,” she joked.

“One thing?” Samara asked as she sat down at the two-seater bolted-down table and took one of the paper napkins supplied by the hotel, placing it delicately in her lap.

It was kind of cute how she’d done that, so Dana tried not to smile as she watched it happen, but she couldn’t help it, so she had to turn away from her. She couldn’t think that Samara was cute right now.

“One thing you’re not a snob about,” she replied.

“Oh. Touché, I suppose.”

“So, you wanted to talk?” Dana asked as she sat down across from her.

“What did you bring for yourself?” Samara asked her instead.

“I grabbed some of the lunch leftovers,” she replied.

“Why?”

“Because your food was ready,” she said. “And I wasn’t about to get yelled at again for it being too cold. Besides, I’m having dinner with my sister, so I brought this mainly because you seemed to demand it.”

She looked down at her own plate which had the salad and green beans with almonds that she had placed there haphazardly as she’d practically run out the door to get the food to Samara.

“I see,” Samara said and picked up the fork that Dana had set out for her. “Thank you for doing all this, by the way, setting it up like an actual meal.”

“Yeah, no problem. Are you being nice to me because you’re about to have me fired for real this time?”

“What?” Samara asked, sounding shocked, and put the regular water glass that held her wine down. “No. Why would I do that?”

“Act like that hasn’t happened already. And I don’t know. You’re not usually this nice to people, from what I’ve seen.”

“I’m nice,” Samara defended.

“Are you?”

“I can–” Samara stopped. “I’m particular.”

“You don’t say,” Dana replied with a smile.

“People confuse particular with mean.”

“Sometimes, it is mean, though,” Dana argued.

“Maybe. But I’m not being nice to you because I’m going to have you fired. What would give you that idea?”

“Well, your food hasn’t been right a couple of times, and I’m the one responsible for it. Then, today, during the audition, I…” Dana stopped and reached for the glass of water she had poured herself from the tap.

“Is that regular water from there?” Samara asked, pointing to the sink behind Dana.

“Uh… Yeah. Why?”

“You drink tap water?”

“I do. Why?”

“Dana, tap water isn’t the cleanest water in the world, no matter what they tell you.”

“Maybe not, but we can’t all bathe in a mountain spring every day.”

“I just meant that you could get sick on this stuff, and there’s bottled water. Drink my bottled water.”

“I’ll be fine. I grew up here. I drink this water every day,” she replied before taking a sip. “And I stopped by your trailer, like you asked, so there are six bottles of your special brand of sparkling water in this fridge now. I told a PA to have your trailer restocked, too.”

“Bless you,” Samara said on a breath and picked up the glass of water that Dana had poured for her.

“Anyway, about the audition… I just wanted to apologize.”

“For what?” Samara asked, and as she took her first bite, Dana waited for her reaction. “It’s fine, Dana.”

“Thank God,” she replied, exhaling, causing Samara to laugh a little. “And for touching you. That’s what I meant. I got a little carried away. I know we both said we’d be okay doing the dance scene, but that didn’t mean I needed to take it that far.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The touching. The under the shirt thing. And I’d been about to kiss you on the neck, too, like the script said, but you were right to pull away then.”

“Oh,” Samara said. “I pulled away because the song was supposed to end. That’s all.”

“That’s all?”

Samara looked down and nodded.

“So, I’m not in trouble?”

“Dana, you were acting the scene,” Samara said, looking back up at her. “That’s what you do in an audition. I’m glad you got carried away. It meant you gave a great audition.”

“I did?”

“Yes, absolutely. I don’t know about the role yet, who they’ll give it to, and I don’t want to get your hopes up, but I think you have a good chance.”

“Because I’m here already?”

“No, because you killed it,” Samara replied with a smile. “After you got over that initial round of nerves, you became Bray. No one else I’ve read with has been able to do that.”

“Vanessa could.”

“Not even Vanessa,” Samara said, leaning in. “She was great, a talented actress, but she didn’t become Bray. I could still see Vanessa in there somewhere, depending on the scene we were reading. Once you sat in that chair, though, you were all Bray to me today. It was a really great thing to see, actually.”

“Thanks,” she said, working hard to just accept the compliment, which wasn’t something that came easily to her.

“So, what’s your plan?” Samara asked and took another bite.

“Why is it so cold in here?” Dana asked instead of answering that when she shivered.

“Cold?” Samara looked up at the thermostat that was mounted to the wall by the table. “Oh, sorry. I like to keep the room at seventy, if I can. I knew it was going to be really hot today, so I lowered it to sixty-five to hopefully have a cool room to come back to, and I forgot to change it.” She reached up and changed the temperature to seventy. “So, what’s your plan?” she repeated.

“Well, I’m not eating these green beans, and then I’m going to have drinks and dinner with my sister.”

“No, I meant for the movie and in general.”

“The movie?”

“Dana, if you get this part, what are you going to do?”

“I’m not doing that,” she said, shaking her head.

“Doing what?” Samara asked.

“Acting like I have the part when I don’t. It’s bad luck.”

“Okay. Well, then, let me act like it instead so as to avoid your silly superstition.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” Dana replied, shaking her head again.

“Do you have an agent, a manager, a lawyer? Anyone?”

Dana practically cackled and said, “Uh… no. We don’t need any of those to audition for local plays.”

“You need them now.”

“Not really. I haven’t gotten–”

“If they offer it to you, I mean,” Samara said and took another bite. “You’ll need people in your corner helping you make the right decision.”

“By taking their cut?”

“Yes, they get paid, but they know this stuff inside and out. Do you know how to negotiate back-end?”

“No,” she said.

“Me neither,” Samara told her. “But my team does, and they’ve always gotten me great deals.”

“Whatever I might get paid, should I get an offer, would not be even close to what they pay you. I wouldn’t be able to afford having anyone negotiate things for me. I would have nothing left. And if I’m acting in the movie, I can’t work on the catering staff, so I’d be out a check.”

Samara smiled and replied, “If you’d like, I can have my team help should you get that offer.”

“I just told you that I couldn’t pay–”

“They’ll do it for me and won’t take a cut.”

“They will? Why?”

“My agent has been with me for ten years, so he’s more family than strictly agent at this point. Besides, the holiday bonuses I give everyone on my team would more than cover whatever you’d pay them through your contract.”

“Why are you offering to do this for me?” Dana asked, sensing something beneath the surface.

“Because I want you to get the part,” Samara replied. “You’re the best one I’ve read with.”

“Got to have a good Bray to get those awards, huh?”

Samara looked a little offended and said softly, “No.”

“Sorry,” Dana offered. “Want me to drop that?”

“Yes, please,” Samara requested.

“Okay,” she said, nodding. “Done.”

“So, you’ll use them if you get the role? I can call them for you when you leave and give them your information.”

“I don’t have the part yet.”

“Okay. If you’re that superstitious, I’ll call them when you get it.”

Dana chuckled and replied, “Okay. Well, thanks. That would be amazing.”

“Not a problem,” Samara said and cleared her throat. “What about after this?”

“After what?”

“The movie.”

“Oh. I hope my catering job is still available. It’s not my favorite, but my boss is cool, and I get to be film-adjacent most of the time. Sometimes, there are weddings, but those aren’t a big deal.”

“You’re just going to go back to work?”

“What else would I do?”

“Get another part,” Samara said as if it were obvious.

“Where? How many actresses get into bad car accidents on the way to a New Orleans’ shoot, giving me a chance to audition for their part? Movies don’t usually get cast here. Extras and maybe a few side characters, sure, but mostly only extras. Movies just get shot here.”

“Los Angeles,” Samara said, sipping on her wine and leaning back in her chair right after. “You could audition in LA. I know you’re not a fan of New York, but there are auditions there, too. You’d film there but wouldn’t have to live there full-time. I’m sure you could handle that.”

“I’m sure I could,” Dana said, doubting herself a little. “But I live here. I’m not going to fly to LA or New York for random auditions all the time.”

“Not all the time, but for good parts. Or, you know, you could just move. You said your mom is better now.”

“She is,” Dana replied and cleared her throat. “But my whole life is here. I love New Orleans. It’s not for everyone, but it’s home.”

“And it would be here for you whenever you wanted to come back,” Samara argued.

“My sister is getting married. I can’t just leave. I’m her maid of honor.”

“Oh. When?”

“When?” Dana asked back.

“When is the wedding? Is it while we’re filming?”

“No. She hasn’t set a date yet, but her fiancée and she have been working on it. Once the planning starts, I’ll need to be here.”

“Well, that sounds like an excuse, but pretend it happens this year, and you stay for that. What happens then? Do you have another sibling who’ll be getting married, and you need to stick around for that excuse, too?”

“No, just Lainey, asshole,” Dana replied, feeling like she could say that to her now.

“Older or younger?”

“Older. Two years. Marrying Paige.”

“Paige?”

“Yes. Lainey is gay. I’m bi. Our parents don’t care. Next question, counselor?” she teased.

“And you don’t have any girlfriend or boyfriend.”

“No. I told you that.”

“I meant that you don’t have a significant other keeping you here.”

“No, I don’t,” she confirmed and took a gulp of water.

“And LA was part of your plan at a time, right?”

“Yes,” she said, setting her glass back down.

“I know you love it here, but auditioning is always easier there. They could throw a call in the trades that morning for something later that day or the following morning. There are video auditions, too, but things usually work out better in person. Even if you submit a video audition, you can see how it works already. Some productions will fly you in to audition or chemistry read in person, but not all, due to budgets. Or, they’ll ask you to pay for it because you’re not a name they need to pay. It slows down the process, and sometimes, speed is key.”

“I get that,” she said.

“Dana, you really are talented. I can only imagine how good this movie could be with you playing Bray, but I told you that I watched your YouTube stuff, and I did. I watched everything last night, not just a few snippets here and there.” Samara paused for a second. “You owe it to yourself to give it a real shot.”

“Why don’t I go ahead and decide what I want for my life on my own, and we’ll see what happens with this part?”

Samara nodded and said, “You’re right. Fair enough.”

Dana stood then and said, “I have to go meet Lainey.”

“Okay,” Samara replied and took another bite.

Dana dropped the food she didn’t touch into the trash can, wrapped the thin plastic bag, tied it in a knot, removed it from the can, replacing it with the bag stowed beneath it, and hefted the warming bag and the trash.

“I don’t want your room to smell like green beans.”

“Thank you,” Samara replied with a small laugh. “And, Dana?”

“Yeah?” she said as she began walking to the door.

“I know that feeling.”

“What feeling?” she asked, turning back to her.

“The fear. It hit me at a different time than you because I was only a kid, but we moved from my hometown in the middle of nowhere to LA after that agent saw me in the store while he was on vacation, of all things. I left everything behind, and it was terrifying.”

“You were, like, six.”

“I had just started school with my friends, and my dad couldn’t come with us. My sister stayed behind, too, so it was just my mom and me until I got the show and we could afford for them to move. So, I might have only been six, but I understood enough to know that I was responsible for my family being separated and that the responsibility of getting us all back together rested on my shoulders. I just wanted to say that fear is part of it for pretty much everyone.”

“Yeah, okay,” Dana said and sighed loudly. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Sure,” Samara replied.


CHAPTER 11

“It sounds nice. Long drives with your soundtrack of choice. Something energetic when you’re tired, and something calming when you’re contemplative,” Samara read her script, trying to run lines by herself, which wasn’t always the best idea.

She’d been in her trailer for the past hour, waiting for them to tell her that they had made their decision about who would play Bray or that they were delaying production until they could figure it out. While she didn’t want to delay anything, part of her could’ve used a break from the shitty hotel room and would’ve loved to be in her own bed back in LA until after Christmas, when they would probably try to get everyone together on a shortened timetable to film this thing that seemed like it might be a little bit cursed.

Earlier that day, she had done more wardrobe fittings, which was silly because this wasn’t even some period piece that required intricate costumes, and they’d already had all her measurements, so they hadn’t needed much more from her, but she’d gone to their trailer this time and tried everything on, including the new items they’d added to the mix, so that they could take polaroids of her in every combination for reference later. After that, she’d also done another makeup test before returning to her trailer around eleven. Breakfast had been cold and inside her refrigerator when she had arrived, so she hadn’t seen Dana, which had disappointed her a little. Knowing that lunch would be arriving at noon, though, Samara knew she would see her soon, and that thought made her smile.

“Keep it together. She works here. She lives here. She’s off-limits,” she told herself just as a knock came at her door.

She stood, walked over, unlocked it, and saw Faye and Bryce standing there.

“Can we talk?” Faye asked.

“Sure,” she said, fully expecting them to tell her that they were shutting down production for a while, and maybe forever, because sometimes, movies like this, with a very small budget, never got on the schedule again after a shutdown.

The two women walked in, and Samara sat down at her table, awaiting the bad news and thinking about what other indie film she might be able to do in order to meet the goals that had driven her to take this role. Bryce remained standing, but Faye sat down on the chair in the living area.

“We’re casting Dana in the role,” Faye announced. “Reed is calling the others now. We’re going to wait to call one of them just in case Dana turns us down, but none of the rest can pull Bray off, anyway.”

Samara’s face lit up and she said, “Really? She got it?”

“Yes,” Faye replied. “She was the best.”

“Maybe even better than Vanessa,” Bryce said. “I wish she had auditioned in the first place. She probably would’ve gotten it over Vanessa.”

“She became Bray yesterday, didn’t she?” Samara asked.

“She did, yeah.” Bryce laughed a little. “Weird for me to say that because I’m Bray, but she did.”

“Do you think she’ll cut her hair?” Faye asked. “Bray has that short hair that Stella really loves. It’s a part of the story.”

“It’s not part of the story.” Bryce shook her head as she ran her hand through her own short hair, probably thinking about her real-life girlfriend who loves it. “And I don’t know. Vanessa already had short hair.”

“Can I tell her?” Samara asked. “Please. I’d love to be the one to give her the good news.”

“You two have gotten over that whole food being too hot or too cold or whatever it was, huh?” Faye asked.

“I think so. She’ll be bringing my lunch soon. I can ask her to stay and tell her. Then, we can call my agent, and you can send the details to him. He’ll handle the rest.”

“She might say no,” Bryce reminded. “I’ve heard from friends that she’s someone who’s been talking about acting in a movie forever but hasn’t really tried.”

“She tried yesterday,” Samara replied. “And if I have to convince her, I will. This is too big an opportunity for her to pass up. It practically fell into her lap, but she’s good.”

“That, she is,” Faye said, standing. “If you want to tell her, go for it, but we’ll need an answer by the end of the day. Paperwork might take a little longer, but we’re offering her what we would have paid Vanessa so that it’s fair.”

“Sounds good,” Samara said. “We’ll be shooting soon, then.”

“Am I crazy, or did Dana memorize the whole damn script already?” Bryce asked.

“She did,” she replied. “I could tell. She was just nervous at first when she did the chemistry read, but she didn’t even need to hold the script.”

“Then, yeah, soon. We would need to get her measurements to wardrobe and see if anything they had for Vanessa would work for her, but Dana is only a little taller and about the same size, so just slight alterations, and we’ll be good, I think,” Faye said.

The two women continued to talk as they walked out of Samara’s trailer, but Samara picked up her phone, unable to wait any longer.

“Hello?” Dana said.

“Hey. Can you possibly get my lunch here a little faster?”

“You wanted it at noon,” Dana replied.

“I know.”

“It’s eleven thirty. You want it now?”

“Yes, please. And can you take your lunch break now, too?”

“We’re doing this again?”

“Yes, Dana, we’re doing this again. Just get here as soon as you can, okay? I… need… help running lines. I checked with Faye and Bryce. They said to tell your boss that they’ll pay for you for the hour or something if he needs it.”

“Pay for me?” Dana asked. “Well, that makes me sound like a sex worker.”

Samara pictured Dana pressing her to the wall, and she laughed nervously as if Dana could’ve seen the image inside her mind.

“It’s lunch. Bring whatever you want to eat.”

She hung up without saying goodbye, leaned back, and smiled. They had their Bray. She had her Bray, and it was a slightly annoying but absolutely gorgeous woman whom Samara had a sex crush on. No, sex crush wasn’t a thing. She had lust for Dana, genuine lust, and she’d finally had that second orgasm last night, after Dana had left, relieving her clit of the tension that had already reappeared at just the thought of Dana coming here for lunch.

◆◆◆

Twenty minutes later, so only ten minutes earlier than planned, there was another knock at her door. Samara let her in, took two containers from Dana, and placed them on the counter.

“Sit,” she said.

“You know I’m not a dog, right? You could ask me if I want to sit down,” Dana replied.

“Okay. Dana, pain in my perfectly shaped ass, do you want to sit down?” she said, forcing a mock smile.

“Depends. What am I doing here? I had to have someone cover for me, and my boss wasn’t happy, despite you offering to pay for me.”

“Bryce and Faye said that,” she lied.

“Samara?”

“What did you bring yourself for lunch?” Samara asked instead, stalling a little.

“I made a plate of what we served everyone else today.”

“What’s that?”

“Tacos,” Dana replied.

“Oh, I love tacos.”

“You got veggie tacos.”

“I did?” Samara opened the container. “Did I put veggie tacos on my list?”

“No, I took a chance. Avocado and sweet potato tacos. Avocado, garlic, lime juice, salt, pepper, and vegan mayo for the sauce. Sweet potatoes were roasted with a little chili powder. Black beans. Tortillas. That’s it. Oh, and I added some pickled onions.”

“You made this yourself?” Samara asked, staring down at the beautiful-looking vegan tacos.

“Yeah. We had some of the ingredients for everyone else, so I just had to make you the sweet potatoes.”

“Thank you,” she replied.

“Don’t thank me yet. I’m sure they’re too hot, too cold, too spicy, not spicy enough, or–”

“You got the part,” she blurted out as she stood there facing Dana, trying to get the woman to shut up already.

“What?” Dana asked.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. They told me right before I called you. I wanted to be the one to tell you. I hope that’s okay.”

“I… got the part?” Dana asked, looking dumbfounded.

“You are Bray, Dana–” Samara stopped before adding, “I just realized that I don’t know your last name. I put you as Dana Caterer into my phone.”

“Sterling,” Dana told her. “You put me as Dana Caterer in your phone? Samara! Wait. You’re not messing with me, are you? Because that would be fucked up, Samara.”

“I’m not messing with you,” she replied, laughing. She plated her tacos, set them on the table when she was done, and added, “Congratulations!”

The next thing she knew, Dana’s arms were suddenly around her, pulling her in for a hug. Samara stood there, not hugging her back at first because she hadn’t expected that at all, but when her arms caught up with her brain, she wrapped them around Dana’s neck and finally leaned into the embrace.

“God, I can’t believe this. I–” Dana squeezed Samara tightly and then let her go all too soon. “I got it? Really?”

“Yes,” she said, laughing a little anxiously now because she hadn’t wanted that hug to end that soon.

“I can’t believe it,” Dana repeated before covering her mouth with her hand. “What happens now? What do I do?”

“Well, now we eat lunch,” she said as she plated Dana’s food for her and set it next to her own plate on the table. “So, sit.”

“I’ll give you that one because I actually want to now,” Dana said and sat down.

“I’m going to call my agent for you, but only if you want. I don’t want to push them on you.”

“No, that’s… good. I need that, right?”

“Yes, you should have someone with experience review whatever you’re going to sign, but since Bryce is your friend, I trust what they’ll put in there for you.”

“Holy crap. I’m going to make actual money for acting.”

“You are, yes.”

“I need to call my mom,” Dana said. “No, Lainey first. Then, my mom.”

“So, you’re going to do it?” Samara asked, sitting down next to her.

“Hell, yes, I am,” Dana replied.

“Good,” she said. “I worried you might not.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you didn’t audition in the first place, you also didn’t exactly do anything to move your acting career along, you–”

“Okay… Can we not bash me right now? I just booked my first movie.” Dana laughed.

“Not bashing,” she said as she poured herself a glass of her water and added some to the glass she had placed in front of Dana’s seat before she’d gotten there. “Just saying.”

“Well, I’m doing it. I don’t even care if they pay me. I’m–”

“Oh, don’t let them hear you say that. This is your first paying role. You’re making that money.”

“I know. I just can’t believe this,” Dana said. “And I’m sure you’re glad I’m taking it because that means there won’t be any more delays and you can wrap this thing up and get back home, huh?”

“What?” Samara asked, surprised. “No, that’s not what I was thinking. I… You’re the one for the part, Dana. I’m glad you got it because you’re the right one to play Bray, and you’ll make the movie better because of it.”

“Oh,” Dana uttered and looked at her, a little surprised as well. “Thank you.”

“I’ll call my agent after we eat, okay? Bryce and Faye said they needed an answer by the end of the day, but the paperwork doesn’t have to be in. I was thinking that we could go to the wardrobe trailer together after this and get you all set up there.”

“I have a shift,” Dana replied. “I’m still technically the caterer.”

“Oh, right. He can’t find someone to cover for you for the rest of the day?”

“We have two people out sick. You’re lucky I’m here now.”

“Well, maybe after dinner, when your shift is over.”

“Do they need me here tonight? I can stay if they need me, but I’d love to celebrate with my sister and friends tonight since everything changes tomorrow, right?”

“Right,” Samara replied. “No, I don’t think they would need you tonight. It can wait.”

“Great. Um… Do you mind if I take my lunch with me? I need to go call Lainey.”

“You can do that here, if you want. It won’t bother me.”

“You sure?” Dana asked.

“Yes. And I’ll call my agent when you get done.”

“Can I maybe go into your bathroom or something?”

“Bathroom?”

“To make the call? Privacy.”

“You can use the bedroom,” she said. “I’m not making you stand in my tiny trailer bathroom to make a phone call, Dana.”

“Thanks,” Dana replied, and she was on her feet and headed that way before Samara could say anything else.

Samara took a bite of her taco and closed her eyes because it was delicious; a little lukewarm now because they’d been talking, but it was still good.

“Yeah. Can you fucking believe it?” Dana said from the other side of the closed door.

Samara smiled.

“We’re going to the bar tonight. We’re celebrating. And you’re buying me a drink, but only one because I’m not going to be hungover tomorrow,” Dana continued.

Samara laughed to herself and picked up her phone to dial her agent’s number, not wanting to wait.

“Hey,” she spoke.

“Hey. What’s up? How’s New Orleans?”

“Unseasonably warm,” she said. “And I need a favor.”

“What kind of a favor?”

“You heard about Vanessa?”

“Yeah. What’s going on there? Did they find someone else yet?”

“Yes. She’s here in my trailer right now, but she doesn’t have representation, so I volunteered you.”

Her agent laughed and said, “You volunteered me?”

“Yes. You’re going to review her contract how you do with all of mine and make sure it’s good.”

“I am? I take it, by your use of the word volunteer, you expect me to do this for free?”

“I’ll pay you,” she said softly. “Just take care of it, okay? Make sure she’s getting a good deal. It’s her first paying gig. I don’t want anyone taking advantage of her.”

“Why exactly are you helping a newbie breakout?”

“She’s good,” Samara said. “Like, really good, and more potential.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes,” she said. “And she needs it done ASAP. I’ll get you the paperwork. Prioritize it, don’t mention payment to her, and send me whatever the bill is, okay?”

“Okay. No problem,” he replied.

“Thank you,” Samara said and hung up.

“Top shelf, Lainey. I don’t want that well shit tonight, okay?” Dana said, causing Samara to laugh again.


CHAPTER 12

“You got the part!”

Dana walked into her older sister’s arms and hugged her tightly. Lainey had always been there for her. Even when they had been younger and hated each other during their teen years because Dana had been a drama queen about everything and Lainey had always been so low-maintenance, her sister had been to every one of her plays and musicals, and when Lainey had gone to college to play soccer, she’d always tried to be there for Dana if she hadn’t had a practice or a game she’d miss. It was only now that Dana was older that she realized just how much her big sister had been there for her, probably giving up going to parties or having fun with her friends just to watch Dana in some local production, applauding the loudest when Dana took her bow at the end.

“I did,” she replied and let go of Lainey, who still tried to hold her in the hug.

“Babe, I think your sister needs to breathe,” Paige said from just behind Lainey.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry, I’m just a proud big sis here,” Lainey replied, letting her go. “I can’t believe it. Caterer one day and star the next.”

“Not a star. I’m just in a movie.”

“In a movie with Samara Barber,” Paige pointed out and motioned for them to sit in the booth she and Lainey had been sitting in prior to Dana’s arrival. “She’s a big deal, Dana.”

“I know,” she replied. “And she’s helping me with the agent stuff, too.”

“Agent stuff?” Lainey asked, wrapping her arm around Paige’s shoulders once they’d all settled in the booth.

“Yeah, she’s letting me borrow her agent for the paperwork. He’s doing it for free as a favor to her and is going to get it back to me tomorrow to sign if it’s all okay.”

“Really? I heard she was such a diva,” Paige said. “She’s being nice?”

“She has… diva tendencies, but she’s been good about this whole me being in the movie thing. It’s weird, right? She’s hoping to get some kind of credit for playing gay and maybe get an award or two for it, and she’s been pushing for me to get the role.”

“Why is that weird, if she thinks you’re a good actress?” Lainey said.

“I know. I just… I have no real experience in front of a camera, and they saw so many others who did.”

“Hey.”

Dana looked up to see Maisie and India standing there, holding hands.

“Hey,” she said.

“I invited them to celebrate with us. Hope that’s okay,” Lainey said.

“Of course, it’s okay.”

“Congrats, Dana. It’s amazing,” Maisie spoke as she sat down next to her and gave her a quick hug.

“Thanks,” she replied and slid over to let India sit next to her girlfriend.

“Yeah, that’s amazing, Dana,” India added, placing her hand on Maisie’s thigh under the table.

“Thank you,” she replied, instantly feeling like the fifth wheel again.

She’d gotten used to being the third wheel with Lainey and Paige over the years, and Lainey had used to date her best friend, Maisie, before that, whom Dana thought of as a sister, so when they had hung out as a foursome occasionally, that had been fine, but now, Maisie had India, and it had been over a year of Dana fifth-wheeling.

“Have we ordered yet?” Maisie asked.

“Not yet. We were waiting for the special guest of the evening to arrive,” Lainey said, motioning to her. “I promised her some top-shelf alcohol tonight.”

“One drink. I don’t want to get drunk,” Dana said. “I’m supposed to meet with everyone tomorrow to officially come on board, and I have to quit my catering job, or at least ask for a leave of absence until the movie is wrapped.”

“You’d go back to catering after?” Maisie asked.

“Yeah, I’ll need a paycheck. I mean, the movie will give me a little nest egg, but it won’t last long. I still have rent to pay, Maise.”

“I just assumed you’d be moving to LA or something.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you’ve been talking about that since I met you, and you’re about to get your big break.”

“Well, hello, party people,” Candace said, placing beverage napkins on the table. “What can I get for you?”

“We’re celebrating Dana here getting the lead role in Bryce’s movie,” Lainey explained.

“What? Really?” Candace asked.

“Not the lead. One of the leads, I guess,” Dana said.

“She’ll get to do a sex scene with Samara Barber,” Paige added, wiggling her eyebrows at Dana.

“Babe, something you want to tell me?” Lainey asked.

“What? She’s hot. Can’t blame me for looking.”

Dana had forgotten all about that. In all the stress and excitement over getting the part, she’d completely forgotten about the love scenes in the script, of which there were two. One was a little more thorough but tastefully written, with no nudity. The other was supposed to be hot and fast and short on screen. Both of them meant getting up close and personal with Samara, though, along with the other kisses they would share. There were two big ones in the script and several more along the way. Some might get cut in the final edit, but she would still be shooting all of them. She’d be kissing Samara. Dana gulped at the thought.

“So, what’s it going to be tonight?” Candace asked. “On the house. Oh, let me make you something. What kind of alcohol do you want?”

“The mixologist at work,” Logan, Candace’s former bartender and member of this ever-growing friend group, teased as she walked over with her fiancée, Rory, in tow.

“Yes. Dana here is in a movie,” Candace shared.

“A movie?” Rory asked. “Wait. Bryce’s movie?”

“Yeah. I’m technically playing Bryce.”

“Really? That’s awesome,” Logan said.

“You don’t work here anymore. What are you doing in my bar?” Candace asked Logan.

“Um… I’m here to have a drink with my fiancée, who is also your best friend,” Logan replied.

“Fine, but don’t take a good table,” Candace said with a wink. “Now, what can I make for you?”

Dana realized she was speaking to her and said, “Oh, anything. Maybe gin or vodka.”

Candace looked like she was thinking and asked, “And flavors?”

“Flavors?” Dana asked back.

“Is there anything you don’t like?” Logan clarified.

“I’m not a fan of chocolate in my drinks.”

“I can work with that. I’ll be right back,” Candace said and hurried off.

“Hey! We wanted stuff, too,” Lainey half-yelled.

“Logan, take their orders!” Candace said loudly.

“I don’t work here anymore! You just said as much.” Logan laughed.

“Fine. Rory, then,” Candace said.

“You don’t work here anymore, either,” Logan said to Rory.

“I still know where everything is,” Rory replied. “What can I get for you, guys?”

“Beer,” Lainey said.

“Me too,” Paige added.

“Can I have that red wine Candace always keeps for me?” India asked.

“And I’ll have a beer,” Maisie requested, laughing as she rested her head on India’s shoulder because India hated beer and loved her wine.

“Sure. I’ll be right back,” Rory said and kissed Logan on the cheek before she walked off.

“So, movie star, huh?” Logan asked.

“What? No, not really,” Dana replied. “The actress they hired got injured, so they needed someone to fill in. I happened to be there. That’s all.”

“No way,” Lainey said, shaking her head at her. “You’re not diminishing this, Dana. You did this. You auditioned. You read with Samara fucking Barber. You earned the damn part. You told me they had other women audition, too.”

“Yeah, but–”

“No buts,” Lainey interrupted.

“Listen to your sister,” Paige added.

“Don’t gang up on me,” Dana argued with a laugh.

“Are we eating?” Maisie asked. “I’m starving.”

“Yeah, when we get our drinks, let’s toast to Dana and order,” Lainey suggested.

“Hey, everyone,” Bryce said, walking over with Sophie’s hand in hers. “Can we join this celebration?”

“Yeah, of course,” Dana replied.

She had run into Bryce when she’d been about to leave and had invited her out with Sophie if they could spare the night to celebrate.

“We’re going to need a table,” Logan noted. “Let me set one up for us.”

“I thought you didn’t work here anymore,” India teased.

“I feel like I’ll always work here in a way,” Logan said, looking around. “I met Rory here. I met Candace and Keith, and they’re two of my best friends now. I also kind of found myself in this bar, which I realize sounds a little strange, but it’s home to me in a different way than Rory is home to me, you know?”

Logan stood then.

“I’ll help you,” Bryce offered.

“Hey, Dana. Congrats,” Sophie said when Bryce walked off to help Logan with the table.

“Thank you. It means a lot, coming from you and Bryce. You’re both the reason this whole thing is happening.”

“That’s all my girlfriend,” Sophie replied, nodding back toward Bryce. “She wrote the thing and made it happen. I’m just here to support her.”

“Sorry about that,” a recognizable voice said, and when Samara walked up to Sophie, Dana realized she’d been right. “My agent needed to ask me something.” Samara tucked her phone into her purse, looked up at the booth, and quickly found Dana’s eyes. “Hi.”

“Hi. What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Um… Bryce invited me. I hope that’s okay,” Samara replied. “If not, I can go. I just–”

“No, it’s totally okay,” Dana interrupted. “Sorry, I was just surprised to see you in my friend’s bar, with my friends here, too.”

“Uh, hello,” Lainey spoke.

“Hello,” Samara said, turning her eyes toward her.

“I’m Dana’s sister, Lainey,” she said, waving at Samara with her free hand.

“Oh, hi. I’ve heard all about you,” Samara replied with an actual smile.

“You have?” Lainey asked, looking at Dana now.

“Well, not all, I’m sure, but Dana has mentioned you. And you must be Paige, Lainey’s fiancée.”

Samara nodded to Paige.

“Yes. Nice to meet you,” Paige replied.

“I’m sorry; I’m not sure I know who you two are,” Samara said to Maisie and India.

“I’m Maisie. And this is my girlfriend, India,” Maisie introduced.

“Nice to meet you both,” Samara said and looked back at Dana. “Should we get another booth or something? There aren’t enough seats.”

“I’ve got it,” Bryce replied instead. “Logan and I moved tables together. This is Logan.”

Bryce nodded to the woman standing next to her now.

“Oh, hi,” Samara said.

“And that’s my fiancée, Rory, who doesn’t work here but is helping Candace get us all drinks,” Logan said, motioning to Rory, who was working behind the bar.

“Hi! I’m Rory!” Rory waved.

“Samara,” Samara replied.

Then, she looked around, and Dana wondered what she was thinking. If Dana had to guess, she’d put money on the fact that Samara was thinking about how every woman was here with another woman whom they were either dating or engaged to, with the exception of Dana, who hung out with a lot of lesbians.

“Let’s move,” Lainey said.

They all got out of the booth and walked over to where Bryce and Logan had pushed three tables together, giving them enough space for everyone. Of course, Bryce sat next to Sophie, Lainey sat by Paige, Maisie and India sat down on the other side of the table next to each other, and lastly, Rory and Logan sat down, too, after Rory placed the drinks they had ordered in front of everyone. That left two seats on either side of the table, so Dana took one and Samara sat down across from her.

“Congratulations again,” Samara said quietly.

“Thanks,” Dana replied.

“My agent called to tell me that everything looks good, by the way. He said he’d call you tomorrow to tell you that you’re good to sign.”

“Really?”

Samara nodded.

“That’s amazing. Thank you,” Dana replied.

“Okay, no chocolate in sight,” Candace said, delivering a drink to Dana in a martini glass that had a lime and a cucumber on the edge, with salt on the rim. “Try it. Then, I can tell you what’s in it.”

“That seems risky,” Dana replied, but she picked up the glass and gave it a sniff. “Vodka?”

“Yes.”

Dana took a sip, and it might have been the best drink she’d ever tasted.

“Damn! That’s good. How do you do that?”

“Do what?” Samara asked.

“Candace is one of the best mixologists in the world,” Rory said.

“Really?” Samara asked and then looked at Dana. “Can I try that?”

“You want to try my drink?”

“I assume it’s vegan?” Samara asked Candace.

“What? Yeah, of course. No eggs in this one.”

“Then, yes,” Samara replied before she winked at Dana and took the glass from her.

Her blue eyes practically shone at Dana over the glass as she sipped, and Dana licked her lips.

“That’s delicious,” Samara said. “Wow.”

“Thank you,” Candace replied.

“Can I have one of those?”

“Sure,” Candace said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Hey, we still haven’t ordered,” Bryce said, pointing at Sophie.

“I’ll get it,” Logan said, standing up before Rory could. “You sit and enjoy your Shirley Temple.”

Logan squeezed the back of Rory’s neck and walked off.

“How’s engaged life, Rory?” Sophie asked.

“Amazing. She’s amazing,” Rory replied. “I still can’t believe we’re getting married.”

“So, how was the rest of your day?” Dana asked Samara, searching for something to say to her while the rest of them started talking about Logan’s proposal.

“Good,” Samara replied.

“Good,” Dana said, nodding as if either of them had actually said something worth nodding to.

“So, did you quit the catering thing?”

“The catering thing? You mean my job?” Dana asked.

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

“How did you mean it, then?”

“I only meant that you have a new job now, Dana. That’s all.”

“Not yet, though. And I still have to pay my bills. Why is everyone acting like a bunch of magical money was just deposited into my checking account? I still have to sign on the dotted line. Then, I don’t even know what happens because I’ve never done this before.”

“So, you didn’t quit yet; got it,” Samara replied, trying to make light.

“I’m going to ask for leave of absence.”

Samara’s eyebrows creased, and she asked, “Why?”

“So that I have a job when this whole thing is done in two months,” she said and took a sip of her drink.

“But you’ll still have the possibility of reshoots, ADR, press commitments, and the premiere,” Samara told her.

“ADR?”

“Audio. We’ll have bad sound at some point on location, so we’ll need to loop it.”

“Oh. Right,” she said, nodding as if she had thought of that already. “Forgot that part.”

“That’s not going to happen in the next two months,” Samara noted.

“Then, I’ll ask for some more time off. How long does looping take? I did a couple of student films, but nothing that required looping, and I don’t consider that real experience because there was no budget, they were only ten minutes long, and it took two days to shoot.”

“Why are you doing this to yourself?” Samara asked.

“Doing what?”

“Not going for it.”

“I am going for it. I’m taking the damn part, Samara.”

“After that. Why aren’t you–”

“Here you go,” Candace said, interrupting them as she dropped off Samara’s drink.

“Perfect timing, Candace. Have a drink, Samara. A long drink,” Dana told her.

Samara glared at her over the glass this time and said, “Thank you, Candace. It’s great.”

“You’re welcome. Are you all going to eat, too?”

“Oh, God…” Dana said. “Please tell me that someone brought you your dinner tonight, and you aren’t eating here.”

“No, I didn’t order anything for dinner tonight because I knew I was coming here,” Samara replied and looked back up at Candace. “What are your vegan options?”


CHAPTER 13

Samara stared at Dana, who was staring back at her as if she had something to say but wasn’t saying it.

“Okay. I’ll start at the other end of the table,” Candace said and walked around to take everyone else’s orders first.

“You’re worried I won’t be able to find something to eat here?” Samara asked.

“No, I know you can find food here, but I’ve been the one responsible for feeding you for the past few days, and I know you won’t want the potato skins that are just halves of baked potatoes because you don’t eat cheese, bacon, or sour cream. Candace would have some green onions she can toss on them, at least, but I can guarantee she didn’t pick them up at the farmer’s market this morning, and they’re probably not organic.”

“I can adapt,” she replied and grabbed at the menu held back by the napkin holder, trying to prove a point.

“Excuse me. Are you Samara Barber?”

Samara looked up and saw two women standing there. One of them had her phone ready in her hand.

“I am, but I’m just having dinner and drinks with some friends. Another time, maybe?”

“Oh,” one of the women said. “Right. Sorry.”

Then, they both walked away.

“Damn, Samara. You could have at least taken a picture with them,” Dana said.

“I took three pictures outside before I came in here, and another five in the lobby of my hotel before I was able to leave there. I took probably about twenty yesterday; some of those were on set. If I hopped into every selfie someone wanted to take with me when I’m just out trying to live my life, I’d never get to live that life, Dana. I’m here to celebrate you getting a part and to try to be a little – I don’t know – social. I need to be able to do those things, too.”

Dana didn’t say anything in response to that, so Samara looked back down at the menu, where there was, as Dana had correctly guessed, nothing that she could eat. She didn’t see a veggie burger option, no vegan cheese or mayo, and not many vegetables at all, unless she counted those green onions that Dana had been joking about. Samara put the menu back and looked away from Dana, trying not to draw attention to the fact that she couldn’t eat here after all.

“Nothing?” Dana asked.

“Okay. Yes, you were right,” she replied. “I’ll eat later.”

Dana stood up then and said, “I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?”

“The kitchen. Candace, can I check out your kitchen?”

“Um… Why?”

“To find Samara something she can eat. She’s a picky vegan.”

“Hey!” Samara exclaimed.

“Okay. But can you be careful? Not sure I’m insured for this.”

“Promise,” Dana replied.

Samara watched as she disappeared through the kitchen doors, and she didn’t know what to do with herself anymore. Everyone around her was either ordering food, or they were deep in conversation with each other. The only remaining two people she even knew here were Bryce and Sophie, but they were at the other end of the table, talking about the movie. Samara stood and excused herself, disappearing to wash her hands in the bathroom, which was nicer than she’d expected.

“What are you doing here?” she asked herself in the mirror. “You don’t even know all these people, and Dana thinks you’re a stuck-up, picky eater who won’t take pictures with strangers.”

She dried her hands, gathered herself, and walked back out, knowing she couldn’t hide there forever.

Seeing that Candace was busy laughing at something at the table, though, she decided to peer in through the window to see if she could make out what Dana was doing back there. Samara saw her mixing something in a bowl, and the kitchen looked empty, so she walked in.

“Hey. What are you doing back here?” she asked.

“Making you food.”

“Dana, you’re not working right now. You don’t have to make me food. I’ll order something for myself later.”

“It’s fine. Turns out, they had soy milk.”

“So?”

“So, I’m making you vegan mayo for the burger I’m about to make.”

“What burger? They don’t have veggie burgers on the menu.”

“No, but I sent the cook to the store across the street, where they sell them. They usually have at least one box, so, hopefully, he’ll come back with a black-bean burger for you in a minute. I’ve got the bun toasted already. The lettuce looks fresh enough, and so do the tomatoes. Will you eat them if you don’t know where they came from? Probably the same store.”

Samara watched as Dana whisked soy milk with oil in a big bowl.

“Yes, I’ll eat it.”

“And you won’t complain?” Dana asked.

“No,” she replied with a small laugh. “You really didn’t have to do this.”

“It’s fine. I grew out of an egg allergy, but when I was little, I couldn’t eat eggs in anything, so my mom was always making things special for me or telling me not to eat the cake at someone’s birthday party.”

“You grew out of it?” Samara asked, walking up to the counter Dana was standing behind. “And a hairnet? Really?” She laughed.

“Yes. I’m not getting hair in your food. I wouldn’t even want to know what happens then.”

Samara laughed again.

“And yes, you can grow out of allergies sometimes, or they get more manageable. I don’t just eat eggs for breakfast, but I can eat them in things now. My point is that I know it can be hard to find food places without having to make special requests.”

Watching Dana try to make her something special just because had Samara feeling more than just lust for the woman who was whisking for her, waiting on someone else to bring back a black-bean burger. Samara smiled softly and couldn’t help but stare as Dana stopped whisking, set the bowl down, and brushed a little vegan mayo onto the top bun.

“More?” Dana asked her.

“Yes, please,” she replied.

Dana added some to the bottom bun as well and placed the lettuce and tomato on top just as the back door opened and a man walked in, carrying a box that Samara recognized.

“Whoa!” he said, stopping by Dana. “You’re–”

“Yeah. Hi,” Samara replied.

“Did you get it?” Dana asked him.

“Yeah, last box in the freezer.” He held up the box for her to see. “Want me to cook one up for you?”

“Yeah, with sweet potato fries,” Dana requested. “And can you just make two of everything? I dressed her burger already, but the same stuff on mine is fine.”

“No problem,” the cook replied.

Dana wiped her hands on a rag and asked, “Want to go back out there while he finishes up?”

“Is there another option?” Samara asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Can we maybe just stay back here for a minute or go out back if there is an out back?”

“Everything okay?” Dana asked.

“Yeah, it’s just a lot.”

Dana nodded and held out her hand for her to take. Samara looked down at it and knew it was just so that Dana could take her wherever they were going, but there was something else in it for her. She took it, and Dana walked her back behind the main part of the kitchen and toward the dry storage room, which had two old bar stools sitting there, along with shelves and shelves of alcohol and ingredients that didn’t require refrigeration.

“Are these chairs safe?” she asked.

Dana flopped down on one, and when it didn’t break, she nodded.

“Ever the risk-taker.” Samara laughed.

Dana stood and sat down on the one next to it.

“They’re probably just torn or something, but safe.”

Samara wiped at the now-empty chair and sat down.

“So, what did you mean by things being a lot?”

“Bryce said you’d be here with your sister, and she was bringing Sophie. I thought maybe Paige might be here, too, but there are more people than I anticipated.”

“Ah,” Dana said. “I didn’t know that, either. Maisie and Lainey used to date a while ago, and after they broke up, they stayed best friends, so Maisie is more like my sister than just a regular friend, you know?”

“That’s nice,” Samara said.

“And she and India kind of come as a package deal these days,” Dana added.

“Does that bother you or something?”

“No, I like India for Maisie, but with Lainey and Paige being engaged, and Maisie and India always around, I’m–”

“The fifth wheel,” Samara guessed.

“Yes,” Dana replied.

“Who are the others to you?”

“Friends. Tangential, mostly, but Logan and Rory used to work here, so I know them well enough, I guess. You know Bryce and Sophie.”

“Sophie a little less so. Bryce and I have spent time together for pre-production, but not much. Honestly, out of all of them, I know you the best.”

“I would’ve invited you, by the way,” Dana said. “I just didn’t think you’d want to come.”

“Why not?”

“Didn’t seem like your scene; a local pub with no vegan options,” Dana said with a smirk.

“I think you just proved that they have some vegan options.”

Dana chuckled a little and said, “Sure. Let’s go with that.”

“You didn’t have to make me vegan mayo, you know? I would’ve settled for ketchup or mustard.”

“They don’t have your mustard brand here, and I didn’t know if you’d want just good old American ketchup.”

Samara turned a little toward her on the stool and said, “Can I tell you something?”

“Yeah, sure,” Dana replied.

“I don’t really tell anyone this, Dana. I don’t want the world to know, okay?”

Dana turned more serious then and replied, “Okay.”

Samara took a deep breath and said, “I’m really trusting you here, and I don’t know that I should be, so–”

“Samara, I won’t say anything about you to anyone if you don’t want me to. I promise.”

Samara cleared her throat and decided to risk it because Dana appeared to be a genuine person.

“I have mild OCD, and I am also on the spectrum.”

“Spectrum? The au–”

“The autism spectrum, yes,” Samara confirmed. “The very high-functioning kind. I didn’t know about it until a few years ago. Getting diagnosed as an adult woman is not easy. They thought it was just the OCD for a while, but the OCD manifests when I’m stressed, mostly, and I have ways to manage it. Food is the one thing I really struggle with. I’m trying, but sometimes, I can’t get a handle on it. That’s why you got several lists.”

Dana nodded and asked, “Why didn’t you just say so? I wouldn’t have given you such a hard time. I mean, not that I expect you to tell me that stuff when we’re strangers, but–”

“A few people know. That’s it. The autism is newer, but they thought the temperature thing was the OCD until I met the right doctor who figured out that it’s part of my autism. She said she has a patient who can tell you the number of letters in any word in any language, even the ones he doesn’t speak. She told me that it’s very rare, but she read a paper on how some people have the ability to know what temperature it is in any room they’re in at any given time, or even outside. I guess I’m one of them, and it applies to food, too. I prefer my coffee at a specific temperature, but it’s more than just a preference. It genuinely bothers me when it’s not right, to the point where I might not want to talk to another person for several minutes. Or, if the room is the wrong temperature when I walk in, I have to find a way to process and deal with it because I have to put my game face on and go to work. I’ve always been this way, and I never really understood why until she told me. I’m insistent about those things because I know if they’re right, I won’t have to work as hard to get through the day. If they’re wrong, though, I have to use up all of my energy just keeping myself together, so I end up twice as exhausted or worse.”

“I don’t know what to say. I wish I’d known. I wouldn’t have–”

“It’s okay,” Samara replied. “Like I said, I don’t tell people. I don’t want everyone to know.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. It just seems like a lot to tell them.”

“You just told me.”

“Yes, and that took a lot. I don’t know; I don’t want you to think I’m just being a bitch anymore. I am vegan on top of everything else. That’s for health reasons and because I like the food, but it makes things like my OCD and autism a little harder because I’m already a picky eater. You throw in being vegan and in the South on top of that, and finding food at the right temperature is difficult, to say the least.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Dana said.

“And you won’t say anything to anyone?”

“No,” Dana replied. “But I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it.”

“Needing to have at least six bottles of my water to feel comfortable isn’t wrong? I prefer exactly six, but sometimes, they come in packs of twelve, so I have to divide by two in my head. And if I only have six, I try not to drink one until I can get another. It’s a whole thing.”

“No, I don’t think it’s wrong,” Dana said, shaking her head.

“What about needing the car to be seventy degrees no matter the temperature outside?”

“Why would that be wrong?” Dana asked.

“Hey, Dana?”

“Yeah?” Dana yelled back to the guy in the kitchen.

“Your food’s ready,” he said.

“Do you want to eat in here, or out there?” Dana asked.

“Out there is fine, but thank you for asking,” Samara replied, smiling at her.

“Good. My drink is out there, and it’s really fucking good, so I’d like to finish it,” Dana said, standing up. “Hey, did you drive here?”

“No, Bryce picked me up. Why?”

“When you’re ready to go, just let me know. I’m only having one drink, so I’ll take you back to your hotel.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Samara replied.

“I’ll do my best to get my car to seventy for you,” Dana said, offering a wink. “But it’s old, and I don’t have anything that tells me what the temperature is.”

“You’d have me,” Samara said, standing up.

“Oh, right. And not to make light or anything, but you could probably make good money taking bets that you know the exact temperature in the room.”

Samara laughed and said, “Probably. But I’ve got a lot of money already.”

Dana squinted at her.

“Go ahead. Ask,” Samara said.

“What temperature is it in here?”

“Sixty-eight,” she replied.

Dana turned then and looked around for the thermostat, which was right behind her head.

“You saw it, didn’t you?”

Samara laughed and said, “Yes.”

Dana shook her head, and they left the dry storage room. Dana grabbed their plates in the kitchen, and they headed out to the bar, where it looked like two more people had joined in their absence.

“That’s Enid and Caroline. They’re cool. I’ll introduce you, okay?” Dana said.

“Thank you,” Samara replied.


CHAPTER 14

“Hey, can you be careful with that?” she asked.

“Yeah, I am,” Terry, the guy replacing Dana as Samara’s gofer, replied, shoving the container into the warmer bag.

He then walked over to the counter where he had his coffee cup and took a drink.

“Can you maybe do that after you take Miss Barber her food?” Dana asked. “I think she’d probably want it to be hot when she gets it.”

“Damn, Dana. What crawled up your ass this morning?”

“She’s picky,” Josh replied instead. “So, get the food to her now, please.”

“Can you not tell people that Samara is picky?” she requested of her boss as Terry, carrying Samara’s food, left the room.

“She is picky,” Josh replied. “Now, you wanted to talk about a leave of absence.”

“Well, yeah. With me taking the part, I won’t be able to work on the movie for you, but I don’t want to lose my job either, so I’m not sure what to do.”

“I get it,” Josh said. “But you know we don’t have leaves in the traditional sense.”

“I know,” she replied.

“And I can’t promise I’ll have a spot for you when you wrap because I’ll need to staff appropriately to be able to do the work we have now, but you’re my best employee, Dana. When you’re done filming, come back, and we’ll talk. I’m sure I’ll find you something. You know I’m going to lose at least one or two people, with how this industry works.”

“Okay. Thanks. That’s the best I can ask for.”

“You’ve always wanted to do this, though,” Josh added. “Why would you want to come back after finally getting a taste of your dream?”

“One movie doesn’t mean a steady paycheck forever,” she said. “And I have to run. Are you okay for today? I know I’m leaving you short-handed.”

“We’ll be fine. Go on.”

Dana left the catering area and headed to her new trailer, which was next to Samara’s. She hadn’t been in there yet because the moment she arrived, she’d gone to see everyone in the office trailer and sign her paperwork, but now, she was officially on board as a lead in a movie. It was still crazy to her, but it was happening, even though she had yet to believe it. Dana pulled open the door and stepped inside. Her trailer wasn’t as nice as Samara’s, but she had a full bed against the wall, a small kitchen, a little table, and a sofa that could fit about two people if both were very skinny. Then, she noticed a vase with a mixed bouquet on the table and walked toward it. There was a card, so she pulled it out and read it.

Break a leg.

Samara

Dana smiled at that. Samara had sent her flowers. She sat down on the sofa and stared at them. The previous night, they’d eaten with Dana’s friends at the bar. She’d introduced Samara to Caroline and Enid, who had just stopped by on a whim and ended up joining them for drinks. Caroline worked as an artist in Jackson Square, selling her stuff, and Enid had taken over the management of the second NOLA Guides location. Both things seemed to intrigue Samara, so after Dana saw Samara finish her first drink, she’d ordered her a second one and switched to water herself.

Samara had seemed somewhat relaxed for the first time that Dana had seen her, at least, and when she finished that second drink, as promised, Dana had taken her back to the hotel. Samara had even invited her in to keep talking since they hadn’t had a lot of time at the bar to talk without prying ears and random people asking Samara for a photo, but Dana had declined because she’d wanted to try to get some sleep. Now, she was looking at flowers that Samara had sent her to celebrate Dana’s success while she sat in a trailer that was all hers.

“Hey, Dana,” a PA she hadn’t met said as she walked into the trailer.

“Oh, hi.”

“Jana,” the woman said, introducing herself. “I’m your PA today.”

“I have a PA?”

“They asked me to help you get settled,” Jana replied, looking down at her phone. “Looks like you have wardrobe up first. Then, makeup. Then, rehearsal with Samara. Then, lunch. Then, rehearsal again. Then, lighting tests and dinner. Then, rehearsal and lighting tests, and–”

“Okay. I get it,” Dana said.

“Oh, I forgot hair. You have a hair thing before lunch, too.”

“Okay,” she said, her heart racing a bit.

“Can I bring you breakfast?”

“I ate already. Thank you,” she lied.

She had yet to eat because she’d been too nervous and worried that she wouldn’t be able to keep it down.

“Snack in an hour? Trust me, you’ll want to keep your energy up. We’re behind, so it’s going to be a busy few days. Well, a couple of months, really.”

“Snack. Sure,” she said.

“Great. What do you like?”

“Oh. Anything, I guess.”

“Do you have a list? I can grab you whatever to stock you up in here and bring you something when you’re done with wardrobe.”

“No list. I’m local, so local stuff. Chips or whatever.”

“Okay. I’ll grab what I can, and you tell me if you want more or different later.”

“Yeah, sounds good.”

“Drinks?” the PA asked.

“Soda? Water?” Dana asked back more than said.

“Still or sparkling?”

Dana smiled at the thought of Samara and her special sparkling water.

“Whatever. Not picky.”

“Picky would be better,” Jana replied, laughing. “You’re not giving me much to work with here.”

“Sorry, I don’t have a lot of experience with someone shopping for me.”

“That’s okay. We’ll figure it out. If you don’t want breakfast, though, you can get over to wardrobe first. Ready?”

“Yeah,” she replied and stood.

◆◆◆

Wardrobe was three women asking Dana to try on one thing after another while taking measurements, having her step into shoes, out of shoes, asking her questions about what she was most comfortable wearing, trying on bras and underwear, too, because there would be sex scenes, and then, taking a lot of photos, waving them around as the polaroids dried. They tacked them to a wall right next to Samara’s photos, and Dana watched as they compared and moved images around to see what looked good with Samara’s options.

After that, it was time for makeup, where they tried different products on her, took more photos, asked her to close and open her eyes, blot her lips, turn a certain way, and then get up, leave the trailer, and stand outside in the sun for more pictures there, too. Then, she was walked over to where they had some test lights set up, and dozens of photos later, apologizing for the pace, they brought her back to the trailer and did it all over again because they were behind schedule and her skin tone was very different from Vanessa’s, apparently.

Hair was up next, and the two stylists kind of stared at her for a while as if not knowing what to do with her brown, curly hair that she had pulled back. They took it down first, put it back up differently, combed it out, and tried a few more variations before they washed and dried it for her, straightened it, which only worked for so long because of the humidity, so it frizzed out on them, and they had to add more product to hold it down.

“Would you consider cutting your hair to a length that’s a little like Bryce’s?” one of them asked.

“Cutting it?”

“Yeah. I think it would look good on you. We can use the natural curl you have.”

“Oh. I guess. No one told me if they wanted me to do that.”

“It’s up to you, if it’s not in your contract that you have to, but I think it would work well. I actually think you could really pull it off.” The woman stood behind her and moved her hair a bit, trying to show her in the mirror what it would look like. “Yeah, badass.”

“Badass?” Dana asked.

“Definitely. If you let me do it now, we’ll get you out of here and be done soon.”

“Now? Cut it now?” Dana’s heart started to race again. “You don’t want to check with anyone first?”

“Yeah, let me ask to be sure, but I think they’ll want it. Give me two minutes.”

That stylist walked out of the trailer, and Dana sat there with the other one looking on.

“She’s right, you know? You’re hot, if you don’t mind me saying, but you’d be crazy sexy with a shorter cut. It would really work with your jawline.”

“Why do I feel like y’all are getting me ready for The Hunger Games?”

The other stylist laughed.

“They’re down,” the first stylist said as she walked back into the trailer. “Up to you, but they’re down. They asked me to do it later, though, because they need you in rehearsal now.”

“Oh, okay,” she said, standing quickly. “See you later.”

“You ready?” Jana asked, standing just outside the open door.

“You’re here? Uh… Yeah.”

“So, haircut or no haircut?” Jana asked as she motioned for her to walk with her.

“I have no idea,” she said.

What felt like only seconds later, Dana was standing in an alley they would be using for the scene where Bray would be taken in by the cops just for being in the same bar where a bunch of guys were fighting.

“We don’t have the bar for another hour, but we can rehearse out here for now,” Reed said and nodded to the back door of the bar they’d be using for some of the interior stuff.

“Okay,” Dana replied.

“We’ve got everyone, yeah?” Reed asked.

“Dana, do you need pages?” Bryce checked.

“No, I’m okay,” she said.

“Already off-book? It’s not even theater, either. What a pro,” Reed noted.

Dana stood against the wall with a bunch of extras and actors who would play the police officers, and she was glad it was an easy scene for her: only a few lines and mostly just her looking nervous, which was appropriate because she was actually nervous.

“Let’s run it,” Reed said.

When everything was set up and Reed yelled, ‘Action!’ which was the officer’s cue to say something, Dana’s vision blurred.

“Dana?”

“Huh?” she asked.

“Your line,” Reed said.

“Oh, right,” she replied. Then, she looked at the officer and said, “Hi. I was just in the bar. I didn’t do anything.”

“Stand against the wall,” he replied.

“Let’s stop there,” Reed instructed. “Can we…”

Reed kept talking, but Dana didn’t hear her. The morning had been a crazy whirlwind of people talking to her, asking questions, making various demands of her, and her mind was struggling to keep up. Dana was more than nervous. She was panicked, and it was only her first day. How was she supposed to do this for real if she couldn’t even do it in an easy rehearsal?

“Hey.”

Dana’s vision cleared up almost immediately when she saw Samara standing in front of her.

“You’re not in this scene,” Dana said to her.

“Yeah, I know. I just saw you,” Samara replied. “Can I borrow her for a second?”

Dana turned to see that Samara was talking to Reed now.

“Sure. We’ll take ten.”

A second later, Dana was being pulled by Samara, and she didn’t know where. Then, Jana appeared in front of them.

“I’ve got this,” Samara said to her, and Jana backed away.

They ended up back at the row of trailers, and Samara followed her up the stairs to Dana’s new on-set home.

“Hey, you okay?” Samara checked.

“I’m…” Dana’s breath intensified, and she realized she couldn’t quite catch it.

“You’re okay,” Samara said softly, rubbing her hands up and down Dana’s arms. “Dana, you’re okay.”

“I’m not. I can’t… do this. I don’t know what… They have questions… I don’t know the answers.”

“Hey, sit down for me,” Samara told her.

Dana then ended up on the sofa, with Samara crammed in next to her.

“Do something for me. Let’s do a little breathing exercise, okay?”

“Huh?” Dana asked.

“I’ve been here,” Samara shared, taking her hand. “It’s hard when you’re just getting started. When you feel my index finger touch your palm, breathe in for me. Then, as it moves away, breathe out. Look down at my hand and watch. Focus on it, okay? Focus on your breathing and our hands.”

When Dana nodded, Samara pressed her finger to her palm. Dana breathed in deeply for a few seconds, and when Samara’s finger moved, she breathed out. They did this a few more times until Dana had calmed down enough to breathe without it.

“How’s that?” Samara asked.

“How did you know what to do?”

“I told you, I’ve been there. Sometimes, what we do can be stressful, to say the least.”

“You’ve been doing this forever, though.”

“And yet, every now and then, I still get nervous. On my first big movie, I threw up right before we started shooting my first scene, and before my first sex scene, I couldn’t get out of my trailer. Hot lights can be a lot for me, and I was already using all of my energy to deal with that and everything else, so the thought of being pressed up to some actor while we would both be clammy was too much. They had to give me an extra hour.”

“Did you get through it okay?”

“Yeah, but he had to pause next.”

“What? Why?”

“Let’s just say he was very happy that we were pressed up against one another,” Samara said with a smile.

“No…” Dana laughed. “Really?”

“He was… getting there, yeah.” Samara laughed as well. “So, he needed a few minutes to cool himself off.”

“In a way, I don’t envy them. It’s not like they can control their physical response. And you are hot, so that’s got to be hard.”

Samara tilted her head. Then, Dana laughed again.

“Sorry. That was a really bad way to phrase it, huh?”

“Yeah,” Samara replied. “At least, there’s no chance of that happening with our love scenes.”

“Right,” Dana said and looked around herself, testing the blurriness of her vision. “Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me for this.”

“For the flowers.” Dana nodded toward them.

“Oh. Yeah, no problem. I just wanted you to know that you had someone in your corner for today.”

“That means a lot,” Dana replied. “And I’m sorry. I’m trying, but I don’t know how to do all this. Acting, I can do. The rest of it, I don’t know.”

“The rest of what?” Samara asked.

“The wardrobe stuff. The makeup and hair. The PA ushering me around. I know it’s no big deal to someone like you, but I was making you lunch yesterday. I don’t know if I can do this. They want me to cut my hair, too.”

“They do, huh?”

“Yeah. They think it will look good, but I’ve always had my hair long.”

“Do you want to cut your hair?” Samara asked.

“It’s hair. It grows back. It’s not a big deal, but I hadn’t been prepared for it, and then, they were asking and moving my head around as if it wasn’t attached to my body, trying to imagine what it would look like.”

“For what it’s worth, I think you’d look great with short hair.”

“You do?” Dana asked.

“Definitely,” Samara replied. “Not exactly like Bryce’s hair – yours would have some serious waves in it, so it could be a little shorter than hers – but the general cut would look good.”

“I don’t know. It’s a lot to chop off. And what if it turns out awful? I’d have to deal with hideous hair for the next year while it grows back out.”

“I say trust them,” Samara suggested. “They’re professionals and know what they’re talking about. Same with wardrobe and makeup. Their job is to make you look camera-ready, and they’re good at it.”

“I don’t look like you, to begin with, though,” Dana said and turned away, trying to hide her blush from Samara.

“Dana?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re beautiful,” Samara said. “You might not see it, but it’s there. And you’re talented. This is a crazy thing some people do for a living, but it’s not for everyone. Maybe after this, you go back to theater because that’s more your thing, and you stay here, in New Orleans, and you cater for movies instead of starring in them, but if you want, you can have this now, too. You can try it while you’re at home, surrounded by your friends and family and sleeping in your own bed at night. You can give it your all once, and at the end, you’ll at least know if this is what you want for your life or not. If it’s not, that’s okay. And if it is, if being on a set, acting out a scene, is the thing that gets you up in the morning, you’ll have a way in now. You’ll have your breakout role, something that most actors would kill for, and you’re right here.” Samara stood up. “If you get nervous again, that’s okay. Ask for five minutes. Pretend you need to return a call or just tell them you need a quick break. Disappear in here. Catch your breath and get back out there when you’re ready. If you need me again, I’ll be here, too, okay?”

“Okay,” she said softly.

“Now, I have to get back out there myself,” Samara told her. “Are you okay?”

“I’m good, yes.”

“I’ll see you back out there, then,” Samara said. “And if not, I’ll send Jana for you.” Samara winked at her.

“She brought me food.” Dana nodded toward the small kitchen. “It’s all in there.”

“Yes, that’s part of her job,” Samara said with a smile. “Why don’t you have some water and grab a granola bar or something? It helps, too.”

“I will.”

“See you out there.”

Dana nodded and stared after Samara, who closed the door behind her. Then, she stood as well and walked to the thermostat, which read seventy-one. She lowered it to seventy and reached for a bottle of water.


CHAPTER 15

The rest of the day’s rehearsals had gone a little better. Samara could tell Dana had still been at least a little nervous, but while rehearsing her scenes with other actors, Dana had been fine, and when they had rehearsed together, Dana had been great. It was like she’d been back to being Bray in all the right ways. Samara had tried not to give herself a compliment about bringing out the best in her scene partner, but if she’d done anything to help Dana with those nerves, she was happy.

They’d only had one full day of rehearsals and tests because they were already too far behind to do much more than that, so they would rehearse for a few minutes later, right before they shot a scene, or they would have to do it on their own time in their trailers, on their walks, or at lunch to ensure that they were ready. Samara was used to that. It seemed like every film, even the big-budget ones, was always behind in some way, so the time allotted for rehearsal or run-throughs often got shortened. One film she’d worked on had cut their two weeks of upfront rehearsals entirely due to a crew dispute that had delayed everything. They’d done fine, but Samara would have loved to have had those two weeks to at least try to get to know everyone on the cast a little prior to shooting some tough scenes with them.

The next day, at just after seven in the morning, they were on location, shooting the interior bar scene, which was one of the first in the film after the scenes where they introduce Bray and her friends and their trip to New Orleans, as well as Stella and her friends heading out for a night on the town. They were shooting the downstairs stuff today, where they meet for the first time, and later, they would shoot the first kiss there as well. That scene was important to convey because, in the film, same as in real life, a fight would break out after, interrupting them. Bray – Bryce in real life – would be pulled away as part of the police roundup, taken to the station, and questioned before they would let her go, and by the time she would return to the bar, Stella – Sophie in real life – would be gone, without them having each other’s last names, or a phone number, or any other piece of helpful information.

“Everyone ready?” Reed asked when they all took their positions.

Dana looked a little nervous now that they were actually about to shoot this thing, so Samara leaned in. She knew their mics would pick it up, but she didn’t have much of a choice either way, and she wanted to tell Dana this.

“Use it,” she said softly.

“Huh?” Dana asked.

“Use the nervousness. Our characters are meeting for the first time, and it’s love at first sight, so you would be a little nervous. Use that. Mix it with that cool confidence Bray has, but use it.”

Dana nodded and replied, “Thanks.”

Samara just winked at her. She actually winked and wondered where that had come from. She wasn’t a winker. Was winker even a word? What did people who winked all the time call themselves? Someone who winks?

“Samara?”

“Yeah?”

“Are we ready?” Reed asked.

“Oh, yeah,” she replied.

“Okay. Here we go, people.”

Reed went through all the motions, yelling, “Roll camera. Roll sound.”

When she said, ‘Action,’ Bray and Stella were supposed to end up at the same round high-top table, attempting to claim it for themselves and their friends, starting off their meeting involving all their friends in their first encounter.

“Oh, we–” Dana said her line when she bumped into Samara just as they reached the table. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Samara, as Stella, said back, trying to make it look like she had just seen the sexiest woman in the world, which wasn’t all that difficult given who she was looking at. “Sorry. What?”

The night before, after they’d wrapped their rehearsal, Dana had gone back into the hair trailer, and she had walked out with the sexy Bray hair that had Samara wanting to run her hand through it, just like Sophie, apparently, had done the night that she and Bryce had met. Dana’s long curly hair had been amazing, and if Samara were being honest, she would’ve loved to have had her hands in that, too, but Dana could grow that back out whenever, and right now, her shorter hair with the curls made her look sexy as hell, which was exactly right for the role she was playing.

“I just…”

“We were going to sit here,” the actress playing Kristie, one of Bray’s friends, said, pointing down toward the table that Stella and the actress playing Jessica, who was supposed to be Sophie’s real-life friend Jill, had taken.

“Oh. We can share, can’t we?” Jessica asked Kristie.

“Yeah, uh… no problem,” Bray said. “Bray.”

“Stella,” Samara replied and shook Bray’s outstretched hand.

“You are?” Jessica asked Kristie.

“Kristie,” the actress replied.

“Jessica.”

“And this is Maggie,” Dana, as Bray, said when a third woman approached, carrying four drinks. “Where is Stevie?”

“Bathroom,” Maggie replied, setting the drinks on the table. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Jessica said. “I’m Jessica. That’s Stella. You guys locals or tourists?”

“Tourists,” Maggie said.

“You?” Bray asked, looking only at Stella, which made Samara nearly go weak in the knees because that haircut really did it for Dana.

“Oh. I live here. So does Jessica.”

“Yeah? Cool,” Bray said. “Do you live… together?”

“No, Jessica and I met tonight,” Samara, as Stella, replied before she shook her head quickly. “Not like that. Not like we met, and we’re here together, like on a date or something, or that we’re–”

“We’re friends,” Jessica interjected. “She means we’re friends but is using a lot of words to say it.”

“And cut!” Reed yelled. “Let’s get a touch-up on Stella. We’re getting some shine on the camera. And Bray, make sure you stay on your spot.”

“Huh?” Dana asked.

“Your X,” Reed replied. “You moved a little too close to Stella, and we lost you in the light. Stay on the mark for me, okay?”

“I did?” Dana asked herself and looked down.

Samara’s eyes followed Dana’s, and sure enough, Dana had clearly moved over at least six inches into her space.

“Yeah, Bray, stay in your own light,” Samara teased her.

“Sorry,” Dana replied, laughing a little as she backed up while the makeup team approached Samara to apply a fresh layer of powder that she couldn’t wait to remove later.

The lights weren’t too bad today, which was nice. It was supposed to be night in the bar, so the outside of the building had been covered up to ensure no sunlight got through, which helped.

“All right! Let’s do that again,” Reed said. “Jessica, can I get you to move just a few inches to your right?”

The actress playing Jessica moved.

“Thanks. Let’s try it again the same way and at the same pace. I might want to speed up the banter in the next take, but let’s see what we get.”

“And stay in your light there, Bray. Don’t forget,” Samara teased again.

“Afraid I’ll steal that spotlight from you with this new haircut?” Dana asked, running her hand through it.

“Dana! Why the hell did you do that?” Reed half-yelled. “You messed up your hair. Hair!”

Samara laughed and said, “You got in trouble.”

“Shit. Sorry. Forgot,” Dana replied.

“Rookie,” the actress playing Maggie said.

“Excuse me?” Samara glared at her.

“Nothing. Sorry,” the woman replied.

“Well, next time you want to make a comment about Dana, you might want to remember that she’s the lead here and you’re supporting cast,” Samara stated.

“Samara, it’s okay,” Dana said as her hand went to the small of Samara’s back. “I am a rookie, and it was a rookie move. You didn’t mean it that way, did you?” she asked the actress.

“No, I was just joking. Sorry,” the woman said.

Samara reluctantly turned off her glare, which she could see had scared her fellow actor a little, and then, she felt the hand on her back disappear as the hair team showed up to fix Dana’s hair.

It had gone on like that for the next several hours, with them taking breaks here and there, breaking for lunch, going back into the room, and doing it all over again with just Bray and Stella. Take after take after take, and Samara was already exhausted, but they only had this bar for a couple of days, so they had to rush to get all of these important scenes now, or they might run out of time in their location and have to redo it all later somewhere else.

“Hey, what are you doing for dinner?” she asked Dana when they broke after six.

“Nothing. Trailer, I guess, like lunch.”

“Sorry. I had a call at lunch, or I would have eaten with you.”

“It’s okay,” Dana told her as they walked toward their trailers. “It’s like my first day at a new school, kind of. I didn’t want to eat in the tent because I just worked in catering yesterday, and it would’ve felt too weird, so I grabbed some stuff really fast and disappeared in my trailer.”

“Want to eat dinner with me?” Samara offered.

“Sure.”

“Jana?” Samara said to the PA following behind them.

“Yeah?”

“Can you grab Dana something to eat? I assume my food will meet me at my trailer, but they won’t have anything for her there.”

“Sure. What do you want, Dana?”

“Whatever. I’m not picky.”

“Why must you make my job so difficult?” Jana joked.

“How is me not being picky hard?” Dana laughed.

“Because it’s easier if you just tell them what you want,” Samara said. “What’s on the menu for today?”

Jana checked her phone and replied, “Chicken parm.”

“Yeah, just get me that,” Dana said. “Chicken, pasta, and a breadstick or something.”

“It’s seventy-four degrees at night, and we’re about to go back under hot lights for the next several hours. You really want a heavy dinner?”

“It’s what they have,” Dana said. “Why? What are you having?”

“Salad,” she said. “With tofu.”

“Oh, of course,” Dana replied, mocking her. “I guess I’ll just have that,” she said to Jana. “But put chicken on mine instead of tofu.”

Samara laughed and said, “Want the vegan cheese, too?”

“Real cheese, please, Jana,” Dana added.

“You got it,” Jana said. “Drink?”

“I’ll just steal one of her fancy waters.” Dana pointed to Samara. “Can you make sure that she’s stocked up when you bring my food, though? Six in the fridge and maybe six in the cabinet, just to be safe.”

Dana looked at her to confirm.

Samara smiled and said, “That would be great. Thanks, Jana.”

“No problem. I’ll have someone from catering take care of it.” Jana then pressed something on her phone and said, “Hey, I have a dinner order for Dana.”

When they arrived at Samara’s trailer, Jana left them to go take care of that, and they went inside, where Samara was happy to feel seventy degrees as she sat down at the table for a moment, allowing the coolness to wash over her.

“So, how am I doing?” Dana asked, sitting down next to her. “Be honest.”

“Good,” Samara replied, opening her eyes and looking over at her. “You’re doing good.”

“I messed up my stupid hair.” Dana laughed.

“Your hair is not stupid,” Samara noted, smiling at her. “It looks really good on you. It’s like it completes your Bray transformation.”

“So, I’m just full-on Bray now? I’ve ceased to exist as Dana?”

“Oh, no, she’s still in there. Bray wouldn’t have picked on my food choice for dinner.”

Dana laughed and said, “Just a salad for dinner? How do you eat like that?”

“Well, I eat five to six times a day.”

“You eat three times a day. I’ve delivered your meals.”

“I eat meals three times a day, yes, but I have snacks in between. Green juice, a soy granola bar, or something of that kind. Sometimes, it’s fruit. I usually plan it all out in my head for the day. That’s why I usually eat a light dinner and a heavier lunch, depending on what I’m doing that day, and that’s why I get a little annoyed when my breakfast doesn’t arrive, and I have to change my plans.”

“A little? I thought you were going to bite my head off,” Dana argued.

Samara laughed and said, “Hey, can I talk to you about something non-food-related?”

“Sure.”

“Well, after dinner, we… We’re shooting the kiss.”

“Oh,” Dana replied. “Yeah. I’ve never had an on-stage kiss before, so this is a first for me. Any tips? Bray initiates it, so I want to make sure I do it right and that you’re comfortable with it. They didn’t want us to rehearse that.”

“Because they want it to be the first time we actually kiss on camera, hoping we get it right on the very first take, which rarely happens. I wanted to tell you something, though.” She hesitated and felt the blush creep up her neck. “Go for it.”

“Huh?”

“For the kiss; go for it. Don’t worry about me, or that it’s weird because there are people and cameras around. Pretend like it’s just you and me in the room, and that Bray and Stella are soulmates, about to have their first kiss.”

“Well, Bryce and Sophie are soulmates.”

“Right. Just use that,” Samara told her. “And your hero hair.”

She laughed and ran her hand through it, mussing it.

“Hey!” Dana laughed as well. “You’re going to get me in trouble again.”

“I know. Worth it.”


CHAPTER 16

Dana was more nervous than she had been all day, and that was saying something. She thought she’d covered that up pretty well until Samara had caught her zoning out, trying to remember her lines and trying not to focus on the lights, the camera, and all the people staring at them. Still, she pulled it together, managing to only flub a line or two all day, which was really good considering Samara had messed up her lines on at least six occasions and the others all messed up at least a few times, too.

Now, she would be filming her very first kiss scene, and it was with Samara Barber, who, as far as she knew, had never kissed another woman. None of Dana’s short student films had female co-leads where she’d had a kiss or a love scene, so she was about to have both for the first time. Of course, she had kissed women before, but she’d never done so in front of a camera and prying eyes. She calmed her breathing and tried her best to center herself.

“Hey, can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” Bryce said as she sat down in her chair behind and off to the right of the camera.

“What was it like?”

“What was what like?”

“When you kissed Sophie for the first time that night. What were you feeling back then?”

“Oh,” Bryce said, smiling now. “I thought I was crazy because it was pretty epic to me, honestly. I don’t know how else to describe it. It was like this was what I was supposed to be doing all along, kissing Soph, and I’d finally figured it out.”

“Wow! Okay. So, no pressure today, then,” Dana said, laughing.

“Have you ever been in love?”

“Yes.”

Bryce turned a little to face her and said, “And what was it like when you first saw them?”

“Which time?”

“Whichever time meant the most.”

“Oh,” she said. “We were friends first, so not sure that works.”

“Okay. Well, what was it like the moment you realized it was more than that?”

“She kissed me,” Dana said. “It was weird and bad, and then, we laughed about it, but I don’t think that’s what you’re going for here.”

Bryce laughed and replied, “I believe in soulmates. And I believe there might be more than one person on this planet whom I could be happy with, but that Sophie is the person I was meant to be with. I felt it that night. That’s all I’m saying. I saw her at that table, and I just knew. Obviously, we had to confirm that by getting to know each other, but that first kiss all but sealed the deal for me: there was no one else in this world I’d want to kiss or fight with or build a life with.”

“How do I convey that in one kiss?” Dana asked.

“Well, luckily for you, we have a whole movie for you to use to convey it. Also, it’s not all on you. Samara is there, too. You’ll both be conveying that.”

“Right,” she said.

“Okay. Are we ready?” Reed asked everyone.

Dana moved around to find her mark. Samara hurried in as well to stand by the wall, but she left space behind her at her own mark.

“You okay?” Dana asked her.

“Yeah. Just needed a minute, but I’m okay.”

“You didn’t just throw up, did you?” she asked.

Samara laughed and said, “No. Gross, Dana.” She then playfully slapped Dana’s shoulder. “I was doing some breathing exercises.”

“Good. I don’t want to kiss you if you just threw up.”

“I would’ve at least brushed my teeth and popped a few mints if I had.”

Dana laughed.

“Yes, that,” Reed told them. “More of that. Laugh into the take.”

“What?” Dana asked, still laughing a little.

But Reed was already yelling all her words and phrases, and Dana realized that they were rolling when Samara’s arms went around her neck, just like in the script.

“Action!”

“This feels like it matters,” she said her line.

“To me too,” Samara, as Stella, said with a small smile.

“How?” she asked.

“I have no idea, but it feels really good.”

Someone then bumped Bray from behind, pushing Bray against Stella and Stella against the wall.

“Shit. Sorry,” Bray said.

“Don’t be. You’re closer now. I like you closer,” Stella said, and her hands moved a little at the back of Bray’s neck.

“I can be even closer,” Bray suggested, tilting her head a little, which wasn’t in the script.

“I think I’d like to see that,” Stella replied before licking her lips, which also wasn’t in the script.

Bray licked her lips as well, leaned in, and their lips were now connected and moving together.

Dana tried to focus on the fact that she was Bray right now. She was supposed to be Bray right now. She wasn’t Dana Sterling kissing Samara Barber. She was in character, and it wasn’t really Samara’s hands in her hair. It was Stella’s. Still, Samara’s hands in her hair made it very difficult for Dana to remember that Samara was in character, too, because Samara was really going for it, just as she had told Dana to go for it earlier.

Dana’s hands were around Samara’s lower back at first, roaming under her shirt. Then, she was supposed to shift her hands around to Samara’s stomach, but she got sidetracked when Samara moaned a little. Dana knew that wasn’t in the script, so she decided to take Samara at her word and really go for it. She slipped her tongue into Samara’s mouth, hoping that was okay, and when Samara’s tongue joined her own in that sexy dance, Dana’s hand went to her stomach and stayed under the shirt, running along Samara’s skin, wanting to take it further because Samara could really fucking kiss.

As the kiss went on, Samara’s hands moved to Dana’s shoulders, grazing skin through the sleeves of her shirt, and she pressed Dana into her even more. At some point, Dana remembered that Samara had a line, so she reluctantly pulled out of the kiss but didn’t move away.

“Come home with me,” Samara said, trying to catch her breath a little as she stared into Dana’s eyes.

“Yes,” she replied and went back in for another kiss, moving her thigh between Samara’s.

It was technically in the script, but Dana wasn’t sure she had done it strictly for that reason. No one would know based on this angle that it was happening, which meant she could have saved it for later when they were shooting a wider shot. Then again, no one would know that Samara had pressed her sex against Dana’s thigh either from this angle or any other, and that hadn’t been in the script. Bray was supposed to kiss Stella’s neck next, so Dana’s lips were on the move. She was only supposed to pretend to kiss Samara there because the camera wouldn’t see if she was actually doing it, but she was going for authenticity. She pressed her lips to Samara’s neck and felt Samara cling to her.

“We–” Samara began, which was the entirety of that line because the fight was supposed to start breaking out.

They would add that in later, so Dana pulled back and turned to see what was going on, even though nothing was actually happening in this shot.

“We should go,” she said.

“And cut!” Reed yelled.

Dana turned back to check on Samara right after, and Samara looked like she’d been thoroughly kissed, which was what, Dana supposed, she should look like.

“Um…” Reed started. “That was…”

“My first take. I can do better,” Dana said, but her eyes were still on Samara.

“No, that was… perfect,” Reed said, and Dana turned to her then. “I kind of want you to kiss me now, Dana,” she joked, and a few people laughed. “I mean, damn.”

“It was okay?”

“It was exactly what we needed,” Reed replied. “We’ll do it again for coverage, but we might just be able to use the first take. Holy shit.” Reed shook her head in disbelief.

When Dana looked over at Bryce, Bryce actually lifted an eyebrow at her and gave her a smirk. Dana just shook her head and turned back to Samara.

“Are you okay?” she asked softly. “Was it too much?”

“No,” Samara said with a soft smile. “Reed’s right.”

“Can we get some touch-ups in there before we go again, please?” Reed asked.

Dana couldn’t believe she was getting paid to do this. She’d just made out with Samara Barber and would get to do it again and again until they wrapped for the night, and then, again and again until they wrapped the movie.

Still, before the hair and makeup people pulled them apart, she moved into Samara for a second, and checked in a near-whisper, “Really?”

Samara nodded at her.

◆◆◆

They’d wrapped around eleven, and Samara had walked off to her trailer without saying goodbye to her, leaving Dana wondering if they really were okay, because they’d shot that kiss scene ten times, with Reed trying to ensure they had more than enough coverage of that and that the sound on their lines had been decent. At one point, they’d taken a break to reset a light because a bulb had gone out, but Bryce had grabbed her during, so she hadn’t been able to check on Samara again.

Once home, Dana had taken a shower, wanting to get all of the makeup and hair product off her, and climbed into bed. She was more than exhausted and ready for some sleep because they would be back at this early tomorrow. Her lips were kiss-swollen, which they hadn’t been in a while, but it was nice. Dana smiled up at her ceiling then, thinking that it was Samara who had made them that way, going for it with every single take and even nibbling at Dana’s bottom lip unexpectedly in one of them, which had turned her on in a way it should not have.

When her phone rang, she picked it up and glanced at the readout, surprised to see Miles calling her. He worked at the catering company, and they’d exchanged numbers about a year ago, when he had asked her out. They’d had one date, but he’d been a little pushy, wanting to go back to his place after he had paid for dinner, which Dana hadn’t appreciated, so she hadn’t gone out with him again. He hadn’t called her since.

“Miles?” she asked.

“Hey. She’s a bitch, huh?”

“Sorry. What?” Dana asked.

“This Samara Barber woman. I got put on her dinner duty tonight.”

“I know. I was there when you delivered her food.”

“And it was fine, but she just called the boss, asking for a snack. I was about to head home, but I had to make some kind of juice thing for her because the juice shop she normally orders from was closed, and I had to deliver it to her hotel room because she was already gone for the night.”

“Sorry; why does that make her a bitch?”

“It’s after eleven. What the hell did she need the fucking juice for? She couldn’t just make it herself?”

“In her hotel room?” Dana asked. “Why are you calling to tell me this, exactly?”

“I figured you were still up because you just got done filming and that you could understand that this diva bullshit is stupid.”

“Miles, I’m tired. I worked all day, and I have to be up at six, so maybe not.”

“Can you talk to her, though?”

“About what?”

“This ordering late at night thing.”

“Miles, it’s in her contract. She orders food and wants it delivered. Just ask not to have to cover her requests anymore.”

“Someone quit and left us shorthanded,” he replied.

“I’m going to bed now, Miles. Sorry, you had to work late.”

“Whatever. I guess you’ve moved up now, so you’re not thinking of the little people anymore.”

Dana rolled her eyes and said, “No, I’m just tired, and I think you can handle making one trip to her hotel to deliver the food for her.”

When he hung up without saying goodbye, Dana went to put her phone back on the charger but then decided to do something else instead.

“Hi,” Samara said when she answered.

“You just had to order green juice after eleven?”

“What?” Samara asked.

“I just got a call from Miles.”

“The delivery guy?”

“Yes, the delivery guy,” Dana replied with a little laugh. “He wanted us to commiserate because we both had to put up with you and your food.”

“Oh,” Samara said. “Sorry. Did he wake you?”

“No, I was still up. And it’s not your fault. He’s a dick for calling me and complaining about you.”

“Why did he call you?”

“Well, I was responsible for your food as of, like, yesterday, and he and I went out once, so he still has my number. I’m actually thinking he might have expected some kind of booty call situation out of this. Wouldn’t surprise me. He’s tried before.”

“What?” Samara asked. “You went out with him?”

“A year ago. One date. He got handsy, so I passed. We didn’t go out again.”

“He put his hands on you?” Samara asked.

“Not like that,” she said. “He just paid for dinner and thought that meant he’d get laid. I didn’t even kiss him.”

“Oh,” Samara replied. “Sounds like you dodged a bullet. I’ll talk to him tomorrow, if you want, and tell him that it was unacceptable to complain to you.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll handle it. Are you okay? That’s really why I’m calling. You just left earlier, and now, you’re ordering a late-night green juice.”

Samara chuckled and said, “I’m okay. Sometimes, after a day of shooting, I get really wired. I also felt a little off-kilter, so I needed a snack. I don’t have anything here but my water, and nothing from the shop by the front desk would work for me. I feel bad that he called you, though, Dana. I do not feel bad anymore about making him drive over here to deliver it now that I know he’s an asshole.”

Dana laughed and said, “It’s fine. I was still up.”

“Wired, too?”

“I’m exhausted and can barely keep my eyes open, but, yeah, there’s something inside me that just isn’t ready to go to sleep.”

“It’s the adrenaline. I know the feeling. You need sleep because you’re going to do the whole thing again tomorrow, but your body is…”

“Tingling all over? Riding the high?” Dana said.

“Exactly,” Samara replied quietly.

Then, neither of them said anything for a long moment, but Samara didn’t say goodnight or hang up, so Dana stayed on the phone, waiting to see what might happen next because she didn’t want to hang up, either.

“What did he say about me?” Samara asked.

“Who? Miles?”

“Yeah.”

“He used words I would prefer not to repeat.”

“That bad, huh?” Samara laughed.

“Not great.”

“I bet he’s doubly pissed at me now because you turned him down for that booty call.”

“He didn’t specifically say anything about that, but it just wouldn’t surprise me if he thought a late-night call complaining about you would earn him an invite.”

“I’m glad it didn’t,” Samara replied.

“You are?”

“Yeah, because it meant you called me instead.”

Dana smiled up at her ceiling and said, “I guess it did.”


CHAPTER 17

Samara was all smiles this morning, and she was never all smiles, so when her assistant requested a FaceTime chat to go over some things before Samara had to go shoot, Kyla naturally brought it up.

“Um… What’s gotten into you?”

“What do you mean?” Samara asked.

“You’re, like, smiling.”

“So? I smile.”

“Yes, you do; when you’re forced to.”

“Hey!” She laughed. “I smile for real sometimes, too.”

“Not like this. Why do you look so happy right now? I’m not saying that it’s a bad thing; just curious more than anything.”

“I just had a good morning.”

“It’s eight AM. It still is morning.”

“Kyla, I’m smiling. That’s a good thing. Can we just move on?”

“I thought you got in late last night.”

“I did. After eleven. And I… stayed up later than that.”

“Why? You never stay up late when you shoot unless you’re actually working and have to.”

“I was just on the phone with someone, and it was fun, so we kept talking until about two.”

Kyla’s face got really close to the phone.

“Who were you talking to, Samara?”

“No one you know, so don’t worry about it.”

“Did you finally find a woman you want to you-know-what with?”

“What? No,” she lied. “Anyway, what did you need me for this early in the morning your time?”

“Oh, I’ve got your stuff for the next movie. Your Vancouver shoot. They need you to review everything ASAP to lock it in.”

“Well, that could’ve been an email, but okay.”

“I was up with indigestion anyway,” Kyla replied.

“Hey.”

Samara heard the voice and looked up to see Dana walk into her trailer through the open door.

“Your door is open,” Dana noted, surprised. “It’s never open.”

“Morning,” Samara said with a smile.

“Who’s that? Why are you smiling?” her assistant asked. “Turn the phone around.”

“Nope. Talk later, Kyla,” she said and hung up on her.

“Oh, sorry,” Dana spoke. “I interrupted.”

“It’s okay. We were just wrapping up.”

Dana walked in farther then and asked, “Door?”

“Oh, it was pretty cool out there this morning and kind of hot in here, so I thought I would leave it open for a few minutes. You can close it, if you want. It’s seventy now.”

“It is so cool that you can do that.” Dana smiled at her and shook her head. “And we have to go, anyway, so maybe we just head over together.”

“Right. Sure,” Samara said. “So, day two. How are you doing?”

“Surprisingly good,” Dana replied. “I’m tired.”

“Well, you stayed up late.”

“I know. Someone kept talking to me for hours. Something about LA being a great place for actors.”

Samara laughed, and they left the trailer.

“It is a great place for actors. Did you not know that?”

“I didn’t until last night, so thanks for making sure I was aware,” Dana joked.

“Happy to help,” Samara said with a chuckle and then added, “Another day of the bar, huh?”

“Yup,” Dana replied. “Same kiss. Different angles.”

“Yeah. So, this time, when you shove your tongue down my throat, make sure to let me breathe, at least, or the close-up won’t look good.”

Dana laughed and said, “Excuse me; I seem to remember your tongue going into my mouth.”

“What? That doesn’t sound like something Stella would have initiated.”

“Oh, really? Bryce!”

Bryce was some good twenty steps ahead of them, but she stopped and turned around.

“Yeah?”

“Does Sophie ever shove her tongue down your throat first?”

“What?” Bryce laughed. “Yeah. Why?”

“See?” Dana said to Samara.

“What are you two talking about?” Bryce asked.

“Samara over here doesn’t know her character at all, it seems.”

“Shut up,” Samara said, laughing.

“I’m assuming this is about the close-ups today?” Bryce guessed when they caught up to her.

“Yes,” Dana said.

“Well, whatever you did yesterday, just do that again because it really worked.”

“It did?” Samara asked.

“Oh, yeah. I showed Soph the dailies last night, and she fanned herself.”

“She did not,” Samara said.

“She did,” Bryce replied. “No lie.”

“So, more of that, then,” Dana said. “Of Samara shoving her tongue down my mouth first.”

“Oh, my God! I did not do that,” she argued before she leaned into Dana and looped her arm through hers without a thought as they kept walking.

The next several hours had Samara needing a fan, too, because they shot the same scene from yesterday until lunch, making sure to get all the close-ups they would need before switching to a wider shot in the afternoon, where the camera would pick up on Bray’s thigh between Stella’s legs and Stella practically begging for her to rock it against her. Samara was ready to beg for that as well, but she figured that might be a little much for her budding friendship with Dana.

“Can you please make me come while we’re both wearing jeans and rubbing against each other? I know there are people watching, but I really need you to give me an orgasm right now.”

That was what she wanted to say, but she kept it to herself.

“Cut! Okay. That’s dinner,” Reed announced. “Let’s get set up for the next one.”

“What are you doing for dinner?” Samara asked Dana, who was still kind of leaning into her.

“My sister is here. She brought me food from our favorite burger place.”

“Oh, nice,” Samara said.

“Do you want to come and eat with us?”

“No, I’m good. I actually have to call my agent, anyway. I’ll see you after?”

“Yeah, I’ll be here.”

Samara was sad that they wouldn’t be having dinner together, but she didn’t want to intrude on Dana’s time with her sister, so she walked over to Bryce, who was staring down at her phone as Dana left the set.

“Hey, can I ask you a question?”

“Yes, Sophie uses tongue first sometimes.”

“No,” Samara said, laughing. “This obviously isn’t the real bar where you two met.”

“Oh, no. Why?” Bryce asked as she looked up at her.

“Where is it?”

“In the Quarter. Why?”

“Can you give me the name? I’d kind of like to check it out.”

“Sure. But should you?”

“Why not?”

“You’re a celebrity,” Bryce said. “If you go, can you at least take someone from security, just for safety?”

“I was going to go now. I ate my dinner during our last break. It arrived on time, but we were behind.”

“Let me get one of the guys to take you there, then,” Bryce replied.

“Okay. Sure.”

“Lainey, where’s my food?” Dana said into her phone, causing Samara to look up. “Ugh. Fine. I’ll just eat here, then. You’re buying next time.” She paused. “I know you would’ve bought it this time. I’m just making sure you know that you have to buy it next time, too, now.” She paused again. “Yeah, I love you, too.”

Samara walked over to her and asked, “She’s not coming?”

“No, she got held up at work.”

“Soccer coach, right?”

Dana looked surprised and said, “Yeah. College. They have some kind of off-season meeting or something that’s going long. Why aren’t you eating in your trailer while you talk to your agent?”

“He… had a meeting run over, too, so we’re going to do that later. And I ate on our lighting break.”

“Want to watch me eat, then? Exciting stuff.”

Samara laughed lightly and said, “Actually, I’m going to go to the real bar where they met right now, if you want to join.”

“The real bar? You mean where Bryce and Sophie met?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, I’ve been there a million times. I can take you.”

“She wanted someone from security to go with me.”

“Makes sense. I can drive, if you want, or we can walk. It’s not all that far from here.”

“Yeah, that would be nice. Let me change out of these clothes first, though, or wardrobe would kill me.”

“Oh, yeah. Me too. Meet you at your trailer?”

Ten minutes later, Samara stood outside her own trailer, waiting for Dana, and the biggest man she’d ever seen stood close by, wearing a black T-shirt that showed off all his muscles and a tighter pair of jeans, if that was even possible.

“Ready?” Dana asked when she emerged.

“Let’s go. This is–”

“Hey, Danny,” Dana said.

“Hey. You two ready to go? I’ve got a car ready,” the security guy said.

“We’re going to walk. Is that okay?”

“Sure.”

“Can you walk, like, twenty feet behind us?” Dana requested. “I think Samara can be incognito well enough, but people will notice you from a mile away.”

Danny laughed and gave her a nod.

“So, why do you want to go to the bar?” Dana asked her.

“I don’t know. I guess I just wanted to see where it all went down. Two soulmates met, got separated, and found each other again a year later. It sounds nice.”

“Yeah, it does,” Dana replied, and they started walking.

◆◆◆

“I tolerated it,” Samara said twenty minutes later, when they arrived in the Quarter.

“Tolerated New Orleans?” Dana asked.

“I was here for a bachelorette party. They made us all wear penis hats. I wasn’t exactly thrilled.”

“But that’s the party. You didn’t like the city?”

“It’s nice enough. A little too humid for me, but that’s more my… issues than anything else. It was a fun weekend. I was just really tired, and it was hard to find food for me, so I didn’t eat right.”

“Your sister knows, though, right?”

“She does. But it was her party, so I didn’t want to make it about me. I’m already Samara Barber, you know? Everywhere we go, she has to deal with people wanting pictures or autographs, and it’s been that way since we were little.”

“She didn’t want to be an actress, too?”

“Not at all. My mom asked her when I started getting parts, but she wasn’t interested.”

“And you still love it? What you do?” Dana asked.

“I do,” she said. “If I didn’t, I’d stop. I have more than enough money at this point, and I’m sure I could find things to occupy my time.”

“Like a boyfriend?” Dana asked. “Oh, I almost walked past it.” She nodded. “Here it is.”

“This is the place?”

“Yeah,” Dana replied. “Let’s go in.”

Samara followed her into the bar, which wasn’t super crowded yet, but there were still at least a hundred people on the dance floor in front of the corner stage and by the bar, ordering drinks.

“Are you okay?” Dana checked once they were inside.

“I’m okay. Where’s the sofa?”

“Upstairs,” Dana said and held out her hand for Samara to take. “Most people don’t even realize that this place has an upstairs, so it’s usually not as busy.”

Samara took it, and Dana led her up a somewhat hidden staircase that turned halfway up until they were on the second floor, which only had about fifteen people.

“You’re right,” she said, surprised.

“It’ll get busy in another couple of hours, though.”

“Is that the–” Samara pointed.

“The sofa?” Dana guessed. “I doubt it. They change it at least a few times a year, but that’s the same spot. Danny, think you can go glare really hard at the people on that sofa so that Samara and I can sit on it and get the full experience for a minute?”

Danny nodded and walked over to the small sofa.

“What do you think he’s saying?” Samara asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s working. He probably pretended that he worked here, or they just assumed.”

When Danny motioned for them to come over, Dana tugged on Samara’s hand, which she still held.

“There.” She motioned with her free hand. “Your sofa, Stella.”

Samara laughed and asked, “Will you join me, Bray?”

Dana sat down next to her, wrapping her arm around the back of the sofa and looking around. Danny moved to essentially block the area off from other people, which gave them a little privacy.

“I was kind of hoping I could talk to you about something,” Samara began.

“Okay,” Dana replied, turning a little more toward her. “Everything okay? Did I go too far earlier?”

“What? No,” she replied. “I think you’re always worried about that.”

“I just have zero experience in kissing scenes, so I don’t know what’s too far unless you tell me.”

“Nothing has been too far, okay?”

“Okay,” Dana said. “So, what’s up?”

“No one else here knows this, Dana.”

“I won’t say anything.”

“I know. It’s not about that. Only a few people back in LA know: my assistant, my sister, and maybe one other person. Not even my dad knows. My mom didn’t know before she died. I wish I had told her, but you never expect people to just not be there one day. I thought I had time.”

Dana stared at her, waiting for Samara to say more.

“I’m like you,” she said, motioning with an open palm toward Dana.

“Like me?”

“I’m bisexual,” Samara shared.

“You’re bi?”

Samara nodded.

“Oh,” Dana said.

“Is that okay?”

“Why wouldn’t that be okay?” Dana asked with a soft, encouraging smile. “How long have you known?”

“Not long; maybe a couple of years. I took this movie in part because of the playing gay thing you like to pick on me for, but I might also want to come out later.”

“Oh,” Dana said. “So, this is practice?”

“No, it’s maybe a vehicle to approach those conversations. I don’t know.” She sighed. “I don’t even know why I’m really telling you. I just wanted you to know.”

“But you said you hadn’t kissed a woman. I thought you meant ever. Did you just mean for work?”

Samara shook her head and said, “No. I’ve only dated men. A few boys, too, unfortunately.”

Dana laughed and said, “Been there.”

“Miles?”

Dana laughed harder and replied, “He’s definitely one of them, but that really was only one date, so I don’t think we can call it dating, exactly.” Then, Dana looked serious as she added, “Thank you for telling me.”

“Thank you for… being you.”

Dana smiled at her, and before Samara knew it, she was cupping Samara’s cheek.

“I wish other people got to see this side of you.”

Samara laughed and replied, “Why? I’m a pest.”

“Not all the time.” Dana winked at her. “Sometimes, you’re just like… this, and it’s really nice.”

“Dana?”

They both looked up and saw that Danny was blocking a group of likely Samara fans. Dana’s hand fell away instantly, and Samara knew she’d done that for her.

“It’s okay. We need to head back, anyway,” Dana replied to Danny.

“Yeah,” Samara added and stood, putting on her forced smile. “Hi, everyone. We were just rehearsing a scene from our upcoming movie. This is my co-star, Dana Sterling.”

The phones were already out, and people were recording, taking photos, and asking for selfies.

“You should take Dana’s picture,” Samara said. “She’s about to be all over your screens.”

Dana smiled at her as Danny held back a group of about ten people, and just like that, the night turned into Samara taking a few photos with the fans while Dana held the camera for some. Samara returned the favor, too, and it was nice to see Dana have someone ask her for her autograph. Samara supposed she’d always remember being there the time Dana signed her first one.

Then, it really was time to leave because the crowd was picking up.

“Ready?” Dana asked her and held out her hand before pulling it back. “Shit. Sorry.”

“Why?” she asked, taking it still. “Don’t change, okay? Just because I told you, don’t change, Dana.”

Dana nodded.


CHAPTER 18

“Hey, what are you up to?” Bryce asked.

“At eleven o’clock at night?” she asked back with a lifted eyebrow. “After a long day of work?”

“Yeah,” Bryce said.

Dana laughed and replied, “Going home to bed. I didn’t get a ton of sleep last night.”

“No? Did you have a good night?”

“Not that kind of good night, no. I wish, though,” she said.

“Yeah? Been a while?”

“You could say that. I was just up late, wired from my first day doing what I’ve always wanted to do, and now, I’m dealing with the consequences of that decision. Sometimes, being an adult sucks.”

“True.” Bryce chuckled.

“What are your plans?”

“Home with my girl. I was going to see if she wanted to grab drinks or something, but she’s tired from work, too, so I think I’ll head home and climb into bed with her.”

“That sounds nice,” Dana said. “I want what you two have; someone to fall asleep next to every night.”

“It’s pretty great, yeah. I still can’t believe I found her. It’s like you’re just walking through life, and everything’s fine, nothing’s really bad in your life, but one day, you walk into a bar, and there’s the person you’re going to spend the rest of your life with. It all changes then.”

“But you had to be without her right after you figured that out. That had to suck,” Dana said.

“I think my friends back in Tennessee would tell you I basically moped around for a year and never shut up about Sophie.”

“How did you know, though?” Dana asked. “That’s the part I don’t get. You only spent a few hours with her, and you just knew?”

“It took less time than that,” Bryce replied, stopping at Dana’s trailer. “And I have no idea.” She smiled. “I just saw Soph, and something clicked inside me. It told me to pay attention, so I did.”

Dana saw Samara walking toward her own trailer, and when Samara noticed Dana talking to Bryce, she gave her a small smile and a wave before disappearing inside.

“Yeah,” Dana said.

“Yeah, what?” Bryce asked with a laugh. “You okay?”

“All good. I’m just going to say goodnight to Samara and head home.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Bryce replied and walked over to the production office, leaving Dana standing outside.

Dana didn’t waste any time. She walked up to Samara’s trailer door and knocked.

“Come in,” Samara told her.

Dana opened the door and said, “Unlocked, too, now? What’s gotten into you?”

Samara laughed and replied, “I figured you’d stop by to say goodnight before you left. I’m in my bedroom. Be right out.”

“Okay. I can just go. I–”

“What are you doing tonight?” Samara interrupted.

“What’s with you and Bryce? It’s after eleven.”

“How old are you?” Samara laughed.

“Not twenty-five anymore,” she joked, leaning against the counter.

Samara laughed again and asked, “Want to go out?”

“Out where?”

“The Quarter.”

“Why would I want that?”

“We didn’t exactly get to hang out long earlier. We could get a drink.”

“In what universe can I get a drink with you with no one bugging us? Danny went home already.”

The bedroom door opened then, and Samara stood there wearing skinny jeans, a black V-neck T-shirt, a dark wig that resembled Uma Thurman’s hair from Pulp Fiction, and a pair of dark-rimmed glasses that made her look like a librarian. All that was really working for her, though.

“What are you–”

“Disguise,” Samara interrupted. “I have a hat, too. Hold on.”

Samara turned around, and Dana didn’t see what she was doing, but Samara came back into view wearing a gray-and-black fedora.

“Oh, wow,” she said. “That’s a look.”

“It’s the best I can do on short notice. I got the wig from hair, the glasses and the hat from wardrobe, and the clothes are mine, but I’m thinking about going with flats since we’ll be walking. Should I do heels, and we drive?”

“We? I didn’t say for sure that I’d be going,” she teased.

“Please,” Samara said with a puppy-dog expression that had Dana nearly melting.

“Fine. But only one drink. I’m tired, Samara. I’m, like, about-to-fall-over-and-pass-out tired.”

“One drink,” Samara promised. “Walk or drive?”

“Drive. And I’m sleeping in the car on the way there.”

“For the five-minute drive?”

“I can power-nap,” she replied. “Let me get my wallet and phone from my trailer. Meet me outside?”

Samara nodded with a smile, and Dana couldn’t believe she’d just agreed to do this. Then again, yes, she could. Samara was beautiful and unlike any woman she had ever met. Samara was also only here for the next couple of months and was, apparently, bisexual, which changed things as far as Dana was concerned. Dana quickly grabbed her things from her trailer and headed back out, where Samara was waiting, staring at her phone.

“The car is ready.”

“Let’s go, I guess,” she said.

They walked to where the black SUV was parked. The driver opened the door for Samara, and she climbed in before Dana, who got in after her and was surprised to see a bucket seat there, which meant she was sitting right next to Samara.

“Is the temperature okay, Ma’am?” the driver asked.

“Yes, thank you,” Samara replied.

“Where would you like to go?” he asked.

Samara looked at Dana.

“What?”

“Where are we going?”

“Wherever you want to go.”

“You’re the local,” Samara noted.

“Lavender line?” she asked more than said.

“Is that a bar?”

“No, it’s part of St. Ann Street that crosses with Bourbon and includes Lafitte’s, which is the oldest gay bar in the country. Continuously operated gay bar, at least,” Dana said.

“Oh,” Samara replied.

“It’s okay if you want to go somewhere else. It was just a thought.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ve been to gay bars before,” Samara replied.

“You have?”

“I live in LA and work in Hollywood. Of course, I have.”

“Well, okay,” Dana said and told the driver where she wanted him to go.

They’d have to walk a bit since the Quarter was pedestrian-only this time of night, but the driver got them as close as he could park. Dana helped Samara out of the car and took her hand, pulling her through the already thick crowd.

“It’s busy tonight,” Samara noted into her ear when they paused on the sidewalk.

Dana shivered a little at the closeness and replied, “It’s New Orleans at midnight. It’s pretty much always like this. Come on. I’m taking us somewhere it should be a little less packed.”

With their hands linked, Dana led them into one of the bars she expected to be less crowded, but she was surprised to find it busier than usual. At least, there was a group of people leaving a table with three chairs. She snagged it quickly, telling Samara to sit there and that she’d be right back with their drinks.

“You don’t even know what I want,” Samara said.

“What do you want?” she asked.

“Whatever you’re having, I guess,” Samara replied.

Dana rolled her eyes and said, “I’ll be right back. Save that chair. People will steal it if you don’t physically hold on to it, and sometimes, even when you do.”

Then, she walked to the bar and waited in the short line to place her order, turning back around to check on Samara a few times. Once she had their drinks, she turned again and found a tall, lanky woman talking to Samara. Dana sucked in air through her teeth and walked back to the table.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hi,” Samara replied, giving her ‘save me’ eyes.

“Oh, you’re here with someone,” the woman said.

“She is, yeah. I’m her girlfriend. You are?”

“I was just leaving,” the woman replied.

“Okay. Bye. Have a nice night,” Dana told her, and when the woman walked away, she added, “I can’t even take you out in a disguise without you attracting attention, huh?” she joked and set the plastic cup in front of Samara before she sat down and wrapped her arm over the back of Samara’s chair. “Just in case.”

“I swear, I didn’t do anything. She just walked up to me.”

“You’re still hot, even with all that crap on,” Dana said.

“Gee, thanks,” Samara replied and took a drink. “This is, like, all alcohol.”

“It’s New Orleans,” Dana replied, laughing. “Well, it’s a good bar in New Orleans. Not all of them are generous, but I know a couple of the bartenders here, so they tend to be nice to me.”

“You know them how, exactly?”

“They worked some of the parties I’ve catered.”

“So, not…”

“I haven’t slept with them, no,” she said.

“Oh,” Samara replied.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Dana asked.

“Who you’ve slept with?” Samara asked back before she turned away.

“No.” Dana laughed and took a sip of her own drink, chewing on a piece of ice for a second. “What you told me earlier.”

“Not really. I mean, I don’t need to unless you want to.”

“Up to you,” Dana replied.

“When did you know?” Samara asked, turning to her.

“Since high school, I guess, but I thought I might be gay for a minute when I had a massive crush on a girl in my class.”

“Yeah? What happened?”

“We…” Dana faded out, looking down at her cup.

“Oh,” Samara uttered. “You slept with her.”

“Yeah. She was my first, technically. It didn’t last, and then, I liked a guy my senior year, so it was confusing for a while, but I came out officially in college. Lainey is two years older, and she came out first, so when I saw how my parents handled her being gay, I figured they might not have a problem with me being bi, and they didn’t.”

“That’s great,” Samara replied.

“Yeah, it makes it a lot easier, that’s for sure. I’ve had a few boyfriends and a few girlfriends, but no one important for a while. What about you?”

“Just boyfriends for me so far.”

“Because of the job?”

“I guess. I don’t know. I figured it out and didn’t know how to go about it. I can’t just go to a bar like this in LA and hit on a woman without it being a big thing, and I didn’t think if I went to a bar and a women hit on me, it would be because she wanted anything more than a one-night stand she could brag to people about or sell photos or, heaven forbid, video the next day.”

“Yeah, I get that. Complicated,” Dana said and took a long drink.

“You could say that,” Samara replied and finished hers.

“You drank that already? That’s, like, ninety percent alcohol,” Dana noted.

“I was thirsty,” Samara replied.

“Oh, that’s going to be a mistake later.” Dana laughed.

“Hey, this may sound kind of lame, but… I’ve never… danced with a woman in a gay bar before. Do you want–”

“To dance with you?”

“If not, that’s okay. I’m just–”

“No, it’s totally okay,” Dana said and downed the rest of her drink.

“Oh, that’ll be a mistake later,” Samara teased.

“I’ll get us both water in a minute.” Then, Dana looked around. “We’ll lose this table. Are you sure?”

“You said one drink. Maybe one drink and one dance, and then we can go. I know it’s late, and you’re tired.”

Dana stood and said, “Let’s dance.”

She held out her hand for Samara.

“Shouldn’t we throw our trash away?”

“The people who steal the table will do that,” she said, and Samara took her hand.

The dance floor was pretty packed, but Dana knew how to make a gap when she needed and found a spot for them. It was club music, which wasn’t her favorite, but the bass was nice, and she stood there, wondering what Samara would do. It wasn’t exactly hard-hitting rock music they could fast dance to, but it also wasn’t a high school dance with a slow song where Dana would put her hands on Samara’s hips, and Samara’s would go to her shoulders.

When Samara took a step toward her and wrapped her arms around Dana’s neck, pulling her in just like she’d done in their scene, Dana took her lead and put her hands on the small of Samara’s back, waiting for Samara to start swaying. She moved her own hips in time with the music, and Samara’s head went to her shoulder, where it rested. Dana smiled and held on to her tightly as they moved to the beat. Eventually, Samara’s hand moved into Dana’s hair, and she kept it there, running through Dana’s shorter locks that she was still getting used to.

“That feels good,” she said into Samara’s ear.

“Yeah?” Samara asked.

Dana just nodded in response, knowing Samara would be able to feel it, and Samara continued to massage her scalp and play with her hair. Dana rested her lips against Samara’s neck, wishing she could kiss her there how she’d been doing the past two days at work. This was getting confusing because she’d kissed her already – in fact, they’d kissed over a hundred times to get that scene right – and all she wanted to do now was move Samara’s lips to her own and kiss them.

“Can I turn around?” Samara asked.

“Yeah,” she said, not sure what she meant.

Samara turned in her arms, with her back against Dana’s front, and placed her hands back around Dana’s neck. Dana liked this much better because it was the way they’d danced during her audition. She moved her hands to Samara’s stomach and slid them under the shirt, needing to feel her skin.

“Like this?” she asked against Samara’s ear.

Samara nodded, and Dana held on to her, feeling sweat pool between her shoulder blades.

“Are you okay?” she asked, assuming the heat would be getting to Samara, too.

Samara turned back around to face her, looking confused, but she didn’t stop dancing or touching Dana.

“Yeah. Why?”

“It’s getting pretty hot in here,” Dana said.

“I’m okay. Thanks for checking, though,” Samara replied, and her arms went around Dana’s neck again.

Dana took the fedora off Samara’s head and put it on her own instead.

Samara smiled and said, “That looks really good on you. You should wear it.”

“I am,” she replied, placing her hand on Samara’s back under her shirt.

“It works with your new haircut,” Samara noted as her hand played with the hairs at the base of Dana’s neck.

Dana couldn’t resist anymore. She swallowed hard and leaned forward. When Samara didn’t move or pull away, she hovered her lips just a mere inch away from Samara’s, giving her another moment to react, but when nothing happened, Dana finally connected their lips, and they weren’t dancing anymore. Samara was kissing her back and pulling Dana into her. Dana had her hands on Samara’s back, bringing her in closer, too, and when she slipped her tongue into Samara’s mouth, Samara’s met it. Dana wasn’t sure how long they stood there like that, but when Samara pulled away, Dana didn’t like the look on her face.

“What?” she asked.

“Dana, I can’t.”

“Okay. Um… Sorry. We can go. We can talk, or just go to your trailer, or–”

“I need to go,” Samara told her.

“Yeah, that’s fine. Let’s do that.”

Samara looked terrified now. Dana had made her terrified. She followed Samara outside, trying to keep up with her as they headed in the direction of the SUV.

“Hey, can we talk, please?” she asked.

“Not now. We’re in public, Dana.”

“No one knows who you are right now. Can–”

“Later,” Samara interjected and didn’t wait for her. “Can you hurry up? I want to get out of here.”

“Yeah, I’m coming. But for the record, you kissed me back.”

“Can we just not right now, Dana? Please,” Samara requested, stopping then to let Dana finally catch up to her.

Dana saw what looked like fear and confusion on her face and said, “Fine. Sure. Let’s just go. I’m tired and starting to feel the alcohol anyway.”


CHAPTER 19

She knew Dana was upset with her. She wanted to tell Dana to join the club because Samara was upset with herself. She couldn’t believe she had done that: she’d kissed a woman in the middle of a crowded dance floor. Yes, she’d been wearing a wig and some ridiculous glasses, but if someone had paid close enough attention, they would’ve been able to recognize her. Hell, maybe someone had recognized her, and there were already photos or even a video online, with people wondering if she’d just been drunk, making out with some tourist, or if there had been more to the story and she’d been sober, making out with her new co-star, which was the actual truth.

Samara couldn’t even pretend to be drunk. She had finished her strong drink very quickly, yes, but it hadn’t kicked in fully by then. She could still try to tell Dana that it had, but Dana would know better than that. Dana always seemed to know things, could pick up on things, or didn’t mind telling Samara things directly and honestly, which was a nice change of pace for Samara most of the time because a lot of people just gave in to her every whim. Kyla did not these days, but that was mainly because pregnancy had affected her temper, and she was ready to pop. Before that, though, Kyla had basically done whatever Samara had asked.

Not only was Dana honest with her, but she was beautiful and sexy, and when Samara had been dancing with her, all she had wanted to do was kiss her for real this time. She’d been ready. She had felt ready to take that step. She’d known it would be good. Dana could kiss. And Samara had actually been wondering if they’d kiss as themselves and not as their characters, if it would be any better. It had been. Dana’s lips had been like water on a burning fire of the desire Samara had felt for her since day one, but also like a match striking the fire up all over again.

The drive back to their trailers hadn’t helped. She hadn’t known what to say, and the temperature in the car had been way off because the driver hadn’t made sure the car was ready for them, which had been Samara’s fault. He hadn’t been prepared for them to leave so soon, and neither had she. She’d wanted the dance, the kiss, another drink, a make-out session off to the side of the dance floor, with hands roaming and Dana asking if Samara wanted to go home with her. Samara was sure she would’ve said no because she would’ve come to her senses by then. Kissing her co-star and doing more with her after would’ve been a mistake, but she had never wanted anyone so much before. She hadn’t ever been so attracted to another person, and she’d let that get in the way of her logic, which had been constantly telling her to stop this, find some stranger, get laid, and move the hell on.

When they had gotten back to set, Dana had offered to help her out of the car, but Samara had declined. She got out on her own, pulled off the glasses and the wig, and hurried past Dana into her trailer, deciding to just sleep there instead of going to her hotel since the room here was already at seventy degrees and it was late anyway.

“Samara,” Dana said to her from just outside the door. “I’m sorry.”

Samara just stood there, leaning back against the counter where Dana had stood earlier, and wished she could tell Dana that it wasn’t her fault. This was something that Samara had to own.

◆◆◆

“Can we move some things around?” she asked Reed the next day.

“Not really. Why?”

“I just think we could shoot some of my scenes today. Maybe we move shooting Stella and Jessica’s stuff when they walk into the bar to today and finish the Stella and Bray stuff tomorrow.”

“There’s no tomorrow, Samara. Today is our last day at this location.”

“Is it a budget thing? Can we rent it out tomorrow, too, or maybe a day next week? I can cover the rental cost.”

“No, we cannot rent it out tomorrow. They’re hosting some big high school reunion or something here. And next week won’t work because–” Reed paused then and stopped walking to ask, “What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” she replied, stopping along with her. “I just feel really ready for that scene.”

“The scene where it’s just Stella and Jessica walking into a bar? Doesn’t seem all that challenging. Did you really have to prep much for that?”

“Hey, I have lines.”

“Two; you have two lines. What’s really going on here? Where’s Dana? You two have been attached at the hip lately.”

“We have not been attached at any hips,” she argued a little too aggressively and walked off. “I’ll be in hair.”

“Okay. I’ll see you on set, then,” Reed replied. “Bye, I guess.”

“Bye!” Samara yelled back and headed to the hair trailer. “I’m here,” she said, walking in and finding Dana sitting in a chair, with the empty one next to her ready for Samara.

“Morning, Samara,” her stylist said.

Samara couldn’t remember her name, so she just said, “Hi. Has my breakfast been delivered here by any chance? It wasn’t in my trailer when it was supposed to be.”

“Maybe the person who was responsible for dropping it off didn’t want to risk getting yelled at for it being wrong somehow,” Dana noted.

Samara caught Dana’s eye in the mirror and gave her a nod. She probably deserved that.

“I don’t have it in here, no,” the stylist replied.

“Dana, you’re all done,” Dana’s stylist said.

“Thanks, Tanner,” Dana replied and stood quickly.

Of course, Dana knew her stylist’s name. She knew everyone’s name. She was polite, direct when needed, and sassy. She was definitely sassy and honest, and Samara wished she had Dana’s courage to just kiss a woman on a dance floor and not worry about all the possible consequences.

“See you out there, I guess,” Dana added to her and left the trailer.

“Her hair is so much easier now that it’s short. Twenty minutes, and she’s done. Yours, however, will take about an hour,” Tanner noted.

“Great,” she replied sarcastically.

Two hours later, Samara’s hair was done, her makeup had been applied, and she was back in the same outfit she had worn for two days to complete the bar shoot. Well, while it was technically the same outfit, they had two shirts, so it was at least a clean shirt. She walked to the bar and sat in her chair, staring down at her phone, pretending to do something while she waited for someone to say it was time to get started.

“Morning,” Bryce said.

“Good morning,” Samara replied without looking up from her phone.

“Everything okay? I heard you wanted to change the schedule and shoot some solo stuff today.”

Samara did look up then because Dana was sitting in her own chair next to Bryce and had heard what Bryce had just said. Dana stared at Samara for a second, but then, she looked away.

“Yeah, just thought it might be a good idea.”

“We’re almost done here,” Bryce told her. “Reed mentioned you wanted to start with Stella and Jessica walking into the bar, but we’re doing that at the end of the day instead. I hope that’s okay.”

“It’s fine,” she said.

“We’re ready. Let’s get moving. We’ve got a lot to get through today,” Reed said.

Samara stood, leaving her phone on the chair, and went to her mark, but when Dana approached, she stood about a foot off her own X and couldn’t meet Samara’s eye.

“Uh… Dana? Want to get in your light, please?” Reed added. “Your mark?”

“Sorry,” Dana said, moving forward.

“Let’s get this today. I didn’t like the light on the coverage we got yesterday, so let’s get this in one or two takes so that we can reset and move on.”

“Are you okay?” Dana asked.

Samara’s face fell because Dana was clearly mad at her, but she was still asking her if she was okay. Samara nodded, and Dana moved all the way into her, placing her hands on Samara’s hips, where the script called for them to be. When Reed said, ‘Action,’ Dana moved her lips to Samara’s neck, but she didn’t kiss her there this time; she just held herself an inch or two away, pretending as if her lips were meeting Samara’s neck.

“Cut!” Reed said loudly. “Samara? Want to at least pretend that you like what she’s doing there? You look like you’re confused that Bray would be kissing your neck.”

“Sorry. Yeah. My bad,” she said and shook her head.

“And your arms; can you maybe put those on Bray somewhere instead of just dangling them at your side?”

“Yup. Got it,” she replied.

They went again, and Dana only pretended to kiss her on the neck again. Samara pretended she liked it and moved her hands haphazardly over Dana’s back, trying to focus on being Stella and not thinking about the fact that it was Dana. She was Stella right now, and this was Bray, and they were falling in love.

“Let’s try it again,” Reed said on the fifth take. “Ladies, I know we’re really just getting some coverage here, and we’ll use the two-shot from the other day for most of this, but I still need to see that you actually like each other today. Can we try that, please?”

“Sorry,” Dana said this time.

“Let’s go one more time. Everyone ready?”

Reed gave them their cue once more, and Samara mustered up all the acting talent she could, but it still didn’t feel like enough. She’d never had this problem before. With any other co-star, she had been able to act like she liked them for the scene. Of course, she had never kissed a co-star for real the night before filming.

“Cut,” she said.

“Sorry?” Reed asked. “Did you just say, ‘Cut?’”

“I’m sorry,” she said, and Dana looked at her in confusion, but Samara leaned in and whispered, “Put your lips on me.” She hoped the boom microphone didn’t pick that up, but she knew it had. “It’s okay.”

“Is it, though?” Dana asked and shook her head. “Let’s just get this over with, please. Whatever you want. The camera is on your face, so can you maybe pretend I’m some buff actor you’d actually do this with so that we can move on?”

“Dana,” she began softly. “I’m–”

“Ladies, we’re running out of time here,” Reed said.

“We’re ready,” Dana replied. “We’ve got it.”

Reed went through the motions, and Dana leaned back in. When her lips pressed to Samara’s neck this time, Samara closed her eyes. She didn’t need to pretend that it was some actor. Dana did it for her. When Dana actually sucked on her neck lightly, Samara’s hands went to work, moving over her back, pressing and squeezing, and not just for the camera. She wanted to apologize to Dana, but she didn’t know how, and she couldn’t exactly do that here anyway, so she gasped a little and waited because Reed would surely be telling them to cut soon.

Dana’s lips moved to Samara’s earlobe, and she sucked it into her mouth. Samara gasped again because that wasn’t in the script, and no one would be able to see it anyway due to the camera angle. She knew this had nothing to do with the movie. This was all Dana, not Bray. She held on to Dana now, trying to let her know that she understood that, and Dana’s hand slid under her shirt, resting on Samara’s stomach.

“And cut,” Reed said.

“What? No,” Samara replied.

“No?” Reed asked.

Dana pulled back and stared into Samara’s eyes. Dana’s green ones were darker than they had been moments earlier. Samara wondered if her own eyes were just as dark, and she swallowed as she stared into those greens because she knew she’d just had Dana sucking on her earlobe, not Bray.

“Are we okay today?” Reed asked after a minute.

“We’re good,” Dana said.

“Okay. Well, I think we finally got it. Thank God! Let’s move on. Reset,” Reed said.

Dana turned and quickly walked away from her, like she couldn’t get away fast enough. Samara wished it hadn’t gotten to her, but it had. She cleared her throat and tried to fix her shirt in an attempt to pull herself together.

“Everything all right there?” Bryce asked.

“Why wouldn’t it be?” she replied, forcing a smile before she grabbed her phone and walked to her trailer.

She needed a minute to herself, but when she got there, she grunted loudly. The room was seventy-three degrees and climbing. She smacked at the thermostat and tried to change the temperature, but it didn’t respond.

“What the hell?” she asked no one and walked back outside. “Jana!”

“Hey,” Jana said, walking over to her. “What’s up?”

“The thermostat is broken. It’s too hot.”

“In your trailer?”

“No, on the golf cart behind you. Yes, in my trailer.”

“Okay. Sorry,” Jana said. “Want me to get someone to take a look?”

“Of course, I do. Call maintenance or the trailer company or something. I need it to be seventy degrees as soon as possible.”

“I’m on it,” Jana replied, reaching for her walkie-talkie.

“Just go into mine,” Dana told her.

Samara turned to see that she was standing outside her own trailer. She looked annoyed but also a little disappointed, and Samara knew she’d been the cause of both of those emotions.

“Sorry?” she asked.

“Samara, my trailer is fine. Go on in. I’ll just hang out in yours.”

“It’s too hot in mine.”

“It’ll be fine for me,” Dana said, walking toward her.

“How do you know yours is seventy?”

“Because I set it to seventy. Feel free to verify it for me, though,” Dana said and walked into Samara’s trailer, closing the door behind her.

Samara considered following her and talking now, but she knew she couldn’t. She really needed a minute to herself, and likely, so did Dana. She walked into Dana’s trailer and was surprised to find that Dana had been right. Samara sat on the small sofa and let the perfect temperature cool her heated skin. Then, after a moment, she stood and opened Dana’s fridge, hoping for a bottle of water. Inside, she found exactly six bottles of her own favored sparkling. There were also six of those bottles on the counter that she’d just noticed.

“God, she’s perfect. What the fuck are you doing, dumbass?” she asked herself before taking a long drink.


CHAPTER 20

“You’re wrapped for the day, Dana. Get out of here before I change my mind,” Reed said.

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” she said and rushed to her trailer.

It was dinnertime, but she was done for the day since the rest of the bar stuff was Stella and Jessica, who had a talk on the sofa while Bray went to the bathroom. That meant Dana could get out of here and meet up with Lainey and fill her in on what happened. She knew she shouldn’t out Samara, but this was her big sister and probably her sister’s fiancée. Neither of them would say anything to anyone, and if they did, Dana would kick their asses. She had missed Lainey the past few days. They’d both been busy, but Dana had only had time to sleep outside of work, with the exception of the little late night out with Samara. She needed some sister time and for Lainey to talk some sense into her because Samara was a bad idea. She was a celebrity. She lived in LA. She also wasn’t out yet, and based on her reaction last night, probably wouldn’t be for a long time, if ever. That wasn’t something Dana wanted for herself. If she ended up with a woman, she wanted to be able to hold her hand in public, and Samara might not ever be ready for that.

“Hey,” Lainey said when Dana walked into Chapter & Verse thirty minutes later. “I’m just helping Maisie. Give me five. Want to meet over at the café?”

Lainey nodded toward the open door that led to Southern Roastery’s corporate office, which had a café in the lobby.

“Sure,” Dana said. “Hey, Maisie,” she added when she saw Maisie coming through that same door with India right behind her.

“Oh, hey. Were you going to the café? India just got done with work. We were going to close up here and have a coffee there.”

“Oh, yeah. We were,” she replied.

She loved Maisie, and India was fine, but Dana had been hoping it would just be Lainey until Paige inevitably showed up and they went home together while Dana went home alone. She wouldn’t say no to Maisie, though, because it wasn’t the woman’s fault that Dana and Lainey hadn’t had a lot of solo sister time over the past few, well, years, really.

“See you over there. Babe, will you hook Dana up?”

“Yes,” India replied with a laugh. “Dana, just take my badge. Jules is over there right now, so you should be good.”

India handed Dana her Southern Roastery employee badge.

“Great. Thanks,” she replied.

“We’ll be there in five,” Maisie said.

“Laine? You ready?” Dana asked.

“Yes. Let’s go. I’ll text Paige. She should be done with her meeting now.”

“Cool,” Dana said, knowing she lacked enthusiasm.

They walked through the connecting door and into the café, which was somewhat busy, but Dana spotted a table in the corner that they could take. She pointed Lainey in that direction and headed to the counter.

“Hey, Juliet,” she said.

“Oh, hey,” Juliet greeted back with a smile.

“India gave me her badge and said it was okay.”

“Sure.” Juliet laughed. “Staying here or taking to-go?”

“Staying here. I’m going to order for Lainey, too, and I’ll just get Paige’s while I’m here. You’re working late?”

“I’ve had a training class go long, but Gwen is picking me up in a few minutes. She’s wrapping up her last client of the day, so I figured I’d just help with the rush while I wait for her. What can I get for you?”

Dana ordered for the three of them, assuming Maisie and India would order for themselves if they wanted something, and Juliet swiped India’s badge. Dana’s drip coffee was free. Paige and Lainey’s drinks were thirty percent off, so she handed Juliet a ten-dollar bill and told her to keep the change. Then, she waited for the drinks and carried them to the table.

“I got Paige her usual, too.”

“Oh, cool. Thanks,” Lainey said. “She’s on her way.”

Dana sat down across from her sister, knowing Paige would take the seat next to her.

“So, how is it?” Lainey asked. “You’re finally doing it, huh? Acting in a movie. I’m really proud of you, you know?”

“Thanks. And it’s good. Great, really. I love it,” she replied, smiling widely. “It’s what I’ve always wanted.”

“Yeah? Better than you imagined?”

“It’s hard. There’s downtime, yeah, but it’s not like working a nine-to-five. I’m only here right now because I’m not in the scene they’re filming tonight, but it’s been a few long days, and that’ll continue. It’s a lot to get used to,” she shared and took a drink of her coffee.

“But it’s worth it?”

“Definitely,” she replied. “But I wanted to talk to you about something else.”

“What’s up?”

“You can’t tell anyone what I’m about to tell you, okay? Can you keep anything from Paige? Like, at all?”

“I don’t usually, but if you really need me to sister-swear like we did when we were kids, I can. Paige won’t say anything if I ask her not to, though.”

“I know. I trust her, but it involves someone else, so I want to be extra careful. I really don’t want to say anything at all, but I need to talk to someone. I feel like I’m going crazy.”

“Is everything okay?” Lainey asked, leaning forward.

“I like Samara.”

“I thought she was a bitch.”

“She has her moments, but I really like her, Lainey. Like, I want to date her kind of like her.”

“Oh,” Lainey said. “Since when?”

“A few days now,” she replied. “I’ve also been making out with her for work for three days, and the woman can kiss. You have no idea. Her hands on my body light me up in a way nothing else ever had.”

“Well, she’s gorgeous, so that makes sense. But that’s her job, right? You’re playing romantic leads.”

Dana leaned in and said, “We kissed last night while we sexy danced.”

“Okay…”

“No, I mean we really kissed, not in character. I kissed her on the dance floor, and she kissed me back. It was hot and sexy and perfect and amazing.”

“You mean she actually kissed you, kissed you? Samara Barber kissed you as Samara–”

“Stop saying her name like that. People could hear you.”

“But that’s what happened? You’re sure?”

“We went out after work, and it was just us. There were no cameras, Laine.”

“Just a dance floor filled with people. How did no one notice? Is it online now, and I missed it?”

“No. She was wearing a wig. And she came out to me, Lainey. She’s bi, like me. But we kissed, and then, she ran.”

“Hold on. She’s bi?” Lainey asked.

“You can’t tell anyone, not even Paige. I mean it.”

“Damn. I had no idea. Didn’t get any vibes from her. Who has she dated? Anyone else in the closet?”

“She’s never dated a woman before, and I’m the first one she’s kissed.” Dana thought about it. “For fake and for real, I guess.”

“You’re her first girl kiss?” Lainey asked and covered her mouth, looking like she thought this was adorable.

“Lainey, focus.”

“I am focused.”

“I don’t know what to do. I need sister advice.”

“I’m not sure what I can do for you. I’ve never dated a celebrity, and I definitely wasn’t Paige’s first girl kiss. I wasn’t even Maisie’s.”

“We haven’t really talked, but we need to because today was awkward, and we’re supposed to be playing two people falling in love.”

“Did you ask her why she ran?”

“I tried. She didn’t want to talk to me. And today, she asked if we could change the schedule so that she didn’t have to film with me. I swear, she wanted to kiss me, too. And she kissed me back. Her hands were everywhere. It wasn’t just one-sided.”

“And you want it to continue?”

“I don’t know. It’s crazy, right? She’s famous. I’m not. She lives in Hollywood. I live here. I’m going to go back to being a caterer when this is all over, and she’ll move on to her next movie and probably meet some guy she’ll fall for, and I’ll have to see pictures of them all over the place until they get married. Then, I’ll see the exclusive photos on the cover of every magazine in the damn grocery store, and I’ll reminisce about the time I kissed her in a bar one night.”

“It’s not crazy,” Lainey said. “You like her.”

“I do. She’s beautiful, yeah, but there’s more to her than that.”

“Then, it’s definitely not crazy. You should talk to her. Tell her how you feel.”

“I still have the rest of this shoot to get through.”

“Well, you can wait and tell her when it’s all over, but then, she leaves, right? If you tell her now, maybe she’ll want to give it a try while she’s still here, and you’ll have time together.”

“But if she freaks out and tells me no, it’ll be awkward, and we could ruin the movie.”

“You’re both professionals. I’m sure she’s had to fake getting along with co-stars before. That’s acting, right?”

“What’s acting?” Paige asked as she arrived at the table.

“What Dana does for a living now,” Lainey covered. “Hi, babe,” she added before Paige leaned down and kissed her.

“Is this for me?” Paige asked, pointing to her coffee.

“All yours,” Dana said and took a sip of her own drink.

“Hey, look who’s here,” Finley said and walked over to them with Molly. “We were just heading out, and I saw you.”

“You’re working late,” India noted, walking through the bookshop door with Maisie.

“We had a software upgrade to push,” Finley explained. “And Molly was nice enough to stay late with me.”

“I drove us here this morning, so I didn’t have much of a choice,” Molly said.

“She loves me.” Finley shrugged and took Molly’s hand.

“Who wants to grab a drink?” Paige asked. “This place closes soon, right?”

“In twenty minutes,” Juliet confirmed, walking over to them. “And Gwen is about to pick me up. Candace’s? We can all head over there.”

“I’m in,” Lainey said. “We can grab dinner there, too.”

“Dinner?” Maisie asked India.

Dana listened as the rest of the women confirmed their attendance, but she shook her head.

“I’m exhausted. I think I’m going to head home and get to bed early. You all have fun, though.”

“You sure?” Lainey asked her. “We can keep talking.”

“No, it’s okay. I’m good,” she replied.

The group broke up, with Maisie and India heading toward India’s car, Juliet walking out front where Gwen picked her up in the mobile dog-grooming van that she owned, and Finley and Molly grabbing coffee first before they left. Paige and Lainey finished their coffees first and then headed out as well. Dana remained sitting there by herself as the café closed around her, trying to figure out what to do about Samara. She knew she wouldn’t sleep tonight if she didn’t at least try to make amends or explain, so she pulled out her phone.

Dana Sterling: I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have done what I did last night. Not in public. We should’ve talked first, and you could’ve told me that you didn’t want that. I thought I was giving you that chance when I paused a few times before I did it, but I didn’t ask, and that was wrong. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.

After sending that text, she stood, placed her coffee mug on the counter for an employee to clean, and walked outside to where she’d parked. When she got into her car, her phone pinged, and she pulled it out quickly, hoping it was Samara, but was disappointed when it had turned out to be only one of the PAs alerting her to a schedule change for the following day. Dana checked her email for the new call sheet, reviewed it, and confirmed with the PA that she was good to go. Then, she started the car and pulled out into traffic.

Deciding she wasn’t ready to go home just yet and needing food anyway, she headed over to her favorite Po-Boy shop in the Quarter, parked wherever she could find a spot, and walked the rest of the way. She ordered her usual but took it to-go because the place was packed and there were no seats in the small shop. On her way back to her car, she got another notification and pulled out her phone, this time expecting another schedule change, but she stopped in her tracks when she saw Samara’s name on the screen.

Samara Barber: It’s not your fault. And you did give me time to pull away. I didn’t. I should have, but I didn’t. So, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I ran out on you and that I’ve been off all day.

Dana didn’t know what to say to that, so she decided to at least get to her car first so that she could sit and think about how best to respond. By the time she got there, though, there was another message.

Samara Barber: Can we talk?

Dana placed her bag on the roof of her car and messaged back.

Dana Sterling: Anytime. I mean that literally.

The three typing dots appeared immediately, so Dana just stood at her car and waited for the reply.

Samara Barber: What are you doing now?

Dana smiled and typed.

Dana Sterling: I just grabbed food. You? On a break?

The three dots appeared again.

Samara Barber: Did they send you an updated schedule for tomorrow yet? They had some camera issues here, so we had to wrap early tonight. I’m free now if you are. I know you’re tired. I’ve kept you up late two nights in a row. So, you can say no, and it’ll be okay. We can talk tomorrow or something.

Dana bit her lower lip and typed.

Dana Sterling: I can talk now. I can pick you up. We can grab dinner somewhere, if you want.

Samara Barber: You just got food.

Dana Sterling: It’ll keep until tomorrow.

Samara Barber: Can I wear the wig? I don’t want to get recognized.

Dana smiled and typed again.

Dana Sterling: And the glasses. The fedora is in my trailer, though, if you want to grab that, too.

Samara Barber: How soon can you get here?

Dana Sterling: Give me twenty minutes. I need to look up vegan restaurants.


CHAPTER 21

Knowing Dana was on her way to pick her up, Samara left her trailer equipped with the black wig and glasses, choosing to leave the hat off but still bring it with her. When Dana’s car made it past the two security guards, she smiled, seeing the woman herself through the window. Dana wasn’t smiling, though. She looked pensive and maybe a little sad, too.

Determined not to ruin this thing between them, even if it was just a friendship beyond their kiss last night, Samara focused on the fact that, even though her expression wasn’t a happy one, Dana had at least shown up. She’d texted. She had offered to take Samara to dinner. She was here, and that was half the battle. Samara didn’t want to lose her.

“Hey,” Dana said when Samara climbed into her car.

“Why is the air on like crazy?” she asked.

“It was hot in here, and I wanted it to get close to seventy for you.”

Samara smiled at her and replied, “It’s about sixty-eight, bordering on sixty-seven, so you’ve accomplished your goal and then some.”

“Oh, thank God. I’m freezing!”

Dana reached for the dial and turned the air down, which meant they wouldn’t have to yell over the air blasting just to talk to each other on their way to dinner.

Samara held out the hat and said, “For you.”

“Me? I don’t need to be disguised.”

“No, but it looked good on you last night.”

Dana hesitated taking the fedora from her, but she did, although she didn’t put it on. She tossed it into the back seat and turned around, focusing on the road in front of them.

“So, where to?” she asked Samara.

“Dinner,” Samara said.

“Right. I found a vegan restaurant.”

“We don’t have to go someplace vegan.”

“It’s easier for you to find food that way.”

“Yes, but you couldn’t find food there.”

“I’ll figure it out.”

“Dana?”

“Yeah?”

“Can we just go somewhere quiet or maybe private, if that’s possible? I’ll find something to eat wherever that is.”

“You said food is the thing you’re–”

“My OCD is mainly focused on food, yes, but I’m okay right now.” She gave Dana a small smile. “I actually ate a salad for an early dinner.”

“Early dinner? You said you–”

“I had an off day today because something happened to me last night that threw me, so I had a weird breakfast, lunch, and dinner situation today because of it.”

Dana turned to her a little and asked, “But if you were thrown, wouldn’t you be more inclined to stick to your routine?”

“Normally, yes, but today was unlike any other day in my life, and the thought of using food to try to get me back on track just didn’t make sense. Having a specific type of breakfast at a certain time of day wouldn’t make up for the fact that I ran out on you last night after you kissed me. And before you interrupt me and say that I kissed you back, I know.” Samara took a deep breath. “Me yelling at someone for my food being too cold or not cold enough wouldn’t change that. There was this girl I was in group therapy with last year, who could not leave her house when she was a teenager because she was always afraid that she’d left the door unlocked. She would sit in a chair and stare at the door for hours, making sure the door was locked. She wouldn’t go to school or the bathroom. She wouldn’t get up to make food. She’d just wait until her parents got home because she was so terrified that she’d leave the door unlocked and someone would break into the house, steal all their stuff, or hurt someone she loved. Staring at the door like that wouldn’t prevent a break-in, though. If someone was going to rob them, they would find another way in. Of course, it’s easy for me to say that because while locked doors are important, it’s not a big thing for me.”

“Is that why you’ve left your trailer door unlocked recently?”

“That’s because I… wanted you to be able to come in whenever you wanted,” Samara replied with a soft smile. “I thought if it was unlocked, you could just walk in, and that would be nice.”

“Me specifically? Because I was on food delivery?”

“No, I didn’t do that until after you got the part, remember?”

Dana nodded and asked, “Are you even hungry?”

“Not really,” she replied. “But I can eat an appetizer or a side dish if you are.”

“I have a sandwich in the back.” Dana nodded to the back seat.

“What did you get?”

“Shrimp Po-Boy with barbecue kettle chips.”

“Do you want to stop somewhere to eat it? I don’t mind talking while you do. I might even steal a chip if they’re vegan.”

“You’d have to read the bag to know for sure,” Dana said with a half-smile. “And yeah, we can find a bench someplace.”

Samara nodded because that sounded perfect. Dana put the car in drive, and Samara tried to focus on her breathing. She had been off all day today, and normally, she controlled her food when she felt that way, but trying to fix her feelings about hurting Dana by eating a veggie burrito seemed illogical. She recalled her many hours of therapy about how that was true for most things. Making sure there were six croutons on a salad instead of seven wouldn’t help her process how she felt about kissing a woman for the first time, or there being a possibility of someone recognizing her at the bar and putting her bisexuality all over the internet before Samara was ready to share it.

When the car stopped in the middle of a two-lane street, Samara wondered if Dana was about to leave her in a part of the city that wasn’t lit with streetlights. Dana hit her turn signal, though, looked through the back of the car, and pulled the car into a parking spot.

“I never learned to parallel park,” Samara shared. “It wasn’t on my driver’s test, but I also don’t drive myself very often anyway.”

“Not all of us have SUVs taking us places,” Dana teased as she straightened out the car. “And in New Orleans, parallel parking is a requirement unless you want to park ten miles away from wherever you’re going.”

“Where are we going?”

“Oh, we still have to walk about a mile,” Dana replied, putting the car in park. “I’m kidding,” she added, chuckling, when she saw Samara’s face. “It’s only a half mile.”

“Only?”

“You can make it,” Dana replied. “And if you’re done walking when we’re ready to come back, I’ll get us an Uber to drive us to my car.”

“Ha ha,” she said sarcastically.

They climbed out, and Samara noticed that Dana didn’t grab her sandwich.

“Your food,” she noted.

“It’s fine back there for a while. I’m not all that hungry anyway. I bought it more to have something for later, and I wasn’t ready to go home yet.”

“Why not?” Samara asked as they started walking on the sidewalk.

“I don’t know. I guess I’d just be alone there. I went to get coffee with Lainey, and everyone kind of showed up and wanted to go get a drink, but I didn’t want that, either. I wanted to talk to my sister and not have half of her friends get in the way.”

“Her friends?”

“I guess they’re sort of mine, too, but I don’t hang out with them all that often now that Lainey’s engaged. And believe me, I am happy about that. Paige is the best, and I love them together. I can’t wait for them to finally get hitched. But when they started dating, I knew Paige was the one for her, and that meant that my life was about to change forever. My big sister found her person, and the nights we used to have, where it was just the two of us, were pretty much gone. She dated Maisie first, and I thought maybe they’d grow apart when Paige entered the picture, but Lainey and Maisie only got closer when they figured out that they were supposed to be friends. It felt like I lost my best friend. Lainey never had any trouble making friends, but it hasn’t always been the easiest thing in the world for me, so I couldn’t just go out and find a new person to hang out with. When I was dating someone, I never felt what Lainey and Paige seem to feel for each other, so, in the back of my mind, I guess I always knew those relationships would end, even if I thought I was in love. Now, they’re buying a house together, they’ll plan the wedding, and then, there will be kids. And I can’t wait to be an aunt, but everyone’s moving on. Hell, even my parents are moving on.”

“What do you mean?” Samara asked.

“They want to move,” Dana explained. “They’ve been talking about it for years. My dad is retired now, and my mom is a nurse, so she can get a job pretty much anywhere. They’ve mentioned a few places for their retirement, but they started talking about this small town in Alabama. They drove through it last year and really liked it, I guess. There’s a small hospital there, a lake for my dad to fish on, and they could afford land there. My dad also likes woodworking and sells stuff sometimes, so he could even have a little shop there. I saw them a few weeks ago, and they were looking at listings.”

“For land?”

“Yeah.”

“You don’t want them to leave, do you?”

Dana shook her head.

“And your sister is moving on with her life at the same time…”

“Yeah,” Dana repeated.

“All of your excuses would be gone, huh?” Samara said, hoping she wasn’t crossing a line.

“My what?” Dana asked.

“Your excuses for not giving acting a real shot.”

“I’m working with you on a movie right now, Samara.”

“That you didn’t even audition for right away, despite knowing the writer and it being filmed in your hometown,” Samara pointed out. “You only auditioned after Vanessa had to pull out and after I suggested it.”

“Do we have to talk about this now? I feel like we have more to talk about than this.”

“We do. I was merely suggesting that at some point, you won’t have anything you can use as a reason for not moving. You said you wanted to move to LA; that it was part of your plan.”

“It was, yeah.”

“So, Lainey and Paige will get their house, get married, and have their kids. Your parents will move to a different state. You can always come visit. The flight isn’t that long. Besides, everyone will be busy with their lives, so it’s not like you’ll see them every day anyway. What will you do then?”

“I’m already thirty years old. If it was going to happen for me, it would’ve happened already.”

“And how would it have happened, Dana? You haven’t even really tried.”

“I went to school for this. People in the industry were there. They saw me perform. No one came calling, offering me jobs.”

“Would you have accepted them if they had?” Samara asked. “I know you had to come back here because your mom got sick, but you barely took this job, and it was essentially handed to you, Dana. It’s scary, what we do. It’s not for everyone.”

“You think I can’t hack it?” Dana asked, stopping in her tracks. “Is that what you mean?”

“No,” she replied, stopping, too. “I know you can. You don’t have to convince me. You have to convince yourself.”

“I’m a work in progress,” Dana said and started walking again. “Can we talk about that thing where I kissed you and you ran away? Not as complicated.”

Samara laughed and caught up with her.

“You think that’s less complicated?”

“Yeah. I kissed you. You didn’t want it. Now, we’re just going to maybe try to be friends and work together until you leave.”

“You’ve got it all figured out, huh?”

“Hey, do you want a beignet?”

“What?” Samara asked, trying to keep up with the subject change.

“A beignet. Want to get one?”

“You’re asking me if I want bread with sugar all over it when we’re supposed to be talking about that kiss?”

“We can talk about it while we eat. Come on.”

“Dana,” Samara said and waited for Dana to stop walking.

“Yeah?”

“I don’t eat beignets.”

“It’s just bread and sugar. Yes, sugar, but you look amazing and don’t need to worry about a little sugar. Trust me.”

“Eggs,” she noted. “I’m sure there are eggs.”

“Oh,” Dana replied. “Right. Well, want to watch me eat a beignet? Three to an order. I’ll eat my order and probably yours, too. You can have coffee.”

“You’re talking about Café Du Monde, aren’t you?”

Dana nodded.

“That place is always packed, if I remember right.”

“You have your wig and glasses.”

“No security tonight, though. And if I need to get out of there fast, there’s no waiting car.”

Dana turned around, walked back to her, and said, “I’ll keep you safe, Samara. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

Samara wondered how true that statement was, really, because, from her perspective, the one person who had the potential to hurt her right now was Dana, and there she was, offering to protect her from others. Yes, Samara understood her meaning, but she was more scared of Dana than she was of anything at the moment, including eating fried dough covered in powdered sugar, which was a legitimate fear of hers because it didn’t fit into her regularly scheduled food program.

“Fine,” she said. “But I’m not eating one.”

“I know,” Dana replied. “I wouldn’t have asked you to. I just forgot about the eggs.”

Samara nodded and said, “I will have a coffee, though. Can I ask them to make sure it’s extra hot?”

Dana laughed and said, “You can try, but you won’t win that battle. It comes out of a giant machine, and their line is so long, you’d just piss them off enough to spit in it, probably.”

“What? Gross.”

“I’m kidding,” Dana said. “Well, maybe. I don’t know. Maybe they would.”

“Never mind, then. I’ll just sit there while you eat.”

“We can get you coffee from a nearby place. There’s a candy shop with an espresso machine in the Square. They’re open late, and they’ll burn your coffee for you.”

“It’s not burned. It’s perfect,” she argued.

“Agree to disagree,” Dana replied as they walked on.


CHAPTER 22

“Dana, hey,” Jill said.

“Oh, hi,” Dana replied as she walked into the café with Samara in disguise. “Uh... This is my friend Jill. Jill, this is…” Dana looked over at Samara, silently begging her to help her out here.

“Friend?” Samara asked.

“Babe, got a table!”

Jill and Dana both followed that voice, and Willa, Jill’s fiancée, waved at them from about ten feet away.

“Are you staying or just getting stuff to-go?” Jill asked.

“Um…”

“We’re staying,” Samara replied. “Samara,” she introduced herself and held out her hand for Jill to take.

“Samara?” Jill looked harder. “Oh, shit. You’re–”

“Jill, keep it down,” Dana told her.

“You’re…”

“Yeah, that’s me. Incognito tonight, though, so can we maybe just call me Mara so that no one puts two and two together?”

“Yeah, sure,” Jill said. “I heard about the movie. Congrats, Dana. Want to join us? We’re having a date night, but we just dropped my sister off with my mom, so now, we can talk about the wedding without fifty questions about being a flower girl.”

“Sorry?”

“Jill and Willa are engaged,” Dana explained, nodding toward Willa, who was looking at the three of them in confusion. “And Jill has a kid sister who will be in the wedding,” she added before they walked over to the table where Willa kissed Jill.

“This is Mara, Dana’s friend,” Jill said. “Mara, this is my fiancée, Willa.”

“Nice to meet you,” Samara replied and held out her hand for Willa to take.

“Uh… Mara?” Willa asked, clearly recognizing Samara.

“She’s incognito,” Jill explained.

“Oh. Got it. Have you two ordered? The line isn’t too long yet.”

“Not yet. I’ll go wait in line, though,” Dana said. “Want to sit down?”

“Can I come with you?” Samara asked.

“Sure,” Dana replied. “We’ll be right back.”

She then took Samara’s hand without thinking and entwined their fingers before she realized what she’d done and let it go.

“Why’d you let go?”

“Sorry,” she said. “I just meant to keep you next to me because this place gets crowded. I didn’t mean to, like, really hold your hand.”

“Oh. I didn’t take it that way. I got it.”

“Okay. Good,” Dana said. “So, Mara?”

“I usually go by my real nickname, which is Sam, but I went with my other nickname, that only my parents and sister use, for tonight.”

“Who actually calls you Sam? I’ve never even thought to call you Sam myself,” she said as she joined the line. “You don’t seem like the kind of woman who likes nicknames.”

“No one, really. But Kyla, my assistant, does when she’s annoyed with me or just too lazy to say my full name. A few other people I’ve worked with over the years used it, too, but not many.”

“So, you do prefer your full name?”

Samara shrugged and replied, “I do. Mara is fine, though. Sam is okay, too, but Mara works for me. I grew up with that, so I’m used to it.”

“How did you get that name? It’s pretty,” Dana said.

“Well, I don’t think it would surprise you to know that it’s a combination of Sam and Mara.” Samara chuckled a little. “Samuel was my grandfather. My grandmother was Margaret, but she went by Mar or Mara instead of Maggie or Marge or something else. My parents just put the names together. My sister is Jaclyn because my other grandfather went by Jack, and my other grandmother’s middle name was Lynn.”

“Your parents went old-school. I like it.”

“Where did yours come from?” Samara asked as they moved up in line.

“My mom just liked it. And Lainey is really Elaine. She’s named after some politician my dad liked. Weird; I know.” Dana laughed a little. “My mom got to pick my name, though, and she chose Dana. She saw it in a baby name book, I guess.”

“It’s nice. It suits you,” Samara said.

“Are you sure you don’t want coffee? We’re up next.”

“Can I have a sip of yours just to see if I like it?”

“Sure,” she replied with a smile.

They ordered, and Dana resisted the impulse to get two orders of beignets. She handed Samara the coffee while she paid and waited to see if she liked it. Samara smelled the liquid through the little hole in the lid before she took a sip, which Dana thought was crazy because it was hot coffee, but Samara looked at her and smiled.

“Can I actually get another coffee, please?” Dana asked at the counter before they returned to the table and sat down across from Jill and Willa.

“So, Mara, you’re working with Dana on the movie, right?” Willa asked before she bit into a beignet.

“I’m working with her, more like,” Dana said and pulled a beignet out of the paper bag she’d been given.

She got them to-go in case someone recognized Samara, and they needed to run.

“She’s a great co-star. Best I’ve ever worked with,” Samara said.

“Yeah, right,” Dana replied, laughing.

“I’m serious,” Samara said.

“You’ve worked with everyone,” Dana pointed out.

Samara smiled and said, “Yeah, and they’re not you.”

Dana rolled her eyes and put her arm over the back of Samara’s metal chair.

“She’s being nice because we’re working on the movie now. She’ll say the same thing to her next co-star.”

“No, I won’t,” Samara said seriously.

Jill and Willa watched their back-and-forth for a moment before Jill leaned in and whispered something to Willa, who lifted her eyebrow at Dana.

“So, you two are engaged?” Samara asked.

“Yeah, as of about three days ago,” Jill said with a smile and showed off her ring.

“Uh… I’m a teacher, so I couldn’t afford a big diamond,” Willa said.

“As if I needed a big diamond,” Jill noted.

“It’s beautiful,” Samara replied, looking down at it.

“I’m sure you’ve seen the biggest diamond in–”

“It’s beautiful,” Samara repeated, interrupting Willa. “I have never been a fan of the giant rings that I can barely lift my hand when I wear them. I have to for events sometimes, but I think the ring should be what the wearer wants, especially if she’s wearing it for the rest of her life.”

“I agree,” Jill replied. “Now, I have to get her one. I was going to ask her to marry me before she beat me to it, so I had one picked out. I saw it in the store, loved it, and went back to pick it up after I finished a tour. Oh, I’m a tour guide, and I also manage the place. Anyway, I went back to get it, but it was gone. I asked if they had another one, but they didn’t, so I’m back on the hunt for one.” She looked at Willa. “We’re going to find it together now.”

Willa smiled at her and said, “I don’t even need a ring. You know that, right?”

“Yeah, right. Like I’m not getting you a ring to symbolize my eternal love.”

Dana took a drink of her way-too-hot coffee at the same time Samara leaned into her a little, and it nearly made her choke because the next thing Samara did was place her hand on Dana’s thigh. Dana looked down but didn’t move because she didn’t want Samara to pull that hand away.

“So, do you like New Orleans?” Willa asked Samara.

“I do. It’s a very… welcoming city.”

Dana cleared her throat and ate a beignet.

“And how long are you here?” Willa asked.

“We break for the holiday, but then, we’re back. In total, it’s about two months.”

“Then, back to LA?”

“Vancouver,” Samara said. “I have a short break, but I film there next.”

“You do?” Dana asked.

“Yeah, I signed everything yesterday,” Samara replied. “It’s two months there on location and back to LA for some stage stuff.”

“What’s the movie?” Jill asked.

“Untitled right now, but it’s an action thing. Big explosions and car chases. I play a scientist who falls for the cop. Standard stuff. I would’ve said no, honestly, but I signed a three-picture deal with the studio five years ago. This is my last movie with them, and then, I’m, thankfully, done.”

“With action movies?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. I guess if a good script or character actually comes my way, I’ll do one, but I’m looking forward to doing more indie stuff like this movie or just something with real meat on the bone, you know? I want to really challenge myself to be the best actor I can be, not just keep taking the big-budget stuff.”

“Dana?”

“Yeah?” she said, looking up at Jill.

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“What’s next for you?”

“Oh, back to catering.”

“Really? Why? This is a big deal, right?”

“It is, yeah,” Samara said. “And I’m working on her.” She squeezed Dana’s thigh. “Dana here doesn’t seem to believe anyone when they tell her that she’s talented.”

“I believe people,” she argued.

“Really? Just a minute ago, I called you my best co-star, and you didn’t believe that.”

“You’ve worked with Meryl fucking Streep.”

“We had two scenes together, and she had three lines in those scenes.”

“Still,” Dana said.

“She wasn’t a co-star. She had a cameo,” Samara argued.

“Because she’s so talented and so sought-after, she does cameos.”

“Mara, you didn’t want any beignets?” Willa asked then, changing the subject.

“No, I’m vegan,” Samara said. “But the coffee is good.” She picked up her cup with her free hand and took a drink, as if to demonstrate that fact. “And I just realized you said you were on a date night.” She looked at Dana. “We’re interrupting, aren’t we?”

“We were just going to talk wedding stuff,” Jill replied. “Things like time of the year or band versus DJ.”

“Oh, go DJ,” Samara suggested. “Much better.”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve been to, like, ten weddings this year. I swear, everyone I’ve ever worked with got married. Most of them went with a DJ. A few had bands, but people had more fun with a DJ. Bigger song selection.”

“So, you’d have a DJ for your wedding?” Willa asked.

“Definitely,” Samara replied. “But I know a few people who might disagree with that.”

“Why?” Dana asked.

Samara smiled at her and said, “I know a lot of people who would want to perform.”

“You know famous people,” Jill stated with a nod.

“Some,” Samara said, downplaying her connections.

“I like the DJ idea, babe,” Willa said.

“DJ it is, then,” Jill replied.

“Hey, can we get out of here?” Samara whispered in her ear after she removed her hand from Dana’s thigh. “It’s getting really packed.”

Dana looked around. She had been too engaged in the conversation about Samara’s possible future wedding to notice that the place had gotten crowded.

“Hey, sorry. We’ve got to go,” she said to Jill and Willa. “Too many people.”

“Oh, sure,” Jill replied. “It was nice to meet you.”

“You too. Sorry to cut the night short, but congratulations on your engagement,” Samara said as she stood.

“Thank you,” Willa replied.

“Okay, bodyguard. Get me out of here,” Samara joked and reached for Dana’s hand this time, taking it and entwining their fingers.

Dana rolled her eyes and pulled her through the rows of metal tables and out the main entrance until they were on the sidewalk and could more easily get through the Square and back to her car. Surprisingly, Samara didn’t let go of her hand, so they walked connected like that until they stopped at a light, waiting for it to change. When Dana looked down at their joined hands, Samara must have noticed because she pulled her hand out of Dana’s, but then her arm just looped through Dana’s instead, and her other hand squeezed Dana’s forearm as she leaned into her.

“What are you doing?” Dana asked.

“Is it not okay?”

“I thought we agreed that the kiss was a mistake, and we’re just–”

“We didn’t agree on anything. You said that. I didn’t get a chance to say anything because you started talking about beignets.”

“We’re in public,” she noted.

“And we look like two good friends now. It’s fine,” Samara told her.

“We’re not two good friends,” Dana said.

The light changed, and they walked across the street in the direction of her car.

“Well, I don’t know what we really are, but right now, on this street, we’re just two good friends enjoying our night together.”

“I don’t usually put my hand on the thighs of my good friends,” Dana argued.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Samara said and pulled away from her when they hit the curb.

“No, you don’t have to apologize. I liked it,” she replied.

“Okay. Then, why are we talking about it?”

“Because I kissed you last night, and you ran off on me. Then, tonight, you’re putting your hand on my thigh in front of everyone in New Orleans.”

“Everyone in New Orleans? That’s an exaggeration. And if you liked it, why are you acting like it’s a bad thing?”

“Because you’re confusing, Sam–” She stopped when she nearly said Samara’s full name. “Let’s talk about this when we’re not around people. In the car or someplace private. I don’t want to get in trouble again.”

“You’re not in trouble, Dana. I put my hand on your thigh,” Samara said.

“Can we talk about something else?” she asked, needing a break from this conversation.

“What do you want to talk about? DJ or band?”

“DJ,” she said, walking a little faster through the crowd.

“We agree on that, then. What about colors?”

“Colors of what?”

“Colors for a wedding.”

“Whose wedding?”

“Yours,” Samara said.

“Oh, my God. I don’t know.” Dana laughed.

“I’m thinking maybe a pale-green for mine. Just pale-green, pastel, maybe, and white. Simple. Understated.”

“Great. Good for you,” Dana said.

“Do you like green?”

“Yes, I like green.”

“Good,” Samara replied with a smile.

Dana took Samara’s hand when they came upon a rowdy-looking group of guys and pulled her through the crowd until they were on the street where she had parked. Samara didn’t say anything else after that, so Dana just drove them in silence to Samara’s hotel and pulled up to the lobby entrance.

“You can’t eat that.”

“Huh?” she asked.

“That sandwich. It’s shrimp,” Samara said. “It can’t be good to eat that after it’s been sitting in your car.”

“I’m sure it’s fine.”

“It’s seventy-seven degrees in here, and it’s been sitting back there for well over an hour. I wouldn’t risk it,” Samara replied.

“Can we maybe stop talking about the damn sandwich, please?” Dana asked. “And talk about what’s going on.”

“Oh, now you want to talk about what’s going on? You didn’t want to before.”

“You didn’t want to before,” Dana argued. “You kissed me back last night and then left the bar. I thought I fucked up big time because this morning, you didn’t even want to film scenes with me.”

“You wouldn’t put your lips on my neck.”

“Because you–”

Then, she couldn’t even tell what she’d been about to finish that sentence with because Samara cut her off by leaning in quickly, and her lips were on Dana’s before Dana had a chance to pull hers away. The kiss was fast and over before Dana knew it, though.

“Sorry,” Samara said, staring at her with wide eyes.

“Why?” she asked. “Did you want to kiss me?”

Samara nodded.

“Then, don’t be sorry,” she said and cupped Samara’s cheek. “Just tell me what you want.”

“To go to bed,” Samara said. “Um… alone.”

Dana nodded this time and replied, “Okay.”

“Tonight,” Samara added. “I mean alone tonight.”

Dana smiled a little and repeated, “Okay.”


CHAPTER 23

“Care to explain?” the actress playing Stevie said with her arms crossed over her chest.

“You smell like a dumpster and horse poop,” the one playing Maggie added.

“Ladies, let’s back off for a second. Bray here spent the past few hours in the slammer,” the actress playing Kristie said and walked around to face Dana. “Did anyone make you their bitch? Did you have a carton of smokes to trade?”

Stevie laughed at the joke and said, “I can’t believe you had getting in a bar fight on your bucket list, Bray.”

“I didn’t get into a bar fight,” she argued. “Those idiot guys started fighting. I was just trying to find a way out of the bar for Stella and me, but I got pulled into the damn crowd. Then, the cops grabbed everyone into an alley and took us to the station, where they sorted us all out. When they realized I wasn’t drunk and didn’t know any of the idiots who’d been fighting, they let me go, thankfully.”

“Good, because our trip is almost over, so I don’t have any money left to bail you out,” Kristie said.

“Yeah, but I lost Stella, and I couldn’t leave the damn station until they let me go, which took forever. By the time I got back to the bar, she was gone. All the bars here look the same, too, so it might not even have been the right one. I wasn’t paying attention to the name of the place when we walked into it. Why didn’t I get her number?”

“The girl you were talking to when we left?” the actress playing Maggie asked.

“Yes; Stella.”

“She’s just a local girl in a bar, Bray,” Stevie said.

“She’s not just a girl, Stevie. You don’t even know her.”

“And neither do you,” Stevie replied. “You spent, like, what, a couple of hours with her? What’s the big deal?”

“I saw them,” Maggie said. “They stared at each other how they do in romantic comedies, when they realize they’re in love.”

“In love? They just met at a bar for, like, an hour.”

“Stevie, come on…” Kristie said. “And I’d put my arm over your shoulders to comfort you, but you stink, Bray. Take a shower or two, and then we can all catch up on your night in jail.”

“I wasn’t in jail,” Dana, playing Bray, said and stood up. “And I cannot believe what an idiot I was. You always get the phone number.”

“She lives here, Bray. And you’re here on vacation, that is almost over. Did you just want to hook up with her? You said you weren’t about that when–”

“Stevie, calm down and let the woman shower,” Kristie interrupted. “She’s smelling up the whole room. The maid will be searching for the vomit we’ve somehow managed to hide if Bray doesn’t get the stench off her soon.”

“She’s just a–” Stevie started.

“Stevie, I mean it. Stop now,” Bray said this time, and Dana was trying to convey all the conflicting emotions Bryce had put into the script about her real-life friend and former girlfriend, Sean, who had still been in love with Bryce at the time she’d met Sophie.

“What are we doing today?” the actress playing Maggie said to change the topic. “We’ve got one more full day here.”

“Shit,” Bray said.

“What?” Kristie asked.

“She doesn’t know I’m leaving tomorrow. We didn’t get to that part. I was putting it off because I didn’t want her to leave. I didn’t tell her.”

“Not that big of a deal,” Stevie replied. “We are leaving tomorrow. The most you would’ve had is one night anyway, and you don’t want that.”

“Let’s go to Café Du Monde again,” Maggie suggested. “We can have a late breakfast or early lunch.”

“I’ll skip it. I think I want to go find the bar from last night. I got all turned around with the cops and the stupid alley, but I want to find it and wait. Maybe she went back. I don’t know.”

“Bray, she’s not going to be there. You know that, right? The odds that she’d show up there again just to see if you do aren’t good,” Kristie reasoned.

“Not when I get there, maybe. But if I wait, she might show up. I have to try.”

“And what if the night was awesome for you, but not as awesome for her?” Kristie asked. “I’m not saying that to be mean or anything. You just don’t know her well at all. She’s a local. Maybe her thing is hooking up with tourists.”

“It’s not,” Bray said.

“How do you know for sure?” Maggie asked.

“Because I know. You guys weren’t there. I’ve never–” Dana paused to give a sympathetic look to the actress playing Stevie. “I’ve never felt this before. I know there’s something here. Maybe you guys should drive home, and I’ll fly back in a few more days. I need to find her.”

“What? Bray, come on,” Stevie said. “You can’t stay here just in case she happens to show up at the bar.”

“I can’t just leave.”

“Don’t you have that interview about your blog with that magazine coming up?” Maggie asked.

“It’s a local magazine. I can skip it or ask them to postpone.”

“You were so excited about this,” Kristie said. “This is your first real interview. It’s a big deal.”

“Well, Stella is the first woman I’ve been excited about in forever.”

“Bray, come on,” Kristie said. “Let’s get donuts, and we can talk more, but you have a life to get back to. I get that it was an amazing night, so you wish it had ended differently, but maybe that was all you were meant to have with her: one amazing night to help you get ready for the woman you’re meant to be with or something.”

“I’ll go for lunch, but I don’t know – this feels like more than one night with someone I was only meant to know for that long.”

“And cut!” Reed said loudly. “That was great, everyone. I think we’ve got it.”

“You don’t want to run it again?” the assistant director asked.

“No, I think we’ve got it. Let’s break for lunch now and reset.”

“That’s lunch!” one of the PAs yelled.

“That was great, Dana,” the actress playing Maggie said.

“Thanks,” Dana replied. “You too.”

“My part is easy. You have to act like you just lost the love of your life in a bar.”

“True,” Dana said with a laugh.

“Are you grabbing lunch?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “I want to run through the script for my next scene, so I was going to eat in my trailer.”

“Want some company? I’ve noticed you usually eat with Samara, but she’s off today, right?”

“She’s off, yes,” Dana said.

Every day of the shoot so far, Samara had been her scene partner, but today was Samara’s first day off. It also happened to be after they had kissed in Dana’s car before Samara had gone inside the hotel. Samara had asked her to text her when she got home, so Dana had, but while they hadn’t talked after that, they’d texted a few times before finally saying goodnight. Dana still didn’t know what was going on between them. She had a good idea what Samara’s comment to her about going to bed alone had meant, but she didn’t want to assume. They still needed to talk, and they needed to decide what this was between them.

Were they friends and co-workers? Were they trying to be something more? It was clear that there were feelings on both sides. Hell, even Jill and Willa had noticed. Dana knew that they had because Jill had texted her that morning asking Dana if Samara Barber was into women, and the next text had asked if they were dating. Dana hadn’t replied yet, needing to talk to Samara first. She could just deny both of those things, but Samara had made things difficult by putting her hand on Dana’s thigh.

“So, lunch?” the woman playing Maggie asked her.

Dana was usually really good with names, but she was struggling to put a name to the face at the moment. Having two names for every actor and meeting them right before shooting with them for the first time was proving to be too much for her brain to handle, but that was probably because her brain was mostly preoccupied with Samara and not as focused on the rest of the cast.

“Sure,” she replied.

They took the golf cart to the catering tent because her companion didn’t want to walk, and within minutes, they had their food and were taking the cart to Dana’s trailer.

“So, how are you liking it so far?”

“The movie?” Dana asked.

“Yeah. I mean, the work on it. You’ve never done this before, right?”

“No. Plays and musicals, but no movies. You?”

“I’ve got about ten under my belt, but this is my biggest part to date. Mostly, just background characters for me so far. I’ve had a few sidekick roles in rom-coms. So, are you thinking about your next role?”

“Me? No, I’m thinking about not screwing this one up.” Dana laughed as the cart arrived at her trailer. “Do you have something lined up?”

“Not yet. I’ll go back to LA after this and audition until I find something, though.”

“Do you like that?” Dana asked, opening the door.

“Auditioning? No, I don’t think anyone likes auditioning, but it’s part of the process. I make enough money doing a movie or two a year, along with some small TV spots here and there, to do this full-time and stay in the union, which provides benefits, so it’s good enough for me. You’re good, Dana. You should make a real go of it.”

Dana sat down at her small table, and the woman she thought of as Maggie sat down next to her.

“I might. I haven’t decided yet.”

“Hey, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure,” she said as she opened her bottled water.

“Are you seeing anyone?”

“Um… Not officially,” she said, hoping that answered the question as honestly as she could.

“Is that another way of saying it’s complicated?” Maggie, who was not really Maggie, asked as she laughed.

“I guess so,” she said. “Why do you ask?”

“I was going to ask you out.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.” The woman laughed again. “Is that weird?”

“Why would it be weird?”

“I don’t know. It’s kind of forward of me, but I don’t know for sure if you’re into women. I took a chance.”

“I am. I’m bi.”

“Oh, cool. I’m pan,” Maggie told her. “I’m also poly. I hope that’s okay.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Dana said and finally took that drink.

“Well, it tends to be an issue for people, but I like to be upfront about it if I’m going out with someone. I have a boyfriend and a girlfriend. We don’t live together or anything, but I usually split my time between them unless one of us is dating someone else, too. Right now, my girlfriend is seeing another woman, but my boyfriend doesn’t have anyone else. It confuses some people, but it works for us.”

“That’s cool. I don’t judge. Do your thing; you know?”

“Yeah?” Maggie opened a water bottle for herself. “Do you maybe want to go out tonight, then? We could just grab a drink, and if that goes well, we can talk about doing something else.”

“Oh,” she said. “I can’t.”

“You can’t?”

“I’m working, and then, I have plans,” Dana lied.

“With the person you’re not officially dating?”

“We’re trying to figure things out,” she said.

“Okay. Well, if you change your mind, let me know. I’m here for the next two months, you know? Not looking for anything serious, but it would be nice to have some fun or get to know someone in New Orleans while I’m here.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Dana replied, knowing that she wouldn’t.

After Maggie-who-wasn’t-Maggie left her trailer, Dana threw her trash away and sat back on the sofa, wishing she had some clarity on the Samara situation but already knowing she didn’t want anyone else. She decided to text her to see if maybe they could make some plans, after all, since she’d just lied to someone about having them to begin with.

Dana Sterling: Hey. How’s your day off going?

Okay, so she’d chickened out about the whole making plans thing and gone with a lame intro text to see if Samara would respond.

Samara Barber: It’s great. How’s your non-day off going?

Dana smiled and typed.

Dana Sterling: It’s great? Really? What are you doing?

Samara Barber: I took your advice and went on a tour. I had Rory as my guide. Jill wasn’t running one today.

Dana Sterling: You went to NOLA Guides?

Samara Barber: You recommended it the other day. It was fun. I did the French Quarter one. I thought about doing the food one just to try a few new things, but that gave me anxiety, so I skipped it.

Dana Sterling: Did you wear the wig and glasses?

Samara Barber: I did, yes. I’m Mara, a tourist from Idaho, today. I have three cats and no love life.

Dana laughed and typed a response.

Dana Sterling: Do you even know anything about Idaho?

Samara Barber: No, but no one’s asked me anything yet. I’m about to go on another one. We’re doing a historical tour next. It’s two hours long, and I’m going to take pictures like a real tourist. I’m going method for this performance.

Dana Sterling: That sounds like fun.

Samara Barber: How’s it going there? Everything okay?

Dana Sterling: Yeah. We’re actually on schedule, if you can believe it. They are resetting right now, but we’re about to get back to it. Hey, do you remember the name of the actress playing Maggie? I feel like such an asshole, but I’ve been calling her Maggie in my head. We just had lunch, and I genuinely could not remember her damn name.

Samara Barber: Kathy. I heard Reed call her name the other day. You two had lunch?

Dana smirked and typed.

Dana Sterling: Yeah. She just left.

Samara Barber: Good. That’s good. She’s good.

Dana laughed to herself at that, knowing Samara might just be a little jealous.

Dana Sterling: I’ve got to get back out there. Have fun on your tour.

Samara Barber: When are you done tonight?

Dana smiled again and typed.

Dana Sterling: Who knows? But I’ve been told we should wrap up around eight tonight because we only have the location until nine anyway.

Samara Barber: Want to have a late dinner with me? My place?

Dana Sterling: You mean your hotel room that you hate?

Samara Barber: I checked out of that one today. I’m in a new place. I’m paying for it myself because I wanted a decent bathtub and a gym that’s operational. This place has actual room service, and there are vegan options for me and meat options for you.

Dana Sterling: Send me the hotel info, and I’ll text you when I’m leaving here.


CHAPTER 24

Samara had changed hotels that morning. The thought of spending one more night with that AC unit making sounds that she was certain meant it was about to die soon, seeing the stains on the sofa in the living room, or listening to the freezer make sounds as well, was just too much for her to deal with after the previous night when she’d hardly been able to sleep.

She had kissed Dana in Dana’s car after a non-date that had felt very much like a brief double date between them and Dana’s friends. She had even put her hand on Dana’s thigh after Dana had wrapped her arm around Samara. Well, Dana had wrapped her arm around Samara’s chair, but everyone knew that when someone did that, it meant something. And maybe Dana had just been trying to protect her, but that meant something, too.

In the car, she had wanted to say more. She’d wanted to tell Dana that she liked her, but that she had never been with a woman, so she might be bad at this. She might need Dana’s patience as she tried to figure out what she wanted to do. Liking someone didn’t mean Samara had to go for it. After all, she had really just wanted to have sex with a woman for the first time; she wasn’t looking for a girlfriend or a lifelong commitment. Her plan had been a simple one: star in this movie, hopefully get an award nomination or two or, at least, someone telling her she was believable as a gay woman, and then, come out if she was ready to tell the world that she was bisexual. Then, she would date and maybe actually commit to someone if someone had her interested enough to consider that. If not, at least she would’ve done it: been brave and told the world that she liked women, too.

Samara knew it might cost her a few roles. Then again, it might get her a few since more and more actors were coming out these days, so studios and networks were trying to be more politically correct about hiring queer actors to play queer characters. She could even get something juicier than this role after Vancouver. Yes, that was what she would do. She’d do this movie, do the next one, and come out in the process and find a better role to play that would get her to the next level of her career, where she wouldn’t have to play dumb blondes or scientists whose shirts never seemed to button all the way to the top. She wanted to be taken seriously and as someone who would have longevity in this business, and to achieve that, she needed more than just this movie and the lame action one she was doing after it.

Her morning had been spent packing and checking out of the awful hotel to move to the much nicer one. It wasn’t a five-star, but a four-star one would work on such short notice. Since it wasn’t an extended-stay type of hotel, and they hadn’t had any suites available for her, she had a standard room, but it came with a king bed, a nice bathtub with a separate shower and a mini fridge that held six bottles of sparkling water and nothing else. There was also a two-seater table by the window that led to the balcony, the thermostat in this room read seventy degrees, and nothing seemed to be making weird sounds. With room service, she figured she’d be okay here until after the holiday break, when she had already reserved a suite for herself.

After she had moved hotels, she’d changed and decided to walk around a little, but instead of walking around aimlessly, she’d donned that horrible wig and glasses and stopped by NOLA Guides, seeing Rory, who didn’t recognize her at first, and Jill, who was working in the office. They hadn’t wanted to charge her, but she had insisted, and she had made sure to tip Rory well for the first tour and Jill for the second one when it had been Jill’s turn to get out of the office a bit.

Then, it was back to the room to shower and get ready for her date with Dana. Was it a date? She didn’t know. They hadn’t called it that in their text messages. She’d asked Dana over for dinner but hadn’t specified whether she wanted it to be a date or not, and her comment in the car about sleeping alone last night hadn’t helped because she knew Dana had understood her. Samara hadn’t been able to sleep last night, and not just because of the random room sounds but because, yet again, she’d been thinking about Dana. Specifically, Dana’s lips on her neck and her fingers buried inside her. She had wanted that since she’d first seen her, and that new, sexy haircut really wasn’t helping Samara. She had been turned on for days now, and no matter how many times she’d touched herself, it hadn’t been enough.

When the knock at the door came, Samara shot up from the bed, where she had been sitting, waiting impatiently for Dana, who had texted her that she was leaving the set and was on her way. Samara straightened her dress, which was silly because it was pleated. It was also short, but not too short, and her flats showed that she cared, but not enough to put on the fanciest heels she’d brought with her. Her blonde hair was down and curled at the ends, and she had put on just the smallest amount of makeup. Mainly, mascara and lipstick, and a little cover-up for a small stress pimple she’d seen emerging on her forehead above her right eyebrow. Samara shook her head and took a deep breath. Then, she opened the door.

“Hey. You didn’t respond to my last message, so I just brought–” Dana stopped. “Oh.”

“Oh, what?” she asked.

“You look–” Dana’s eyes raked over her body. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she replied.

“I don’t,” Dana said, looking down at herself. “I came from the set. I’m wearing an NYU sweater.”

“You look fine,” she said. “What did you bring?”

“Oh,” Dana added, shaking her head in the same way Samara had just done. “I texted you again after I told you that I was leaving to see if you wanted me to bring anything. You didn’t respond, so when I had to go, I just grabbed this.” She held up a bottle of Samara’s favorite wine. “Is that okay?”

“That’s perfect. Thank you. Come in,” she said, motioning for Dana to walk into the room.

“Wow! This place is much nicer than where they put you up.”

“I tried. I really did,” she said, closing the door. “But the sounds… I couldn’t get over the sounds, and I wasn’t getting any sleep.”

“The sounds?”

“The freezer made sounds. The AC unit also kept kicking on every ten minutes, and it was never keeping the room at a regular temperature. The shower even dripped a little, and I could hear it whenever the AC wasn’t on.”

“No shower dripping here?” Dana asked.

“Nope. And I’ve already tested it. Rain shower, too. My favorite.”

“There’s a rain shower in this place? I’ve always wanted to try one of those.”

“You’ve never–”

“No,” Dana interrupted. “I’m a caterer. I can’t afford fancy places like this.”

Samara smiled, took the bottle of wine from her, and said, “Maybe you can try this one.”

“I would, but I stole a shower in your trailer before I left.”

“What?” Samara said, laughing.

“Yeah. My trailer doesn’t have one. I had Jana let me in because you locked it on me.”

Samara continued to laugh as she set the bottle on the table behind her.

“Did you use my shampoo?”

“Yes,” Dana said.

“Really? You did?”

“Want to check?” Dana asked, lowering her head. “It’s some pear thing.”

“Pear and nectarine,” Samara said, and she could smell it on Dana’s hair now.

“Was that a mistake? Are you mad? I should’ve asked first.”

“No,” she said, running her hand through Dana’s hair. “It’s even softer now.”

“I assume that stuff is more expensive than the five-dollar stuff I buy at the drug store.”

“You only spend five dollars on shampoo?”

Dana laughed and said, “No, but it’s close to that.”

“My stuff is fifty dollars a bottle.”

“What?” Dana asked, looking worried now. “Shit. I’ll pay you back for what I used. I’m sure it was only, like, two dollars worth or something.”

Samara laughed again and said, “Dana, I don’t care. And your hair is extra soft now. You should use my shampoo more often.”

“Is this you maybe suggesting that I’ll get a chance to do that?”

“Take a shower?”

“In this room. One night, maybe? In the future. Distant future. Very distant future is also acceptable if that’s what you need.”

“Very distant?” she asked with a smile and wrapped her arms around Dana’s neck. “I don’t want that.”

“What do you want, Samara? You’ve been a little hot and cold on me lately, and I honestly don’t know what to do. You are dressed up like this is a date, and I wore a sweater because I didn’t want you to think I was treating it like one.”

“What if we just eat dinner? It should be here any minute. And we talk. We get to know each other a little more and see where it goes. We don’t commit to it being a date or going on one. We just have dinner.”

“Dinner?”

“With the wine you brought,” Samara said.

“But your fingers are playing with my hair right now, and I want to hold you.”

“I’m not stopping you,” she replied.

Dana wrapped her arms around Samara’s waist then and pulled her in.

“Were you jealous today?” she asked, running a hand up and down Samara’s back.

“You mean with Kathy?”

Samara lifted an accusatory eyebrow.

Dana laughed loudly and said, “I knew it.”

“That’s why you told me, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, a little bit. I also genuinely couldn’t remember her name, so it was bugging me. I felt like an asshole because she has a name, and I’m normally good with names, but I’ve been thinking of her as Maggie. I didn’t exactly get in any real rehearsal time to get to know everyone. Then, she asked me out, and I couldn’t say, ‘No thank you, Kathy. You seem great, but I’m not interested,’ because I didn’t know her name.”

“Would you have still said no to her if you and I weren’t doing whatever it is we’re doing right now?” Samara asked.

“I don’t know. Probably,” Dana replied.

“Why?”

“I don’t know her.”

“You didn’t know me, but we’re here.”

Then, there was a knock at the door, and someone said, “Room service.”

“And so is our food. I got two things for you, just in case you don’t like one, and they have this amazing tofu stir-fry I was excited to try.” She kissed Dana quickly before she let go of her and paused for a second as she realized what she had just done. “And I just kissed you again.”

“Yes, you did,” Dana said with a smile. “Feel free to do that whenever you want.”

Samara laughed and walked toward the door, which she pulled open.

“Evening, Ma’am. May I set this up for you?” the man asked.

“Yes, please,” she said. “And if you wouldn’t mind too terribly, I ordered the wine, but I don’t need it anymore because my friend here brought some.”

“I’ll have them take it off the bill,” he said as he pushed the cart.

“Oh, I was going to suggest you just take it with you if you’re a wine drinker,” she said.

“Ma’am?” he asked.

Samara nodded, and Dana sat on the bed and watched as the man set up their food for them and even lit a candle in the middle of the table.

“Will there be anything else, Ma’am?” he asked, handing Samara the bill to sign.

“No, thank you,” she replied. “Have a great night.”

“You too, Ma’am,” he said.

Then, he was gone, but Dana was still sitting at the end of her bed. Samara knew their food was getting cold by the second, but she couldn’t resist. She moved into Dana, and Dana spread her legs for her as if she’d known all along what she was going to do. Samara moved between them, and her hands went around Dana’s neck again while Dana’s went to her hips.

“Can I stay tonight?” Dana asked, looking up at her. “Nothing has to happen. I just want to sleep next to you. Is that okay?”

“Is this so you can shower here in the morning?”

Dana laughed and replied, “Yes, that is the only reason I’d want to stay with you.”

“I thought so,” Samara teased. Then, she swallowed and stepped a little closer, making Dana’s hands land on her lower back. “And it will be late when you leave, so I was going to ask you to stay anyway.”

“But that’s because it’s practical. I don’t want you to want me to stay because it’s practical, Samara. I want you to want me to stay because you want me to stay.”

“What happened to dinner and we’ll see?”

“What happened to the two times you have kissed me without me prompting anything, and that hand on my thigh last night?” Dana teased, rubbing Samara’s back. “I really like this dress, by the way.” Dana’s hand moved to Samara’s thigh, under her dress, but it stopped there. “It looks really, really good on you.”

“It does?” Samara asked, closing her eyes at the touch.

“Yes. And while I would love to tear it off you right now and do all the things that I’ve been imagining with you, I’m not here for that, okay?”

Samara’s eyes opened, and she asked, “You’ve been imagining things?”

“Oh, yeah,” Dana replied. “You have been naked all over my trailer, your trailer, and my apartment in my mind. Last night, you were in my back seat. It was very good, by the way.”

Samara laughed and said, “You…”

Dana nodded and replied, “A few times.”

“Me too,” she admitted.

“You too what?”

“About you,” she revealed. “I… you know.”

“You touched yourself thinking about me? Me?”

“Dana, I swear to God… You have got to start–” She stopped. “Actually, no; don’t start realizing how sexy you are. You’ll just get a big head about it and probably attract more women like Kathy.”

“Hey, Kathy was nice,” Dana replied with a little laugh. “And you’re not just saying that because you think I’m embarrassed about what I did?”

“Dana, I’ve touched myself twice today thinking about you. Once in this bed you’re sitting on, and then once in the shower. And that’s just today.” She leaned down and kissed her quickly. “And it was good, by the way.”

“Which time?” Dana laughed.

“Every time,” she replied. “Now, let’s eat.”

“Fine, but I’m staying over tonight in case you decide to do that again; so I can watch.”

“You wish,” Samara replied as she laughed. “I got you steak and chicken. Which do you want?”

“Both, obviously,” Dana said. “It’s fancy food. I never get to eat fancy food.”

“Stick with me, then. I’ll get you fancy food all the time, if you want.”

“I’m kind of trying to here, Samara. You’re the one talking dinner and we’ll see. I’m the one asking to stay the night, remember?”

Samara pulled Dana up by both hands and kept them joined between them.

“Stay because I want you to stay,” she said. “I’ve never slept in the same bed with another woman like this, Dana. Friends, yes, but not… this.”

“I know,” Dana replied and kissed her forehead. “Want me to open the wine?”


CHAPTER 25

Samara turned, and when the light from the window hit her face, her eyes shot open. The sun was up, and they hadn’t closed the curtains the night before. At least, she was up on the tenth floor, so it wasn’t likely anyone who even knew she was here would have been able to get a photo of her lying in bed with another woman; her co-star, no less. Checking the bedside clock, she saw that it was only just after five. They were shooting the first love scene tonight and didn’t need to be on set until the afternoon. Stella and Bray were in the majority of the scenes in the film, but there were a few with just their friends, setting up for one of them to enter the scene later, so while the rest of the cast were working that morning, she and Dana wouldn’t have to be in until around one. That meant that Samara could go back to sleep. She stood slowly so as not to wake Dana and closed the curtains, trying to give them a little more darkness and some privacy, too. Then, she slipped back into bed, and Dana rolled to face her, stretching her arm out a little, telling Samara silently that she wanted her to snuggle into her side.

They had had a great dinner together, with Dana eating way too much food, or so she’d said, and they had fallen into bed and watched a movie together before Dana had passed out from exhaustion. Samara had woken her up to give her some clothes to change into and called downstairs for an extra toothbrush for her. Dana had fallen right back to sleep then, and Samara had lain there, next to her, smiling because this was a step. Falling asleep next to a woman she liked was a step. They hadn’t exactly snuggled because Dana had been out like a light, and Samara hadn’t been sure how to snuggle up next to a woman who’d been asleep facing her, so she had rolled away and fallen asleep not long after Dana, and it had been some of the best sleep she had had in a long time. She only woke up early because she was used to waking up early. She usually sat in bed and read whatever emails her team had sent or reviewed contracts or scripts. Then, she would take a shower and get dressed, leaving her hair wet for the hair team to take care of for her later. Now, she was sliding into Dana’s side and wrapping her arm around Dana’s waist, and she was still smiling because this felt good.

“Morning,” Dana said in a groggy voice.

“Morning. You can go back to sleep. It’s early, and we don’t have to be up yet.”

“It’s okay. Some woman was very demanding about her breakfast, so I got used to waking up early to go to work to make it for her and deliver it.”

Samara pinched Dana’s side, causing Dana to laugh.

“Why are you up so early?” Dana asked.

“Used to it,” she said.

“Waking at five?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “But I rolled over and realized that the curtain was open. I didn’t close it last night, and the sun was killing me already.”

“What’s the temperature?”

“Seventy-two,” she said. “Way too hot.”

Dana kissed her forehead and said, “Yes, you are.”

“That’s a nice line,” Samara teased.

“Not a line. I mean you’re actually hot. What are you, a furnace?” Dana laughed a little and tightened her arms around Samara’s body.

“Why do you think I’m picky about the temperature?” she asked, laughing a little as well.

“You’re going to make me sweat,” Dana stated, kicking at the blankets.

“Hey, don’t put them on the floor. I doubt they actually vacuum this room every day.”

“You’re in the fancy hotel now, babe. I’m sure they do. Hey, do you mind if I just get up and shower?”

“You don’t want to go back to sleep?” she asked, feeling a little disappointed that Dana wanted to get up.

“I’m up, and your voice sounds like you are, too,” Dana said. “Besides, I bet your breakfast will be delivered around the same time it normally is, and you probably don’t want anyone to see me here.”

“Oh,” she let out, realizing that Dana was right. “Sure. Yeah. Hop in. I’ll get ready for my morning workout while you shower.”

Samara sat up, but Dana held on to her.

“Hey, where are you going?”

“To get dressed to work out,” she said as if it should’ve been obvious.

“You won’t kiss me good morning first?” Dana asked, running a hand through Samara’s hair.

Samara smiled down at her and gave Dana a quick kiss.

“Not what I had in mind, but I guess it’ll do.”

“You can use whatever you want in there,” Samara said and got out of bed. “I’ll just stay out here and change.”

“Okay,” Dana replied, sounding like she wanted to say something else, but she didn’t. “I’ll leave your clothes on the counter in there, if you want, or I can take them with me and wash them.”

“No need. They have laundry service here,” she said and walked over to her suitcase, which she had yet to unpack into the drawers.

“Okay,” Dana said, still sounding a bit weird, before she climbed out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom.

Samara waited a few minutes, but she really had to pee. Thankfully, the toilet was in its own little room, so she was able to take care of that and wash her hands while it sounded like Dana was getting in the shower. When Samara returned to the bedroom, she sat on the side of the bed and rubbed her hands together. It was awkward now. She’d made things awkward between them. Dana had wanted a real kiss, but Samara hadn’t known how to just kiss another woman following a night of sleeping next to each other, so she’d given her a peck. She’d also made Dana worry that she wouldn’t want anyone to see them together in a hotel room in the morning when obvious conclusions could be drawn.

For a second, she thought about changing into her gym clothes, grabbing her phone and headphones, and just leaving Dana a note that said she’d decided to run down to the gym instead of waiting, effectively running out on one of the most awkward mornings of her life, which was saying something because she’d had more than a few, but she couldn’t move. The thought of Dana being hurt by that note got to her. The concern in Dana’s voice earlier that Samara had been going cold on her again had been almost too much for her to hear. She didn’t want to go cold on Dana again. She wanted to go hot. She wanted them to be hot together. She wanted to be able to talk about this with Dana without a meal between them or her rambling about how tofu didn’t have flavor on its own, but when paired with something that did, it elevated it somehow, while Dana had stared at her in disbelief because she’d just asked Samara if she was going back to LA or somewhere else for the holiday break.

Samara stood up then, deciding to stop being this way because she knew what she wanted. She’d known since she first saw Dana and had been fantasizing about it ever since. She’d already taken so many steps since coming to New Orleans. She was twenty-five years old, bisexual, attracted to the woman who was currently naked in her shower, and she was ready to show that woman that she was into this in the same way Dana was. So, she took a deep breath and stripped down to nothing, leaving her clothes on the floor by the blanket that Dana had kicked off, and opened the door that led to the bathtub and shower. The shower door was frosted, so she could only make out Dana’s form but couldn’t actually see her, and Samara wanted to see her. She leaned back against the door and licked her lips, seeing that Dana had her hands on her chest, cleaning her breasts or maybe massaging them, because surely it didn’t take that long to clean them. When the door clicked, indicating that she had leaned back hard enough to close it all the way, Dana stopped moving, and Samara could tell she was looking right at her.

“Samara?”

“Yeah, hi,” she said in a soft voice.

“Um… What are you doing in here? I’ll be out in a minute. And I’m not using too much of–”

Samara took five steps and pulled open the door of the shower, walking in as Dana moved back in surprise. Then, she closed the door behind her and wrapped her arms around her chest, just standing there as the water from the shower hit her hair and skin. Her eyes were closed because she hadn’t exactly asked Dana’s permission to see her naked for the first time.

“Babe?” Dana said softly. “Are you okay?”

“I want you,” Samara replied. “And I don’t know how to act around you because I do. So much. It’s like I can’t think about anything but wanting you, and I wanted to really kiss you just now. I didn’t know how, without ending up on top of you. Then, things would probably start, and I didn’t know how to start them and stop them because I want you.”

“You’d want to stop them?” Dana asked. “Can you look at me, please?”

“You’re naked.”

Dana laughed and said, “Yeah, so are you, by the way. Did you not think this through?”

“No, I did. I thought it through.” She opened her eyes and moved a little out of the water, looking at Dana’s face and not the rest of her body. “I just surprised you, so I wanted to make sure you were okay with me seeing you first.”

“I am,” Dana said. “You can see me whenever you want. Now, can we talk about you wanting to start and stop things?”

“I don’t want to stop them, but I probably would have because I’m… God, I’m so nervous right now, Dana.”

“Can I touch you?” Dana asked.

“Touch me?”

“Hold you.”

“Oh, yeah,” she replied.

Dana’s arms wrapped around her waist, and despite the shower being large enough for the two of them, they were pressed together, and Dana was moving them until Samara’s back was against the wall.

“Your legs were wobbling a little. Better?” Dana asked.

Samara nodded and said, “I want you. I wanted you to know that.”

“Okay. Well, I know that now,” Dana replied.

“Do you… want me?”

“Are you kidding?” Dana said and ran a hand over Samara’s cheek and down to her neck before she took Samara’s hand. “I absolutely want you.” She leaned in and whispered, “You’re so beautiful, Samara. You have no idea how wet you make me. I’ve been dying to touch you for days.”

“Oh, fuck,” Samara uttered, and her forehead went to Dana’s shoulder.

Dana moved into her more, and her thigh pressed into Samara’s center. Before Samara could stop herself, her legs parted enough to let Dana press into her even more.

“Tell me to stop, and I’ll stop,” Dana told her before her lips landed on Samara’s neck. “We can make out and pretend like we’re not naked in the shower together.”

“I don’t want you to stop.”

“We should,” Dana began and rocked her thigh. “Talk about this.”

“We’ve talked a lot already,” she replied, wrapping her arms around Dana’s neck.

“But not about this,” Dana noted, leaning back a little to be able to look into Samara’s eyes.

“I want you,” Samara said.

“Bed?”

“Here first,” she said and spread her legs farther apart.

“You’ve never done this before. We–”

“Do you know what all my fantasies have been about?”

“What? No,” Dana said.

“You taking me against a wall. You fucking me until I come so hard, I bite down on your shoulder because I can’t hold back.”

“Fuck,” Dana said, and her hand moved between Samara’s breasts. “Are you sure? Babe, I need you to be sure. I want you, but–”

“I’m sure,” Samara interjected and took Dana’s hand, moving it down between her legs. “God. Please. I need it. I need you.”

She closed her eyes when Dana grunted a little as if she needed this, too.

Dana’s lips were on hers next, and her hand moved between Samara’s folds, with her thigh pressed against the back of it, giving Samara all the pressure she needed. Well, for now. Samara was already about to burst, and if Dana didn’t touch her soon, she would need to make herself come.

“You’re soaked, baby,” Dana said before she kissed her again.

“Yes, I am,” she replied, pulling out of the kiss and putting her lips on Dana’s neck instead.

Dana stroked her clit softly at first, but Samara nibbled at her neck, telling her that she didn’t want soft. She wanted hard. She wanted Dana to claim her, to make her feel like she was the only woman Dana wanted in the world right now. Dana stroked harder then, rocking against Samara, her own wet sex pressing into Samara’s thigh, turning Samara on even more.

“God, that’s so…”

“Can you feel how wet I am for you?”

“Yes,” she replied, and when Dana’s hand lowered, she tensed, expecting what was going to come next.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Dana whispered into her ear, realizing it. “We can just do this. This is perfect.”

She moved her fingers back to Samara’s clit.

“Yes, but more,” Samara told her, nudging Dana’s hand back to where it had been. “I’m okay. Please, go inside.”

Dana moaned, and one finger slipped into her.

“More,” Samara requested.

“I can make you feel good with only one,” Dana replied, curling inside her.

“I know you can, but I want more,” she said.

Dana pulled out and finally, finally, she entered her and went instantly deep, filling Samara up and nearly making her topple over in the slippery shower.

“This?”

“Yes!” Samara let out on a gasp. “Fuck me!”

Dana’s thumb found its way to Samara’s clit while her other hand cupped Samara’s breast, holding it in place. Then, Dana dipped her head and took the nipple with her mouth.

“Yes!”

Dana sucked hard, and Samara knew what she’d want next. Dana’s mouth was hot and wet and perfect. She knew that already because she’d kissed those lips and had had that tongue in her mouth, massaging her own.

“Harder,” she said.

Dana pushed in harder and grunted, thrusting over and over until Samara’s orgasm built, and she brought Dana’s face to hers and kissed her through her orgasm.


CHAPTER 26

Dana stood there as the cool water ran down her back. It had been warm minutes ago before it had finally cooled, but that was fine with her. She was burning up, so it worked to help calm her down as she tried to catch her breath.

“Are you okay?” she checked on Samara, who was still pressed against the wall.

“Yes,” Samara replied, also trying to catch her breath. “God, that was so good.”

Dana pulled back to stare into Samara’s eyes, but they were closed, and her head was against the wall. Dana could just look at her like that, so she did. Samara was gorgeous. Of course, she’d already known that, but Dana was staring at her now, and she couldn’t believe she got to be the first woman to touch her, to see her like this after an orgasm, to give her another one. To do that, she knelt down in front of Samara and looked back up. Samara’s eyes were open now, and she was watching her.

“Can you stand on one leg for me?” she asked, tapping the inside of Samara’s thigh.

“Huh? What? No, I’m barely standing on two right now.”

Dana smirked up at her.

“Fuck, Dana,” Samara added, placing her hands on the back of Dana’s head. “That was sexy as hell.”

Dana just kissed the inside of Samara’s thigh and waited. A few seconds later, Samara had her leg hooked over Dana’s shoulder, and Dana stared at her sex then, red, swollen, and wet, but not from the shower.

“You’re beautiful,” she said and leaned in.

“I imagined this, too,” Samara revealed.

“Yeah? How did it go?”

“Better than it ever had in real life,” Samara replied, wiggling her eyebrows down at her.

“Challenge accepted,” she said before she leaned in and licked hard.

“Oh, yes!” Samara let out.

And it didn’t take long. Dana had hoped it would take a while because she wanted to show Samara how good sex with a woman could be – how, when you were with someone who understood how to make it good for themselves, it could feel even better – but before she was able to fully begin swirling her tongue around in a practiced pattern, Samara came, with her hips thrusting into Dana’s mouth. Dana sucked instead then, wanting to make sure she did everything she could to prolong Samara’s orgasm and make it the best one of her life. When Samara tapped on her head, Dana slowed down to a stop before she stood up and kissed her.

“That was supposed to take longer. I have a thing I do sometimes that I wanted to try,” she said.

“Look at it this way: you did such a good job, I practically came right away.” Samara kissed her back. “And please don’t reference doing things to other women while you’re doing that to me.”

“I didn’t say anything about other women.”

“No? You’ve done that to yourself?”

“Are you always this sassy after sex?” Dana asked back and moved her hand between Samara’s legs.

“Maybe. But if you’re going to try to stop me, do it in the bedroom. My legs can’t stand any longer, and this water is freezing now.”

Dana reached for the handle, turned the water off, and pushed open the door.

“After you,” she said.

Samara laughed, and they got out of the shower, dripping all over the place. Dana then wrapped her arms around Samara, her lips attached to Samara’s neck, and they walked into the bedroom, where Samara had been flopped more than able to flop herself onto the bed before Dana climbed on top of her.

“The bed’s going to be soaked,” Samara noted through her laughter.

“That’s for housekeeping to worry about later. I’m a bit preoccupied.”

“Oh, yeah? With what?” Samara asked while staring at Dana with darkening eyes.

“Fucking you all morning,” she said. “Over and over, until you beg me to stop.”

“Yes,” Samara replied in a whisper.

“Say please,” she said, moving her hand back between Samara’s thighs.

“No,” Samara replied defiantly with a quirked eyebrow.

“No?” Dana asked and flicked Samara’s clit. “You don’t want me to fuck you all morning?”

“No, I do, but I don’t plan on saying please.”

Dana nodded and said, “Then, I guess I should just get dressed and go.”

“Really? You’re just going to leave?” Samara asked. “I haven’t even touched you yet.”

“Were you going to?” Dana asked, seriously wanting to know now.

“You didn’t think I would?”

Samara’s hands went to Dana’s back.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d be ready for that. We didn’t exactly plan this, Sam.”

“Call me Sam again,” Samara said with a smile. “I like that.”

“I thought you liked Mara.”

“Both are fine, but I like it when you call me Sam,” Samara replied.

“I wasn’t sure if you were ready for that, Sam,” she said.

“I am.” Samara smiled up at her. “And I want to. So, are you going to get dressed and go, or stay and see if I can figure out what I’m doing?” She laughed a self-deprecating laugh.

Dana recognized it as a moment of vulnerability on display and took Samara’s hand.

“I can show you if you want,” she offered.

“I–” Samara stopped. “Yeah.”

Dana moved Samara’s hand between her own legs, held it there as she spread her legs a little, and watched the muscles in Samara’s neck move as she swallowed.

“So, I like long, slow strokes to start.”

“Is that how you… touch yourself?”

“Yes. I like the buildup,” she replied. “And I like circles after that. Still slow, but in circles.”

“Okay,” Samara said.

Her fingers began to move on their own, so Dana let go of her hand and closed her eyes. Samara stroked her in those long, slow strokes she loved so much.

“Do you have a strap-on?”

Dana’s eyes shot open.

“What?”

“Not for now,” Samara said quickly. “But later.”

“You want that?”

Samara nodded and said, “It’s another thing I imagined.”

“Me wearing it?” Dana asked as Samara started the slow circles.

“Yes. We were against a wall in some alley somewhere. You just… had to have me, and–”

“Really?” she asked.

When Samara nodded again, Dana moved her hand to Samara’s sex and stroked her fast.

“Tell me more,” she said.

“I can’t, if you’re doing that.”

“Yes, you can,” Dana encouraged.

Samara’s strokes on her clit began moving a little faster, in time with what Dana was doing to her.

“Yes, that’s good,” Dana said, moving her lips to Samara’s neck. “Don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” Samara replied. “And you just unzipped… your jeans and–”

“Pulled it out?”

“Yes.”

“Were you in a dress?”

“Yes,” Samara said.

“Where did your panties end up?”

“Which time?” Samara asked and gasped. “Fuck. I’m so close.”

“Me too,” Dana said.

She then shifted until her sex was over Samara’s thigh and rubbed against Samara’s hand while she came hard, keeping up her touches against Samara’s hard clit. When Samara came right after her, Dana pressed her body down into her, wanting to be as close to her as possible while she came back down.

“What time is your breakfast showing up again?” she asked, causing Samara to laugh.

◆◆◆

“Breakfast was delicious,” she said as she lifted her head up from between Samara’s legs.

Samara laughed as she caught her breath and said, “Bad joke.”

“I don’t think so. I think it was a great joke,” she replied as she climbed back on top of her.

“We have to get out of this bed,” Samara stated reluctantly, but wrapped her arms around Dana’s neck instead of getting up.

“Why? I don’t really want to.”

“Well, we have a love scene to shoot soon.”

“Oh, shit,” Dana said, lowering her mouth to Samara’s breast to take a nipple into her mouth. “I forgot.”

“You forgot we’re filming our first sex scene?”

“I was a little busy. I think you’d remember me giving you four orgasms.”

“It was five,” Samara said.

Dana looked up at her.

“Yeah, five,” Samara told her. “And while I would love a sixth, you’ve only had one by my count, and we need to get in the shower and get to set soon. So, I’d like to at least get you to two before we have to go.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Dana, I want to be inside you,” Samara said seriously.

Dana dropped the smirk and nodded.

“Um… Will you roll over?” Samara asked.

Dana smiled down at her and rolled over onto her back. Samara climbed on top of her but just straddled her instead of spreading Dana’s legs. Dana took advantage of that and held on to her hips, running her hands up and down Samara’s sides as she took her in.

“Tonight will be weird,” Samara said as she massaged Dana’s breasts.

“Yeah?”

“I have only done love scenes with guys, but they’re all pretty much the same. There are strategically placed cameras, pieces of fabric, and blankets. We basically make out on and off for hours and pretend to touch each other.”

“I gathered that,” Dana said.

“And people watch us do that, but it’s art, so it’s not porn.”

Dana laughed and admitted, “I’m nervous.”

“Me too,” Samara revealed.

“Why? You’ve done this before.”

“Not with you. And definitely not after doing this with someone. I don’t sleep with my co-stars.”

“Can’t say that anymore, can you?” Dana teased.

Samara smiled at her and lifted herself. Dana spread her legs for her to let her settle between them.

“Oh, I like this,” Samara said.

“Yeah?”

“Being on top is good.”

Samara rolled down into her.

“Don’t get used to it,” she said.

“No? You don’t like me up here?”

“Oh, I love you up there. But I also like it up there.”

“We can share, can’t we?” Samara asked as she moved her hand to Dana’s sex.

“I think that can be arranged,” Dana said.

Samara leaned down and kissed her as she slid her fingers to Dana’s entrance before slipping inside. Dana opened up to her instantly, and she closed her eyes, letting her head fall back against the pillow. Samara began rocking herself as she moved inside her, and it was slow at first, just how Dana liked, but when Samara sucked on Dana’s neck, she moved her fingers a little faster.

“You can curl them.”

Samara did.

“Yeah, like that.”

“What else?”

“Deeper,” she said. “Sometimes, I like it deep.”

Samara moved in deeper, and Dana spread her legs even wider.

“Like that,” she said.

“Say it, and I’ll do it,” Samara replied, licking at Dana’s earlobe.

“Fuck me,” she whispered.

Samara instantly thrust deep inside her and moved faster, taking her in a way Dana hadn’t even known she needed to be taken.

“Oh, shit. Yes!”

She held on to Samara’s back as Samara pushed deeper inside with every thrust.

“I’m–” She couldn’t finish her sentence because Samara found her spot, and she hit it over and over and over again.

Dana’s hips rose and fell in time with the thrusts until she finally came loudly and right into Samara’s ear.

“Fuck, Samara! God, yes!”

“You feel so good,” Samara said. “God, Dana. You feel so good.”

Dana held on to her tightly, encouraging Samara to slow down and then stop her thrusts. They held on to one another for a long moment, with Samara on top and Dana rubbing her clammy back.

“Looks like you’ll be getting two rain showers today,” Samara muttered against Dana’s chest.

“Maybe we should actually shower this time,” Dana suggested, running her hand through Samara’s matted hair. “Even your fancy shampoo might not get out all these tangles.”

Samara laughed and replied, “Well, someone had to toss me down on the bed and have her way with me.”

“Someone hopped into my shower first.”

“I believe it’s my shower,” Samara said.

“Why don’t you get the water going for us, and I’ll order us some lunch from room service?”

“Miles will be back to deliver lunch soon. You were able to hide the first time. You can shower first and–”

“Oh, no way. We’re showering together,” Dana replied. “And you can call Miles and tell him that his services will no longer be required for lunch today. Let’s eat together and go to work.”

“Together?” Samara asked, rolling onto her side to face Dana.

“My car is in the parking garage. I can drive you in.”

“People will think we spent the day together.”

“We did spend the day together,” Dana replied. “They don’t have to know how we spent it. We can say we grabbed lunch, and I picked you up since you don’t have a car here.”

“You’re not worried about rumors starting?”

“Well, the rumors would be true, but no, not really. Kathy mentioned that we have lunch together usually, but she didn’t say it in a way that made me think she believes something’s up with us.”

“She said we have lunch together a lot?”

“Yes, which we do.”

“But she brought it up?”

Dana rolled onto her side and asked, “Are you freaking out now? Is this you freaking out?”

“I’m not freaking out,” she said, rolling onto her back.

Dana used that as an opportunity and climbed on top of her.

“If you are, it’s okay.” She pushed hair out of Samara’s face. “If you want me to go, I’ll go. If you need time to process what just happened, that’s okay, too.” Dana kissed her forehead. “And if you want to drive into work by yourself, I’ll meet you there. But we’re also just two people who happen to get along, and people on set know that. We had the morning off. It wouldn’t be out of the ordinary for me, a local, to show you, a non-local, around town before we had to go in.”

“I guess not,” she replied. “And I’m not freaking out.”

“No, you’re not,” Dana said, shaking her head. “You’re definitely not worried about us being seen laughing all over set together, how we probably look like we have major chemistry when we shoot those kissing scenes, and how tonight, it’ll show up even more now that we’ve actually touched each other.”

“You’re making fun of me,” Samara said.

“A little.” Dana winked at her. “Just tell me what you want, and it’s yours, okay? We’ll take this at your speed.”

“I’ll call Miles and cancel lunch.”

Dana smiled down at her.

“And we’ll shower and eat,” Samara continued. “But I’m going to have the car take me to set. It’s only because we still need to be somewhat professional at work, and I really don’t sleep with co-stars, so this is all new to me.”

“Does this mean we can’t have sex in your fancy trailer?” Dana asked with a lifted eyebrow.

Samara laughed and pulled her in for another kiss.


CHAPTER 27

“Hi,” Dana said.

“Oh, hi,” she replied, instantly blushing.

Why was Samara blushing? Dana had had her hands and mouth all over her body no less than two hours ago, and now they were here, on set, about to film their first love scene together.

“So, we’re ready,” Dana said.

Reed looked up from her chair and said, “Great. Let’s get moving, then. I’m hoping we can get the bulk of this shot tonight, and we’ll finish up tomorrow. I’ve cleared the set of all non-essentials, and obviously, we won’t do anything you’re uncomfortable with.”

“Okay,” Dana said for both of them.

“We’re going to start with the opening. Then, we’ll get on the bed and just take it from there. Intimacy coordinator is here to help, too. Whatever you need, ladies, okay?”

Samara nodded over at their on-set intimacy coordinator, whom they’d only briefly worked with because she had just gotten into town for the day, but that was still better than some films Samara had worked on where they hadn’t had an intimacy coordinator at all.

“You’re very quiet,” Dana began with Bray’s line when they walked through the door of the hotel room.

“I am?”

“Stella, if you don’t want to do this tonight, we don’t have to. We can just hold each other.”

“It’s not a question of want. Trust me,” she said as Stella.

“Okay. Well, what is it, if it’s not that?”

Bray closed the door behind them.

“I… didn’t have time to prepare. We’ve basically been together since you got here, so I haven’t showered since this morning, and I ate garlic and onions at dinner like a moron who wasn’t planning on making love with you for the first time, so I–”

Bray laughed, pulled Stella into her, turned her around to the wall, and backed her against it.

“I don’t care. I haven’t had time to prepare, either. Stella, I just want you. I don’t want some ideal version of you where you have perfect breath and smooth legs. I don’t need you to wear makeup when you don’t normally do that. You clearly don’t need it. And I don’t need fancy lingerie, either. I just need you.”

Bray ran her hand through Stella’s hair.

“How are you so good at this?” Stella asked, smiling.

“At what?”

“Calming me down when I’m obviously nervous; making me feel like you don’t need anything special for tonight.”

“You are special.”

“See? That’s what you do. You make me feel that way.”

“I want you to feel special tonight.” Bray’s hand slid up under Stella’s shirt. “And every night.”

Bray leaned in and kissed Stella while her hand moved farther north to cup Stella’s breast. Then, Samara laughed.

“Cut,” Reed said. “Uh… Samara?”

“Yeah, sorry. I know.”

She tried to gather herself.

“Are you okay?” Dana asked.

“Yeah, we can go again. It just tickled.”

“Okay. From Bray’s last line, please,” Reed told them. “Action!”

“I want you to feel special tonight.” Bray’s hand slid up under Stella’s shirt. “And every night.”

Bray’s hand moved to cover Stella’s breast again and massaged it.

“God,” Stella said and opened her eyes that she’d had closed for effect.

“I’ve waited so long for this,” Bray said and moved her thigh between Stella’s legs.

Samara stared at her, deep into Dana’s eyes, forgetting that this was supposed to be Bray and Stella. Dana stared at her with big eyes, though, and Samara wasn’t sure what that look was for.

“Cut! Samara, your line?”

“Shit. Sorry,” she said and laughed again.

“Hey, are you okay for real?” Dana whispered.

“I’m good. Yes,” she replied. “We can go again.”

“Actually, let’s take a minute,” Reed said.

“No, I’m okay. Really, I–”

“Not for you. One of the boom mics is not working right. One second.”

“Oh, okay,” Samara said.

“Hey, can I talk to you for a second?” Dana asked.

“Reed, how much time do we have?”

“At least fifteen. Let’s break for that,” Reed said.

“My trailer?” Dana asked Samara.

Samara nodded.

Heading to the trailer, neither of them said anything because there were too many people around for them to have privacy, but once inside Dana’s trailer, Samara leaned against the counter and waited for her to say something.

“We haven’t even gotten to the sex part yet,” Dana said.

“I know. Sorry. I’ll do better.”

Dana closed the door and turned to her.

“Are we okay? Is it about what happened this morning?”

“No, we’re fine. I think I just… I keep feeling you, not Bray. I told you, I’ve never slept with a co-star before. This is all new to me.”

“You’re feeling me?”

“Yes. And I’m getting turned on. Could you not feel my nipple back there?”

“Rock-hard,” Dana said, and instead of walking to Samara, she headed toward the small trailer bathroom. “Give me a minute. I’ll be right back.”

“Dana, we’re down to, like, ten minutes here, and I need to figure out a way not to get turned on when you touch me so that I can get through this damn scene.”

“I know,” Dana said. “Just stay there. Don’t move.”

Samara sighed, but she stood there and waited until Dana walked out of the bathroom and headed toward her.

“Okay. What’s–”

Dana cut her off by moving Samara until she was pressed to the closed bathroom door and kissed her neck.

“Oh,” she said, realizing what Dana had planned. “We shouldn’t.”

“We should. I want it, too,” Dana replied.

“Wait. What–” Samara felt something and looked down when Dana pulled back.

“I went home before I came here, and I got something.” Dana unzipped her jeans and pulled it out. “Is this what you wanted?”

“Oh, wow,” she said. “Yes. But is it–”

“It’s clean,” Dana told her. “And I’ve only ever used it on myself, in case you were asking about that. I brought a condom if you’d be more comfortable with that, but–”

Samara interrupted Dana this time by pulling her in for a kiss, and Dana shoved at her pants a little more. She reached for the hem of the dress Samara wore for the scene and lifted it, tugging down on the panties she found there until Samara could shimmy out of them and let them fall to the floor.

“Are you ready for me, or should I warm you up first?”

“I’m ready.”

Samara spread her legs.

“Are you sure?”

“You can feel for yourself.”

Dana reached between them and stroked Samara’s clit, feeling how wet she was for her.

“Fuck.”

“Yeah, exactly. Now, you know why I couldn’t concentrate. I can’t stop thinking about you touching me for real. I need it now.”

“Let me help at least take the edge off a bit.” Dana moved the tip of the dildo to Samara’s entrance and slowly pushed it inside. “Okay?”

“Yes. More,” she replied. “And don’t ask. Just take. It’s what I want.”

“Your wish,” Dana said, pushing all the way inside. “My command.”

Samara lifted her leg, and Dana held on to it and thrust inside her as she continued to kiss her neck.

“God, you really know how to use that.”

“Better than some of the men you’ve been with?”

“Dana!”

Dana looked at her and said, “Sorry. Too much?”

“Don’t bring up other people we’ve… been with while you’re fucking me.”

“Oh,” Dana said and rolled into her.

“Yes!” Samara let out. “It won’t take long.”

“It better not. We have…” Dana grunted. “To be back in five minutes.”

“Not enough time to…” Samara cupped her ass. “Make you feel good.”

“This… makes me feel great. Plus, there’s this.”

Dana’s hand disappeared into the shorts she wore, and suddenly, Samara felt vibrations.

“Oh, shit,” she said in a high-pitched voice and pulled Dana into her more, massaging Dana’s ass.

Dana’s forehead rested on her shoulder, and within seconds, Dana was breathing hard, too. Samara couldn’t hold on any longer. She started coming and lowered her own forehead to Dana’s shoulder.

“God! Yes! Yes!”

Then, there was a knock on the door, and Dana stopped instantly.

“What? No, I was still–”

Dana covered Samara’s mouth with her hand and yelled, “Yeah?”

“We’re ready for you, Miss Sterling.”

“Miss Sterling?” Samara teased through Dana’s hand.

Dana rolled her eyes at her and replied, “I just need a minute to… pee. I’ll be right there.”

“Okay,” the PA said through the door. “Is Miss Barber with you by chance? She didn’t answer when I knocked on her door.”

“Yeah, she’s here. We’re… running lines.”

“Smooth,” Samara whispered and lowered Dana’s hand. “But if you don’t turn that thing off, I’m going to come again.”

“We’ll be right there,” Dana said.

“Okay.”

“Did she leave?” Samara asked.

“I don’t know, but I’m about to come.”

Dana picked her rocking back up.

“Just be quiet.”

“I will now, but not later. Later, I’m going to be loud when I fuck you.”

◆◆◆

Dana was on top of her. No, Bray was on top of her. It wasn’t Dana. They were in character, and Bray was kissing Stella’s neck, moving her lips slowly over Stella’s collarbone while her hand moved between their bodies and pretended to touch Stella. Samara opened her eyes despite the fact that they were supposed to be closed right now. It was too much. Dana had spoken all of Bray’s lines about how beautiful Stella was and how much she wanted to make love to her. She had slowly removed Stella’s clothes, and there had been a lot of longing glances at bodies that were still covered in certain places. Samara couldn’t focus again. She was getting too hot. Her mind was racing. Dana was doing exactly what she was supposed to be doing, but Samara couldn’t close her damn eyes.

“And cut,” Reed said. “Samara, we’re on you right now, so we need your eyes closed.”

“Sorry. I thought she’d have them open instead.”

“No, they’re closed. She’s really in the moment, loving what Bray is doing to her.”

“Right. Sorry.”

Dana looked down at her and gave her a soft smile before cupping Samara’s cheek, and Samara knew she was doing that to her and not to Stella.

“Do you want me to do something different? Would that help?”

“No,” she replied. “You’re perfect.”

Dana’s smile widened.

“I just need a second. Can I have a second, please?” she asked Reed.

“Sure. Five minutes?”

“Yeah, that’s fine.”

Dana climbed off her then, and Samara got out of bed. Someone met her with a robe, and she hurried away with no destination in mind. She didn’t have enough time to run to her trailer and hide out there for a few minutes because it would take her five just to get there, so she stood still, away from everyone.

“Hey.”

Samara turned, expecting Dana to be standing there, but it was actually Bryce.

“Hi,” she replied.

“Is everything okay? Issues with the scene?”

“No, everything’s fine.”

“You seem to be a little tense. Is it the woman thing? I know you’ve never had a love scene with a woman.”

“No, it’s not that. I’m just not great with love scenes in general. I take a little time to… warm up.”

“So, it has nothing to do with the fact that you and Dana clearly like each other as more than friends making a movie together?” Bryce asked. “It’s not obvious to everyone, but I’ve seen you hang out together.”

“We’re not– I mean, we’re not–”

“You’re not?” Bryce asked.

“No, I’m not…” She took a deep breath to stop rambling. “You can tell?”

Bryce laughed a little and replied, “It’s pretty obvious, if you know what to look for. And I’ve been there.”

“Been where, exactly?”

“Falling in love unexpectedly.”

“What? No, it’s not that. We’re not in love. We just met.”

“I met Sophie one night and knew. It happens.”

“Not to me. I mean, it’s never happened to me before. We’re just…” She looked around to make sure Dana wasn’t standing there. “We’re just sleeping together. That’s all. Just sex because I’m here and wanted to have some fun.”

Bryce nodded, but it was clear that she wasn’t buying it.

“So, you hang out all the time, I’ve seen you laugh with her in a way I’ve never seen you laugh with anyone else, and you’re having sex, but you’re only sleeping together? Nothing more to it than that?”

“Bryce, can you let this go, please?”

“Samara, if it’s impacting the movie, I’m not sure I can.”

“Bryce, I’ve never been with a woman before, okay? She is my first, and it just started. Yes, I like her. I think she likes me, too. But we haven’t talked about it being any more than what it is right now, which was great sex.”

“So, you’re saying that you two had sex, and it was great. You like her. She obviously likes you back. The chemistry is definitely there between you. What’s going on tonight, then? She touches you, and you look stiff as a board, like you don’t want it.”

“I do want it. That’s the problem.”

“Then, go have it, and let’s get back to work.”

“Are you trying to tell me to go have sex with her for real?”

“Yeah. I mean, maybe that’s what you need.”

“We did that already. To put it wildly inappropriately, we took care of that. I saw stars. Now, I look at her, and she has those really pretty eyes, and she’s staring at me like she’s you, falling in love with Stella, and it’s all just… too much.”

Bryce nodded again and said, “Ah… I get it now.”

“You do? Because I don’t.”

“Samara, you like her. And you two had sex, but my assumption here is that you haven’t made love.”

“Well, no.”

“And Bray and Stella are doing that for the first time in this scene.”

“Yes.”

“But you’re in this scene with the woman you obviously care about as more than just friends with benefits, whether you two have talked about it or not. It’s bound to be a little weird. You’re feeling the same feelings Stella has for Bray.”

“Stella is already in love with Bray. I’m not in love with Dana.”

“Not yet, maybe,” Bryce replied with a shoulder shrug. “Whether you are or not, it doesn’t change that it’s probably strange to have her nearly naked on top of you, pretending to touch you slowly and softly while a bunch of people are watching and critiquing your every move to get the right shot.”

“It’s confusing, yes,” she admitted.

“It sounds like you need to talk to her. Even if it’s just to discuss what’s going on with you two, it’ll help.”

“Will it? Bryce, I don’t know what I can even offer her. I live in LA. She’s here and keeps insisting that she wants to go back to catering. I’m not out yet. I want to be, and I plan to come out after this, but I wasn’t exactly expecting to find someone in New Orleans to come out with. I’m a mess. I’m high-maintenance. She’d be better off without me.”

“Isn’t that up to her, though?” Bryce replied. “We need to get back. Are you going to be okay in there?”

“Yeah, I have to be.”


CHAPTER 28

Something was wrong with Samara, and she’d talked to Bryce instead of her about it. Dana only knew that because she had tried to find Samara during the break and had watched her talking to Bryce. She couldn’t hear much of what they’d been saying, and she had walked away pretty quickly, not wanting to get caught eavesdropping, but what she had heard was her name and sex. Her eyes had shot wide open at that because either Samara had told Bryce about them or she’d been talking about their love scene and hadn’t used their characters’ names, which she likely would have done.

Dana had gone back inside, and a minute later, Samara and Bryce had walked in. Samara had returned to her position sans robe, so Dana had done the same and waited for Reed to yell, ‘Action,’ after their intimacy coordinator had checked in and Samara had assured her that she’d been fine. Samara was still tense under her touch, but a little better than before. They didn’t have any lines for this part of the scene, so Dana pretended there was slow, sexy but not-too-sexy music playing over their lovemaking, something that had lyrics in it to inspire the audience to believe that these two characters were meant to be, and when Bray was supposed to stare down at Stella, Dana did and smiled warmly at Samara, knowing full well that it was her and not Stella that she was looking down at.

“And cut,” Reed said.

Having gotten the shot, Reed was ready to move on, but to do that, they needed to do a whole reset, which meant they had at least the next few hours off, and some PA would alert them when they were ready to pick back up again.

“Can we talk?” Dana asked when they had their robes on and were heading toward their trailers.

“You don’t want to get some sleep?” Samara asked.

“I’m okay,” she said.

Samara nodded. Her trailer was the closest to the set, so she let Dana inside and followed her in before she closed and locked the door behind them.

“My dinner will be later. Do you want a snack or something?” Samara asked. “Or do you want to go to the tent and get something for yourself right now?”

“If you need a snack, grab one, but I’m not hungry,” she replied, wanting to touch her.

“I’m okay,” Samara said this time.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes! Will you please stop asking me if I’m sure about everything? It’s annoying. I know you’re trying to be nice, but it’s too much, Dana. I’m sure about things. When I’m sure, I do them. When I’m not, I wait until I am, or I just don’t do them. It’s really not that complicated, okay?” Samara walked through the open door to her bedroom. “Now, if you’re not hungry or tired, you can get in here and–”

“Fuck you?” Dana finished, following her inside.

“Do you not want to? I thought that was what–”

Dana closed the bedroom door behind her and leaned back against it. Samara was already sitting on the bed and had her sandals off. She was wearing a white cotton robe, a pair of barely-there bikinis, and a strapless bra that they had been able to hide under the blanket. Dana was wearing the same.

“You want me to just take what I want, right? Not ask if you’re sure?”

“Yes. It’s hotter that way,” Samara said. “And… Dana, I trust you. I don’t… think you’d do anything to hurt me. I’m not just talking about in bed, either.”

Dana smiled and kicked off her own flip-flops, leaving them by the door, before she took a few steps toward the bed.

“You were wrong,” she said, kneeling.

“What about?”

“I don’t want to fuck you, Samara,” she said, reaching for the belt holding Samara’s robe together.

“Then, why are you on your knees right now?”

Dana pulled on the belt, and the robe shifted a little but didn’t fall away like it would in a movie. Dana reached for it and slowly pushed at the sides, revealing skin that she kissed spot by spot as her arms slid inside the robe and around Samara’s back. Samara spread her legs for her, letting Dana get closer, and it took a few minutes, but finally, Samara’s hands went to Dana’s back, sliding under the robe from the top as Dana continued to kiss her skin.

When Samara pushed her own robe off and down to her sides, Dana stood up. Samara looked up at her, her eyes questioning what was happening, so Dana looked down at the belt on her own robe. Samara’s eyes followed. Then, her hands reached for it and pulled until the robe hung off Dana’s body. Dana didn’t move. She needed Samara to do this next part. If she just took Dana’s robe off, it would tell her that Samara only wanted sex. If Samara stood and kissed her skin in the same way Dana had just done for her, it would tell her that Samara understood that they were making love.

Samara chose to stand up, and Dana let out a breath. Samara reached for the robe at her collarbones and lowered it, letting it drop to the floor as she took in Dana’s body, her eyes raking up and down before a hand went to Dana’s breast over the bra, and her other hand moved around Dana’s neck. Samara pressed herself almost fully against Dana then and kissed her neck. Her kisses weren’t fast, hard, or heated. They were soft, sometimes barely there, and her lips skated over Dana’s skin, causing goosebumps to develop in their wake.

Dana’s hands rested on Samara’s hips. She wasn’t making any moves to touch or have anything that would get either of them to take this faster. She just caressed and massaged and carefully placed kisses on Samara’s shoulder, silently telling her that this was what she wanted; this was what they needed right now: to understand that yes, they could have sex, and Dana could fuck her against any and every surface that Samara wanted, loving every second of it, but they could also have this.

When Samara walked behind her and continued kissing Dana’s back, she knew that Samara was in this just as much as she was now. Her fingers worked at the clasp of the strapless bra, and it fell away. Dana only realized that Samara’s bra was gone, too, when Samara’s front pressed to her back, and she felt her breasts and hard nipples against her shoulder blades. Dana gasped. Samara’s hands moved around until they were massaging both of Dana’s breasts. Dana had a hand around the back of Samara’s neck, encouraging her to continue kissing her neck while she played with Dana’s nipples, bringing them to peaks and then softly stroking them to relax them once more.

“God, I love your body,” Samara said on a gasp of her own, speaking the first words either of them had said in several minutes. “I never want to stop touching it.”

Dana smiled. This was the real Samara now. She knew it. They hadn’t talked like this before, but this was Samara being honest with her, being vulnerable again, and taking what she wanted, which was, apparently and thankfully, Dana.

“Your breasts are perfect,” Samara added. “I just want to keep touching them like this.”

“You can, you know?”

“But I want to touch you everywhere else, too,” Samara replied. “Everywhere, Dana.”

“We have time. Hours of it. And there’s always after that, too.”

“Is that what you want?” Samara asked, lowering a hand to Dana’s stomach before she sucked on Dana’s earlobe for a second. “Time?”

“I want you,” Dana said. “Slowly.”

“And I want you,” Samara said. Then, her hands stilled on Dana’s body, and the spell that had held them in place was broken. “But first, what are we doing, exactly?”

“We’re about to make love. Well, we were about to make love, at least.”

“No, we still are,” Samara said and moved back around to face her. “But I mean, what are we doing?”

“Go on a real date with me, Sam,” she replied. “We can pretend it’s just two really good friends hanging out to everyone else, but to you and me, it’s a date.” She moved into Samara and reached for the hem of her flesh-colored panties. “I want to date you, Samara. And to be clear, I don’t want to date anyone else.”

“Not even Kathy?”

Samara lifted an eyebrow at her.

Dana laughed and tugged at the fabric until she was on her knees in front of Samara, pulling the panties off her and tossing them onto the floor. She kissed Samara’s thighs and stomach on the way back up and gave Samara’s thigh a light tap when she stood fully.

“Not even Kathy, baby. Just you,” she said.

Samara took the hint and moved to lie back on the bed.

“I’m a lot, Dana. And I don’t know what I can actually give you. I’m not out, and I hadn’t planned on coming out right away. I still have to go shoot in Vancouver and talk to my publicist about the plan and if it’s even worth it to tell people right now. I–”

“It’s worth it,” Dana interrupted as she slid on top of her after removing her own panties. “It’s worth it for you, babe. It’s not about them. It’s not about the rest of the world knowing. It’s worth it because you want to be yourself. You want to be able to go outside and hold someone’s hand, and if that hand happens to belong to a woman, you don’t want to have to worry about some idiot taking and posting a picture online because it’s not news. It’s just you being you, and you’ve already told people who you are.”

“Who am I, though?” Samara asked, wrapping her arms around Dana. “A woman who has OCD and is autistic? A woman who has a bad reputation on set for being difficult because she doesn’t want people to know those things? A woman who has figured out that she likes women, too, a little later than some and is scared that it could impact the career she’s had since she was eight years old? A woman whose mother’s death was front-page tabloid fodder that she still hasn’t dealt with properly? A woman who–” Samara stopped and cupped Dana’s cheek. “Came to New Orleans because she hoped she might win an award and get some credit for playing gay, as you put it, and ended up meeting a woman who makes her feel so… safe and… that it’s okay to be herself?”

“Yes,” Dana said. “To all of those things.” She kissed her sweetly. “And all of those things are okay, Samara. All of those things are part of who you are. They help make up the whole, but you’re more than all of them, too. No matter what happens between us, you need to know that the only thing that matters is that you are happy with who you are. Screw everyone else.”

“This is going to get more complicated before it gets easier, Dana. I can’t promise you anything, really.”

“Do you like me? And I’m not asking if you like sleeping with me. Do you like me? Do you want this to be more than just sex? When I touch you, can it just be softly and slowly because I can’t not be touching you?”

Samara nodded.

“Then, we’ll be okay. Just agree to go on a date with me already.”

Samara laughed and said, “Yes, let’s go out on a date.”

“And you should know that I won’t hold your hand or try to kiss you because we’ll be in public, but I’ll want to.” Dana smiled down at her. “I’ll want to wrap my arms around you and pull you in close.” She lowered her hips until she was settled between Samara’s thighs. “I’ll want to lean over and kiss your temple.” She rolled into Samara. “Your cheek.” She rolled again. “Your lips.”

“God,” Samara let out. “This is hot.”

“I’ll want to hold your hand and put mine on your thigh when we sit down.” Dana rolled again. “And I’ll really want to slide it up and cup you over your clothes, hinting at what I’d want later.”

“What would you want?” Samara asked.

Dana lowered her lips to hover above Samara’s and replied, “Everything.”

◆◆◆

“Okay. Are we ready?” Reed asked.

“Yes, we’re ready,” Samara said.

Dana was on top of her again, and they had their flesh-toned garments covering all the spots they had spent hours caressing, licking, and sucking before. Dana smiled down at her and knew that Samara was ready this time. In fact, Dana was supposed to start with the kiss, but Samara leaned up and captured Dana’s lips first.

“Um… Ladies, I haven’t said action yet,” Reed noted.

“Oh, sorry,” Samara replied, laughing a little.

“And we need the continuity there, Stella, so let Bray take the lead, okay?”

“Yeah, let Bray take the lead,” Dana teased her.

“Shut up,” Samara said and laughed. “I’m ready. Sorry.”

“Here we go.” Reed yelled her usual cadence and then said, “Action.”

Dana rubbed her nose against Samara’s to get her to lift her head a bit so that their lips could meet. They kissed, and Samara’s hands roamed her back freely now. Samara’s hips even lifted slightly, which made Dana want to smirk, but she held it in, not wanting to ruin the shot. When it was time for Dana to move her lips to Samara’s neck, she was surprised to feel Samara’s hand on her ass, cupping it and pressing it down a little.

“Babe?” she whispered softly into Samara’s ear as she kissed her neck.

“Can you move your head a little, Dana?” Reed asked. “Samara, push her hair out of the way while she kisses you so that we can get more of her face.”

That took them both out of the moment, and Samara’s hand moved back to Dana’s hip and stayed there. Every so often, though, she would give Dana a little squeeze, and Dana knew that was Samara, not Stella. She knew Samara was telling her that she was okay now, not just pretending to get the job done.

“And cut,” Reed said.

After hours of making out, which wasn’t a problem for Dana in the slightest, they had gotten this part of the scene and had been released to get some sleep.

“Hey, when do you want to… do that thing we talked about?” Samara asked while on their way to their trailers.

“Yeah?” Dana checked, excited. “Right now,” she added with a wink.

“Now? It’s three in the morning.”

“So? It’s New Orleans,” Dana replied with a smile.


CHAPTER 29

“Where are we going at three in the morning? We could just stay in bed and sleep. Or not sleep. I could use a little more of not sleeping.”

“How is that possible?” Dana asked as she pulled her car out of the lot.

“What? That I want more sex with you? Give me a break. I just started having sex with women. It’s really, really good, and I want more.”

“Women or woman?” Dana asked.

“Woman, smart-ass,” she said and reached over to take Dana’s hand. “We’re in the car. We can hold hands in here.”

“You don’t have your wig on, so we should be careful about where we go,” Dana noted, entwining their fingers.

“As long as it’s not a crowded bar, I should be okay,” she replied. “It’s not a huge deal. Most people are cool. They just want pictures and stuff. But when you’re on a first date with a girl you like, you don’t really want to have to stop and take pictures with strangers.”

“Well, not everything is the French Quarter or Jackson Square around here. If you want, we can just walk around. Canal Street will be busy, but not nearly as busy as the Quarter, and it’s not that bad this time of year. There aren’t any big events in town right now that I know of, so we can meander and talk.”

“You’d rather meander and talk than take me to bed?” she teased, placing Dana’s hand high up on her inner thigh.

Dana laughed and replied, “It’s a first date, Samara. I’m trying to behave.”

Samara smiled at her and moved her hand to the back of Dana’s neck.

“I really do like this haircut on you. I liked it when it was long, too, but this just seems more you, and I like it when you are you.”

“I like it when you’re you, you know?” Dana said.

“Even though I’m high-maintenance?”

“I don’t know. I guess it kind of works for me. Hey, I have a weird idea.”

“Um… Weird idea?”

“You know how Maisie owns a bookstore?”

“I remember that, yeah,” Samara replied.

“Well, I have the key and the alarm code. Want to go?”

“To a bookstore at three in the morning?”

“It will be three-thirty by the time we get there. It could be fun. We can walk around from there, too. There’s usually a taco truck down the street that’s open late.”

“Tacos again?” Samara asked.

“I can’t help what they serve, or that it’s the only place that’s open right now over there, but we can skip it. I doubt they have vegan stuff. Maybe just a tortilla and some beans.”

“I’ve eaten that before,” she said. “It’s not bad. Lacking flavor, but most salsas are vegan, so I can always add that. Do they have avocado?”

“I have no idea.” Dana laughed.

“What will we do in a bookstore in the middle of the night?”

“Look at books. Talk about books we like, ones we hate, just hang out in a place where no one will recognize you.”

“Won’t Maisie be mad?” she asked.

“I doubt it. Lainey used to work there, and I’ve covered for her a few times. That’s why I have the key and code. We’re not going to tear the place up. We can’t, anyway. It’s a historic landmark.”

“It is?” Samara asked.

◆◆◆

“It was built before the Louisiana Purchase,” Dana said as she ushered Samara through the back door and turned off the alarm. “It’s been in Maisie’s family ever since, and it’s the oldest continuously operated independent bookstore in the country.”

“Have you practiced that speech before?” she teased, taking Dana’s hand.

“Yes. I said it to customers when I covered for Lainey.”

“So, where are all the good books?”

“Everywhere. What are you into?”

“Well, you,” Samara replied and pulled Dana into her by the hips.

“There aren’t any books about me in here,” Dana joked.

Samara wrapped her arms around Dana’s neck then and asked, “Any security cameras?”

“Yes. So, keep your hands to yourself,” Dana told her before kissing her.

“Bummer. I was kind of hoping you and I could make out in the aisles.”

“Oh, we can still do that. Just no getting naked,” Dana said with a wink. “I don’t want Maisie to roll back the tape and see us rolling around on the floor.”

“As if I’d have sex on this floor,” she stated.

Dana laughed and moved out of her grasp but kept Samara’s hand in her own.

“So, what are you in the mood for? History? Fiction? New Orleans? Biographies?”

“Nothing,” she said. “Really, nothing. I just want to be with you. I don’t care where we are.”

“Okay. Well, can I recommend something?”

“I guess.”

“Hold on a second,” Dana replied and disappeared into an office or something because Samara was left standing in the middle of one of the aisles of a bookstore at three-thirty in the morning.

“Are you robbing the place but leaving me here to take the fall?” she joked.

“No, I’m doing this.”

Above her head, Samara noticed there were lights now that danced along the ceiling before they settled and looked like tiny stars.

“Maisie has been hosting these lock-ins for kids once a month.” Dana explained when she reemerged and looked up with her. “They show up with sleeping bags and flashlights and get to read books for a few hours before their parents pick them up. She installed these about six months ago. I thought they were pretty cool. I know you won’t have sex on the floor, but any chance we can just lie down on it? I don’t have any sleeping bags with me, unfortunately.”

When Samara looked at her, Dana had some stars on her face. She touched one of them softly and nodded. Dana smiled at her and moved to sit down right in the middle of the aisle. Samara joined her, and soon, Dana was lying down, with Samara snuggled against her side, resting her head on Dana’s chest.

“So, what was your mom like?” Dana asked.

“Wow. First date, and we’re already going there, huh?”

“We don’t have to.”

“No, it’s okay,” she said and ran her hand under Dana’s shirt, needing to feel her skin before diving into this conversation. “She wasn’t perfect, but she was my mom, you know? I told you that she wasn’t a stage mom, and that’s true, but there were times where it felt like that to me a little bit.”

“Like when?”

“When I was fourteen and wanted to take a break, but I got an offer that she wanted me to take. I argued with her, but she told me that it would get me to the next movie and the next one after that. I gave in.”

“You didn’t want to do it?”

“No, but she was right. It was my first role that wasn’t really a kiddy thing, outside of the show, so it was important, and it was only six weeks of work. After that, I got to take a full month off, and we went on a fun family vacation to the beach, where she just let me be a teenager. I kissed my first boy on that vacation.”

“Oh, you did? Should I be jealous?” Dana asked, wrapping an arm tightly around her.

“No,” she replied, chuckling a little as she looked up at their fake night sky. “He tried to use tongue. I shoved him.”

Dana laughed then and said, “Ah. So you were always a pain in the ass?”

“Yes, pretty much. But it was a great vacation. I miss her.”

“What happened to the guy who hit her?”

“He went on trial earlier this year. He’s been held without bail since it happened because he drove on a suspended license. He had three DUIs before that, so they had it taken away. That asshole decided to get into a car after a night out drinking, and he killed my mom.”

“You and your sister were okay?” Dana asked, kissing her forehead.

“I got away with two broken fingers and a few scratches. My sister broke her collarbone and had a nasty cut on her leg, but my mom took the biggest part of the hit, and she didn’t make it.”

“I’m so sorry. I wish I could’ve met her.”

“Oh, God.” Samara laughed. “She would’ve loved you.”

“She would have?”

“Yes. You don’t take my crap. She didn’t, either.”

“I guess I don’t, no. Never did, did I? From the moment you complained about the food temperature.” Dana paused. “But I didn’t know about–”

“Hey, it’s okay.” She patted Dana’s stomach. “I get it. To most people, I’m just a pain in the ass.”

“But only because they don’t know.”

“Do I have to tell them?”

“No, that’s up to you. Sometimes, though, even a small explanation helps people understand without thinking you’re being an asshole. Like, you could tell them that you’re allergic to certain foods instead of revealing the OCD, or you could say that you’re really sensitive to temperature without talking about autism.”

“I just don’t feel like I owe it to anyone to tell them.”

“You don’t owe anyone, but, babe, if you’re looking for a way to lose that diva rep you’ve built for years, it could help.”

“Diva? Really?”

“What? It’s kind of true. You even ordered a specific trailer.”

“I like my trailer.” She chuckled a little and added, “It’s a nice trailer. And I took way less than I usually make to do this movie. All I asked for was my food and a trailer that I knew I would be comfortable in.”

“I know,” Dana replied, kissing her temple.

“Why does that feel so good?”

“Me kissing you?”

“Specifically, that spot.”

“I don’t know,” Dana said and did it again. “Maybe it’s because you know that I’m doing it because I care about you and want to keep you safe.”

“Even though I’m a diva?”

“You’re not with me; not anymore, anyway,” Dana replied. “I like that you’re being more yourself with me now.”

“I am,” she said. “Are you being more yourself with me?”

“I’m always myself.”

Samara shifted to be able to look at her and asked, “Then, why are you talking about going back to catering when you clearly want to be an actor and always have?”

“This again?” Dana asked.

“Yes, this again,” she said. “Dana, I don’t know what’s going to happen when I leave, but if this is going to continue, I live in LA, and you live here. One of us actually wants to be an actress and move to LA to make it happen.” She pointed to Dana. “The other already lives there and is a working actress.”

“We could do the distance thing,” Dana suggested.

“What are you so afraid of?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Dana, seriously, why won’t you at least consider–”

“My mom got sick, Samara.”

“I know that.”

“No, she got sick, and I nearly lost her. I was planning on moving to LA when it happened. I turned down NYU because I didn’t want to live in New York, but I was packing my bags for LA, so to speak.”

“You didn’t tell me that.”

“Well, you don’t know everything about me, but, yeah, that was my plan. I was going to stay with a friend who lived there. She doesn’t anymore.”

“Just a friend?”

“Yes, just a friend,” Dana said, cupping Samara’s cheek. “She had a couch with my name on it, but then my mom got sick. One day, she was fine, and the next, she was in the hospital, and they said we almost lost her. I was still here, so I ran there, but if I’d been in LA, I would’ve been a flight away, and if she hadn’t made it, I wouldn’t have been able to say goodbye.”

“But she did make it,” Samara replied. “And you told me she’s fine now.”

“She is, but she has regular check-ups still. She goes in at least twice a year; sometimes, more.”

“You’re worried that if it happens again, you won’t be here?”

Dana shrugged and sat up.

“Babe, when was the last time you left New Orleans?”

“It’s been a while.”

“And what happens if your parents decide to move, like you said? Are you going to move with them?”

“No, of course not.”

“You say that like it’s ridiculous, but you’re here now because you’re worried she’ll get–”

“I love it here. My sister is here. She’s getting married, and–”

“And they haven’t even set a date yet,” she said and sat next to Dana, placing her head on Dana’s shoulder. “You can always come back to help them plan and for the ceremony.”

“I know,” Dana replied, sounding sad. “But what if I finally do it, and it doesn’t work out? What if I finally go there, and it’s all for nothing? What if I’m not good enough? Talented enough? Waited too long, so now I’m no longer young enough?”

“So, you want to just sit here and wonder what if for the rest of your life?”

“Easy for you to say there, A-lister,” Dana teased.

“I’m being selfish, I know.”

“You are?”

“Yeah, I want you to have what you’ve always wanted.”

“Well, I have always wanted a taco from the truck down the street.”

Samara laughed and asked, “Really? It’s, like, four in the morning.”

“And we were supposed to be out meandering.”

Dana stood and offered Samara her hand.

“Can we maybe grab you those tacos and head back to my hotel or your place? I’m getting tired.”

“You want to go to my place?”

“I haven’t seen it yet,” Samara replied. “I think if we’re talking about more dates and the possibility of distance here, I should at least know if you’re sloppy and messy.”

“I am neither sloppy nor messy. I’m sort of a neat freak, actually. Mild, but I like my stuff orderly.”

“Do you make your bed every morning?”

“No, I’m just going to sleep in it again tonight.”

“Then, you’re not a neat freak.”

“Oh, no. You’re one of those?” Dana asked, entwining their fingers. “You really make your bed every morning?”

“I usually do, yeah. Not hospital corners, but I have a housekeeper, and she does that for me three times a week.”

“Someone cleans your house three times a week?” Dana asked as they walked out the back.

“Yes. When I’m working, I’m not home a lot, and the place would get dusty, so she keeps it clean for me.”

“Damn. I’d love a housekeeper at my place.”

“Well, if it’s not up to my standards, maybe I’ll hire one to clean it for you while I’m here.”

“Not up to your standards?” Dana laughed before setting the alarm and locking the door once they were outside. “Really? What are your standards, exactly?” she asked as she turned and quickly had Samara pressed to the red brick wall.

“Um… This was my exact fantasy,” she shared, wrapping her arms around Dana’s neck. “Can you wait on that food truck?”

“There are security cameras out here, too,” Dana noted and pointed up at one.

“Damn,” Samara replied, disappointed.


CHAPTER 30

“So, Samara, how are you liking New Orleans?” Lainey asked.

“I love it so far,” Samara replied.

“How are you liking New Orleans? Really?” Dana said.

“What? It’s a valid question. You just told me you two are dating. Was I supposed to ask how good the sex is?”

“Lainey!”

Dana looked over at Samara, who was wearing a baseball hat, but no wig or sunglasses. They’d gone to Candace’s bar and sat in the booth toward the back corner, facing the back wall to reduce the chance of people seeing and recognizing Dana’s date, because after a week of being mostly inside Samara’s hotel room, one of their trailers, or her apartment, they had wanted to go out for the evening they had off while the actresses playing Kristie and Maggie had a scene to film together where it would become obvious to the audience that they liked each other, despite one of them believing that she was straight. Apparently, the real people based on those characters had fallen in love, too, and they’d recently gotten engaged, planning on a summer wedding, according to Bryce.

“It’s great. Thanks for asking,” Samara replied.

“Mara!” Dana exclaimed.

The previous night, they had made love on just about every surface in every room in her apartment, and while Dana wasn’t sure she would ever tire of touching Samara or Samara touching her, they had needed to get out for some fresh air because Dana had been operating on very little sleep, and her body was sore in all the right and a few of the wrong places. The previous night, Samara had gone down on her while Dana had been leaning against the counter, and the handle from the drawer had dug into her ass, but Dana hadn’t wanted to move because Samara had a very, very talented tongue.

“What? It is,” Samara said, putting her hand on Dana’s thigh.

Lainey laughed and ate a French fry.

“Hey, babe,” Paige said when she slipped into the booth next to Lainey.

“Hey,” Lainey replied, leaning over to kiss her quickly.

“Well, hello there, big secret keeper,” Paige said to Dana as she stole one of Lainey’s fries. “Lainey texted me that you and Sama–”

“Call her Mara tonight,” Dana interrupted.

“Or just Sam. Either is fine,” Samara said and stole one of Dana’s fries, even though she had a pile of sweet potato fries of her own.

Dana smiled at the action.

“Anyway, you two are… a thing?”

“We’re dating, yes,” Dana confirmed and took a drink of her beer.

“That’s amazing,” Paige replied. “Congrats.”

“Congrats on dating?” Dana asked.

“Or, on the great sex they’re having,” Lainey teased.

“Elaine, I’m going to kill you. Just straight up murder you. Mom and Dad won’t mind. They’ve always thought you were annoying.”

Samara laughed at them and took Dana’s arm, wrapping it around her own shoulders before moving into Dana’s side. Lainey caught Dana’s obvious happiness and gave her a knowing smile.

“You ordered without me?” Paige asked.

“You said you’d be late,” Lainey replied.

“By ten minutes.”

“Babe, you’re literally thirty minutes late.”

“But I told you that I’d only be late by ten, and you ordered without me.”

“Oh, my God. You two sound like you’ve been married for a decade,” Dana teased.

“Basically. Why do you think we took so long to pick a date for the actual ceremony?”

“Wait. Took? As in past tense? You’ve picked a date?”

“We have,” Paige said with a smile. “We’re getting married on April fourteenth.”

“April? Next year?”

“Yes,” Paige replied.

“That’s only four months from now.”

“Yes, Dana. It’s perfect timing for us because I talked to Mom and Dad the other day, and they’re moving in May.”

“They’re moving in–” Dana stopped. “They didn’t tell me that.”

“You’ve been busy,” Lainey replied, pointing at Samara. “And I can understand why you might have missed a call or a text. They bought a place, and they close on it at the end of April, so they’re moving in May. It also works for Paige and her schedule because she’ll be starting summer workouts with her team in June, and I’ll have summer practice and will be doing a little recruiting. This way, we can help Mom and Dad move, take a short honeymoon after, and be back in time for everything.”

“But why not the following year? It’s only four months to plan.”

“Dana, do you not point out on a regular basis that we should be married already?”

“Well, yeah, but I didn’t think you’d only give us a few months to plan it. I figured you’d pick some date two years from now.”

“We didn’t,” Paige replied as she stole another fry from Lainey’s plate.

“Yeah, obviously,” Dana said and added, “That doesn’t give me much time.”

“For what?” Lainey asked.

“The planning. The bachelorette parties. The–”

“We’re not doing that,” Lainey interrupted.

“Why not?”

“We live here; we’ve seen a million of them. We’ve also been pulled into a few somehow when we didn’t even know the woman getting married,” Lainey replied. “We don’t need a big send-off where we celebrate our last days of being officially single or something. We’re not single. We’ve been together for years. Besides, we actually like each other and love having sex with each other, so we don’t see that as some need to go and sow wild oats or–”

“It’s just a party, Lainey. It doesn’t have to mean strippers,” Dana interrupted. “It’s a chance for you and your friends to get together and–”

“You mean how we already do all the time? I saw Maisie this morning. We went out last night with her and India and had a nice dinner. India got us this really expensive wine. We don’t need a party, Dana.”

“She’s right. About all of it,” Paige said and wiggled her eyebrows at her fiancée.

“That’s my sister,” Dana pointed out.

“We don’t need a party. So, no one has to worry about that,” Lainey said through her laughter.

“What about the rest of it?”

“The actual wedding stuff? I already talked to Linden. She’s going to help us and is giving us the friends-and-family discount.”

“Oh,” Dana said.

“Who’s Linden?” Samara asked.

“One of our friends,” Paige replied. “She and her fiancée own a wedding planning company, and they’re normally really expensive, but they’re going to do ours for super cheap. They told us it helps that we chose April, which isn’t a crazy busy wedding month. We’ve already booked the venue.”

“You did what?” Dana asked, and Samara squeezed her thigh under the table.

“The park by the high school,” Lainey revealed. “We worked together there,” she added to Samara. “We wanted to get married on the actual soccer field there, but they said no. Two women and a public school… They didn’t want the parents in an uproar, and we didn’t want people to ruin our big day, so we got the park next to it, which is owned by the city. Linden already locked it in for us, and it wasn’t expensive to rent for the evening for a few hours.”

“Oh,” Dana said, knowing she sounded disappointed.

“Dana, I know you wanted to help us plan stuff, but it’s going to be really simple. We’re getting a caterer – no, we’re not using your old company – and we’re going with a pretty basic cake because neither of us wants any of those crazy flavors or designs. Other than that, we don’t really need much. I’m going to wear a light suit and be barefoot. Paige is going to be in a dress and do the same. Casual for guests. That’s it.” Lainey wrapped an arm around Paige. “We love each other, but we already feel fully committed. This is just us making it legal because we want other things to be easier.”

“Other things?” Samara asked.

“Yeah, with taxes and the house we just bought, but also with…” She met Dana’s eyes. “Kids.”

“Kids?” Dana asked. “What?”

“You knew we wanted kids,” Lainey replied.

“You’ve gone back and forth on that for years.”

“Not exactly. But we’re ready now,” Lainey said. “We’re going to try adoption first.”

“You’re going to adopt? Oh, that’s great,” Samara said.

“We’re thinking about adopting an older kid, not a baby. We have the house now, and we want at least two kids, so we planned for that when we bought the place.”

“Adoption is expensive,” Dana noted.

Lainey looked at her in confusion and said, “We know that. Besides, I’m making decent money now. We had a winning season last year, so I got my end-of-season bonus. Plus, Paige is…”

“Leaving the high school,” Paige added after Lainey’s lead-in.

“What?” Dana asked, struggling to keep up with all of these announcements.

“I got the goalkeeper coach job at LSU.”

“She hit the big time. Division I. That’s my girl.” Lainey said proudly.

“Lainey is already a head coach at a very good school. I’m just on goalies,” Paige said humbly. “But it’s a step up for me, and it comes with more money, so we’re feeling pretty good.”

“Yeah. Plus, I’ve got a great recruiting class coming in next season, and the numbers I have to hit to get my bonus again are reasonable, so I think we’ll hit them.”

“Sorry? Bonus numbers?” Samara asked.

“You have your regular paycheck, but if you hit certain goals, there’s a bonus involved,” Lainey explained. “Last season, I got us over five hundred, meaning we won more than fifty percent of our games. The team hadn’t been great before I got them. Then, there’s a number of goals scored, getting to the playoffs, winning games in the playoffs, and so on. When we made it to the playoffs, I got a small bonus for that. We won the first game, and I got one there, too. We did lose after that, but it was enough for us to be able to afford the down payment on the house. Now, with Paige making moves, we’re set up to afford a decent honeymoon. We’ll probably just do a weeklong cruise or something and then start planning for adoption.”

“That’s amazing,” Samara replied.

“Dana?” Lainey said.

“Yeah?”

“Do you want to act at all happy for us?”

“Babe, she’s happy for us,” Paige said. “It’s just a lot to take in. We kind of dropped it on her all at once.”

“All the stuff she’s been asking us about for years now,” Lainey argued.

“Well, I think it’s great,” Samara said and snuggled into Dana’s side. “It sounds like you’re finally getting all the things you’ve wanted for a while.”

“Well, I’ve wanted food for a while, but you all ordered without me, so now I can’t get a waiter over here to save my damn life,” Paige noted.

◆◆◆

“So, hotel or your place?” Samara asked an hour later, when they were walking to Dana’s car.

“Sorry?” she asked.

“Do you want to stay at the hotel or your place? I think I have clothes at your place. Did I leave that T-shirt there? Do you remember?”

“Actually, do you mind if I drop you off at the hotel and head home?” Dana asked.

“I knew it,” Samara stated.

“Knew what?” Dana asked and stopped walking, which forced Samara to stop as well because they were holding hands.

“That you were freaking out in there.”

“I’m not freaking out,” she argued.

“Yes, you are. Your sister just announced, like, five big life changes, and you froze.”

“I did not freeze. I just didn’t expect her to tell me that she’d picked a wedding date that’s only four months away.”

“And that it’s basically planned already, so she doesn’t need your help; you just get to show up and celebrate with her.”

“Yes, that. I also didn’t know that my parents had found a place. I have been a little distracted recently, with you and work. My mom called a couple of times, and I called her back and left a message, but we haven’t connected in– Well, since you and I started connecting.”

Samara smiled before she looked around the relatively empty sidewalk and turned to her.

“I know it’s a lot, babe. But it does mean a few things.”

“Like what?”

“Well, you’ve been sticking around here because of your parents and Lainey’s wedding, but you don’t have to anymore. Lainey is getting married in April, your parents are moving right after, and you’ve already said you don’t plan to follow. We’re filming here through mid-January.”

“I know.”

“Then, I’m going to Vancouver, but I’ll be done filming by mid-April or close to it. I can – I mean, if we’re still dating – I could… come back… for the wedding.”

“Oh,” Dana said.

“Be your date.”

“You can’t, Samara.”

“Oh,” Samara said as well, sounding disappointed.

“Not because I don’t want you to. I do. But there will be pictures and stuff. I’m sure someone would see us dancing or something, and I can’t guarantee they would keep any of that to themselves. Lainey and Paige will probably invite kids from their past teams, and they’d recognize you in or out of a wig.”

“Right,” Samara replied. “Well, we’ll come back to that later, but the rest is still true. You could consider LA again.”

“Do you know that I’ve never even been there?”

“No, you didn’t tell me that.”

“It’s true. I was going to crash on that friend’s couch, but that would’ve been my first time there.”

“We can fix that easily. Come home with me,” Samara suggested.

“When?”

“For the holiday break,” Samara replied. “We have two weeks off. You can stay for the whole time, if you want, or at least a few days just to check out the city and see if you like it.”

“You want me to go home with you?”

“Yeah. Why not? You can see my place. We can swim naked in my pool and make love in my very nice king bed.”

Dana smiled but said, “I can’t go, Samara.”

“You have plans already?”

“We always do something on Christmas Day, but not specifically, no. This is all really new, though. What if you and I get there and we fight or don’t like each other as much as we thought we did, and you kick me out?”

“I wouldn’t kick you out, Dana.” Samara cupped her cheek. “And I highly doubt that a location change does anything to what I feel for you.”

“Maybe not,” she said. “But I don’t know. I just found out that my parents are moving. I need to talk to them. I also know there’s something Lainey isn’t thinking about with this wedding thing, and she has not exactly been the woman who wanted kids her whole life, despite what she just said in there, so I want to find out what’s going on.”

“Yeah, okay,” Samara said.

“You’re mad, aren’t you?”

Samara shook her head and replied, “No. I just thought it would be nice to have a few days away from here together, but it’s okay.”

“Can I give you a maybe?”

“Yes, but I’m packing tomorrow, Dana. I leave the day after that, so unless you want to join me later, you’ll need to figure it out soon.”

“Yeah…” Dana let the word dangle there, offering no commitments.

It wasn’t Samara she was really worried about, or even LA. It was the fact that her whole life appeared to be changing, and all at once, when she had only recently been catering film sets and talking to her sister about how she and Paige would get married when they would get married, so everyone should just mind their own business. Now, her parents were moving away, and she couldn’t make sure her mom went to her doctor’s appointments as easily. Her sister had a wedding date, a new house, and plans to adopt a kid. It was all just happening so fast… On top of it, Dana was dating one of the biggest celebrities on the planet, who also happened to be in the closet and lived miles away.

“Babe?” Samara said.

“Yeah?”

“Are you ready?”

Dana knew Samara was asking about driving her back to her hotel, but it felt like such a loaded question that she just nodded to avoid answering it.


CHAPTER 31

“We’ll see everyone back here after the holidays. I know it’s a little strange, filming for a few weeks, then taking a break and coming back to finish up, but this was the only time of year we could get our locations for our budget, being that it’s the off-season, and well, we’d already waited over a year to get this thing filmed, so we were a little eager, too,” Reed said, laughing. “Have a great break, everyone, and we’ll see you all in the new year.”

She held up a glass of champagne.

It wasn’t a wrap party or a holiday party, but something in between. Technically, it wasn’t a party at all. They’d been filming all day, their last shot in one of their locations, and Reed had just gathered the cast and crew that were there for a quick goodbye before people left for the holidays. Some people were sticking around. A lot of the crew was local, and the assistant director would lead the B unit to film some establishing shots and B-roll footage around town for another week, but Samara was wrapped for the year, and so was Dana.

After their first night together, they hadn’t spent one apart until last night, and Samara hated to admit it because she was leaving and Dana was staying, but she’d missed her. She’d fallen asleep eventually, but it hadn’t been restful, and she’d woken even earlier than usual, going to the hotel gym at four-thirty to get in a run before a long shower. None of that managed to get Dana and their impending separation off her mind, though.

“Hey, want a ride back to your hotel?” Dana offered. “I know I don’t have a fancy SUV with temperature control, but I’m great in bed.”

Samara wanted to laugh at that, but all she could muster was a forced smile as she stood in her trailer, packing the few things she had there to bring back to her hotel and add to her bag.

“I’m okay,” she said. “I’m sure you have things to do.”

“Uh… No. It’s your last night before you fly out. I was thinking about keeping you up for hours since you can sleep on the plane and have the next couple of weeks off.”

“So, you want to have sex because we won’t be having sex for the next two weeks?”

Dana followed Samara into the bedroom and said, “No. I was thinking about spending your last night here together. We can have sex or not have sex.”

“I’m really tired,” Samara told her, and it was technically true.

“Are you going passive-aggressive on me because I said I needed to think about going to LA with you?”

“I’m not going passive-aggressive on you. I am tired.”

“You didn’t sleep well?” Dana asked and sat on Samara’s bed.

“No. How could I have slept well? The woman I’m dating turned down a trip with me and then just dropped me off at my hotel, despite the fact that we only had a couple of days together before I leave.”

“It’s only a couple of weeks, Samara.”

Samara leaned against the wall and asked, “So, you’re good with that? Being apart for a couple of weeks?”

“No, that’s not what I meant. But if we keep dating, you will be in Vancouver at some point soon, and I’ll be here, so we might as well get used to it.”

“Silly me; I was thinking that we should take advantage of the vacation we have and spend time together before I have to go to another country for work.”

“It’s not that I won’t miss you. I will,” Dana said. “I… didn’t sleep well, either.”

“So, why won’t you at least go to LA for a few days? I know it’s Christmas and you want to spend the holiday with your family, but what about New Year’s Eve?”

“What about it?”

“Dana, are you daft?” she asked. “It’s the holiday where you kiss someone at midnight. I was thinking about kissing you at midnight.”

“Did you just ask if I was daft? Are you British all of a sudden?”

“Don’t joke with me right now,” she said quietly.

“I thought you had some party to go to.”

“I do.”

“And when the ball drops, you’re just going to turn to me and let me kiss you in front of everyone?”

“Well, no. I just meant that we could disappear around midnight.” Samara looked down. “It bothers you that I’m not out, doesn’t it?”

“Honestly, no,” Dana said. “Maybe if you were anyone else, it would have, but I understand why you don’t want to just announce it. When you announce something, the whole world gets involved.”

“Does that bother you?” she asked. “That if… when I come out, if we’re still doing this, you’d be in the public eye, too?”

“No,” Dana said. “I don’t know what’s going to happen with my career, but the movie will come out, and people who see it will know who I am. If I keep acting, that will continue, if I’m lucky, and I’ll be in the public eye anyway.”

“But you’d be Samara Barber’s girlfriend.”

Dana smiled at her and replied, “There are worse things in the world to be.”

Samara laughed, and it felt good, like a little tension just released from her body.

“You really want to kiss me at midnight?” Dana asked.

Samara nodded and replied, “Well, I don’t want to kiss anyone else.”

“So, you’d only be kissing me, then?” Dana asked. “Like, I’d only be kissing you, and you’d only be kissing me?”

“Are you trying to ask me if we’re dating exclusively?”

“I guess I’m trying to see if that’s something you want, yeah. You went from going hot and cold on me and might be going straight to scalding.”

“I am not.” She laughed. “I’m just curious.”

“But is that what you want?” Dana asked.

“Dana, I didn’t sleep well last night without you there, and I’m standing here asking you to come to LA with me so that I can kiss you at midnight because there’s no one else I want to kiss. What do you think?”

“Come here,” Dana replied and held out her hands for Samara to take.

Samara walked over to her and took them.

“Lainey and Paige are going to Paige’s parents for Christmas this year. They rented a cabin somewhere.”

“Okay?” she asked more than said.

“And I called my mom today about the whole moving away thing. We talked, and I asked about Christmas. She said that they could stay, and we could do Christmas together, but they were thinking about going to my aunt’s house this year. She has a nice place in Myrtle Beach, and they haven’t seen her in a while. Basically, my mom was only going to cook Christmas dinner if I was there, but if I’m not, she doesn’t have to.”

Samara smiled and asked, “Does that mean you’re free to come to LA?”

“What about Christmas with your family? Don’t you all do things together?”

“My sister and brother-in-law live in Montana now. My dad moved to Wyoming last year. I bought him some land, and he’s kind of one of those gruff, outdoorsmen now. He took it hard when my mom died.” Samara moved her hands to Dana’s shoulders. “He hasn’t wanted to do a family thing since, which I understand. I don’t really want to go to Montana, and my sister doesn’t want to come to LA. I’ve never been close with my grandparents, so that’s about it.”

“What were you going to do, then?”

“I have options,” she replied. “I’ve gone to my agent’s house for the past two years.”

“Your agent?”

“I’ve known him for years. He’s close to family.”

“Babe, just stay here. I’ll tell my parents you’re going to be there, and we’ll have Christmas with them. I’m sure they’d love to meet you anyway.”

“Now who’s scalding?” she teased.

“Call me clingy because I don’t like the idea of you going to your agent’s house for Christmas dinner.”

“I want to go home, Dana,” she replied. “I’m sure your parents are lovely, but I’m also sure they’d rather go to Myrtle Beach than entertain me and you. I miss my own bed, and I do have a couple of events I have to go to.”

“So, if I go, what would we do on Christmas?”

“Have sex and order Chinese food to eat in bed.”

Dana laughed and wrapped her arms around Samara’s lower back.

“I don’t have a flight booked, and it’s last-minute around a holiday.”

“You’ll go?” she asked, knowing she sounded excited. “Really?”

“You promise me it won’t be too much too soon? You told me that you don’t date much, and this is more than just us dating. It’s me staying with you for a holiday, Samara.”

“Yes, I promise. You’re going?”

“I can try to get there in a few days. Maybe there will be something available–”

“Shut up,” Samara told her as she pulled her phone out and dialed.

“Hello?”

“Kyla?”

“Yes. Sorry, I was asleep. What’s up?”

“I need you to book Dana on my flight tomorrow. Next to me. If they don’t have the seat available, move my flight or–” She stopped. “Is there anything private available?” She looked down at Dana’s surprised expression and ran a hand through Dana’s hair. “If you can’t find commercial, book me something private for the two of us and text me all the details.”

“I’ll need her information if I’m booking commercial.”

“I’ll text you everything you need.”

“And you want private tomorrow? That’s going to cost you.”

“I know. Don’t care,” Samara said.

“Am I booking her a hotel room or a rental car?” Kyla asked.

Samara blushed and said, “Uh… No. She’s going to… stay with me.”

“She’s staying with you?” Kyla’s voice changed. “Wait. She’s staying with you, or you just met a new friend and she’s staying with you, like in a guest room?”

“Do you really need to know the answer to that to do your job?”

“Am I going to book you a romantic dinner at a fancy restaurant or order her a Christmas gift from you?”

“Oh, shit,” she said because she had totally forgotten about needing to get Dana a gift. “Yeah,” she admitted.

“Yeah? Like, yeah?”

“Will you stop talking like that?” Samara laughed.

Dana pulled Samara against her and lifted her shirt.

“Did you sleep with her? Have you finally been with another woman?”

“Kyla, book the damn flight. No hotel or rental car. She can use mine if she needs it. And yes on the other thing, but I need to think about it before I have you order something.”

Dana looked up at her and squinted.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said to Dana.

“Don’t worry about what?” Kyla asked. “The Christmas gift?”

“Book flight. Send details. Talk later,” Samara replied and hung up the phone. “She’ll have something booked for you soon.” She went to text Kyla what she’d need to book Dana a flight and said, “I don’t know your birthday.”

“What?” Dana asked and kissed her stomach.

“To book the flight, babe.”

“Oh,” Dana said and kissed her in the same spot. “Well, that’s interesting because it’s actually December thirty-first.”

Samara moved the phone out of her line of vision and looked down at Dana.

“Your birthday is New Year’s Eve?”

“Yup,” Dana said.

“You’re going to spend your birthday with me?”

“I guess so.”

“But what about–”

“My parents will call me, and we’ll celebrate on the weekend after, like we have for the past ten years or so. Lainey and Paige will be there. There will be a cake. I’ll blow out candles. I’ll open gifts then. Lainey and Paige will get me a gift card. My mom will get me something for a future house I’ll probably never own. My dad will get me a gas card or a new tool for the toolbox he bought me three years ago. It’s all very, very lame, but we don’t celebrate it on the actual day anymore because my parents decided years ago that I shouldn’t have to share my birthday with a holiday unless I wanted to, so we don’t.”

Samara lifted her shirt then and tossed it to the floor.

“I thought we were going to the hotel,” Dana said as she lifted an eyebrow and stared at her breasts.

“We will. In a minute. But we’ll just go there to grab my stuff. I’ve packed most of it already,” she said as she typed Dana’s birthday into that text message, hit send, and tossed her phone onto the bed. “Then, we’ll go to your apartment because you have some packing to do.”

“How much stuff should I pack?”

“Well, about two weeks’ worth, I’d say.” Samara pulled Dana’s shirt off. “It’s twelve days, technically.”

“You know the exact number of days?” Dana asked, unbuttoning Samara’s pants.

“Yes. I was going to be away from you.”

Dana looked up at her and tilted her head.

“Yeah, I kind of like you a little bit. Don’t get a big head about it,” Samara said. “Take off your pants.”

Dana laughed and asked, “Which one of us is the top?”

“Well, right now, it’s my turn,” Samara said, moving to straddle her. “Later, it can be your turn.”

“I can’t take off my pants if you’re straddling me,” Dana argued, taking care of Samara’s bra and letting it fall between them.

“You’ll figure it out. I have faith in your abilities.”

“Hey,” Dana said.

“Yes?” she asked, reaching behind Dana to unclasp her bra.

“Will you show me around LA a little so that I can, I don’t know, check it out?”

Samara kept her smile reserved, but only because she didn’t want to scare Dana.

“I’d love to,” she replied.


CHAPTER 32

Dana woke in Samara’s bed in LA and couldn’t believe she was there. She hadn’t even told Lainey that she was leaving until after they’d arrived, and she’d sent her a quick text letting her know that she had gone to LA. Lainey had replied with a surprised emoji, followed by a heart emoji, and lastly, a smiling wide emoji. That had been it. Dana had expected questions or a ‘what the fuck’ kind of text, but nothing had come after the emojis, so she had put her phone on silent and let Samara show her around her massive house, which was five bedrooms, four bathrooms, a den that she sometimes used as an office, a movie theater, a small at-home gym, and more. The kitchen alone was larger than Dana’s entire apartment in New Orleans. There was also a hot tub pool combo in the yard, off a nice deck made of dark wood, and an attached screened-in porch with plexiglass windows that opened and closed, so Samara had an air-conditioner installed there so that she could sit outside for long periods of time but also have the room be at seventy degrees. They hadn’t gone swimming or used the hot tub. Instead, they had snuggled up on the small patio sofa and talked while they stared out at the view of the hills. They’d both been very tired, so after a few hours of that, as well as eating dinner that they had ordered and taking their shower together, they’d decided to get a good night’s sleep to have enough energy to explore today.

“Babe?” she asked when she got back out of the bathroom and noticed that Samara wasn’t in bed.

The house was too big for her to yell and have Samara hear her, so she threw a pair of sweats from her bag on over the panties she’d slept in and headed out to find her.

“You need an intercom or something,” she said when she found Samara in the kitchen, standing over the stove.

“Why?” Samara asked. “And good morning.”

Dana kissed her and looked down at the skillet.

“You’re cooking?”

“Vegan eggs for me. Real eggs for you,” Samara said.

“You’re cooking real eggs?”

“For you, yeah. I’m not a fan of eating animal byproducts, but the main reason I’m vegan is that it’s healthier for me. I can cook you eggs.”

“Where did you even get them?”

“Kyla sent someone shopping for us yesterday.”

“God, it must be nice to have an assistant,” Dana said. “And you need an intercom because this place is so huge, I couldn’t yell for you and find you.”

“Oh,” Samara said and plated the eggs from one pan before she turned to the other skillet Dana hadn’t noticed at first. “I guess I’ve never needed anyone to find me here. It’s usually just me.”

“What about your previous relationships?”

“There aren’t a ton of those. I think you forget sometimes that I’m younger than you,” Samara replied and plated the eggs from the second skillet. “I don’t date all that often. When I have, yeah, they’ve been here, I guess, but an intercom just wasn’t needed.”

Dana watched as Samara carried the plate to the round kitchen table that stood in front of a nook with a cushioned bench seat that looked like the perfect spot for her to sit and read a book or a script.

“Can you get the coffee?” Samara asked, and minutes later, they were sitting at the table, eating their breakfast.

“Kyla ordered the fully cooked kind from the store because she was afraid I wouldn’t know how to cook it,” Samara shared, shaking her head as she glanced down at Dana’s plate, where there were three strips of bacon. “She was right: I’ve never just cooked bacon before.”

“It’s good,” Dana said. “And you cooked it right.”

“The microwave did most of the work,” Samara replied and took a drink of her coffee before adding, “This is weird.”

“What is?”

“I’ve never sat here with someone I’m dating and shared a breakfast I cooked.”

“No?”

“I never really wanted to cook for someone else.”

Dana smiled and said, “I know this coffee is way too hot for me, but the one sip I managed before it burned my tongue tasted really good.”

“Just let it cool off,” Samara said, laughing. “Why did you drink it when it’s too hot for you?”

“Habit,” she said. “So, what’s on the agenda for today?”

“Well, I have a little surprise for you, if you’re interested.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. I’ve got a car picking us up in about an hour. It’s going to drive us around all day.”

“All day?”

“I have six stops picked for you, and we can do whatever else you want to do, too. Technically, Kyla made the arrangements, but I made the plan.”

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll find out. A few tourist spots. A few local spots.”

“Yeah? That sounds good. I’m in,” Dana said.

“And do you remember me telling you I have a party to go to on New Year’s Eve?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, you’re my plus-one.”

“I know.”

“And it’s a pretty big deal,” Samara added.

“That I’m your plus-one?” she asked. “Are you coming out at this party?”

“No, when I come out, it won’t be at some party. It’ll be an article or an interview or a post on social media that I control.”

“Then, why is me being your–”

“The party is a big deal,” Samara told her. “It’s Peyton Gloss’s annual New Year’s Eve party.”

Dana’s jaw dropped, and she said, “What now?”

Samara laughed and replied, “She started them up again last year, and I was on the invite list. It’s not as huge as it used to be, apparently, but it’s still a big beach party, and practically everyone who’s anyone will be there. Last year, she had to hire security for the door because people just tried to get in. Only invitees get to show up, and you are now on the list.”

“I’m going to a Peyton Gloss party?”

“You’re going to the Peyton Gloss party, baby.”

Dana shook her head and said, “That’s crazy.”

“And since I’m friends with several of her friends who happen to be very well-known actors, I was thinking I could introduce you, and you could talk to them about it. Kenzie and Lennox have had very different experiences. Lennox grew up in the business. Kenzie kind of came upon it in college. Jessica Morrison will be there as well. She was a model first. There will be more, too, but maybe they’ll have some advice or something.”

“Advice for me?” she asked. “Someone who’s done community theater and hasn’t even finished her first film yet?”

“You’ve got to start somewhere, Dana. Everyone does. Jessica modeled, and no one took her seriously as an actor at first. Because Lennox was an industry kid, everyone had just assumed she got her first roles due to nepotism, but she’s a great actress and a really talented writer. Kenzie was about the last person to even think about acting, and now, she’s won all the awards and is incredibly successful. She went to an audition on a dare, and that’s how it all started for her. You auditioned because I thought you might be good, and I was right: you are good. And not only are you good, but you are also a good scene partner. That’s not always the case. I have worked with some people who don’t seem to care whenever the camera isn’t on them or if it’s not their line, but you’re always in the scene. You’re present. You make it easier to play this character.”

“It’s not exactly a complicated character, Sam. Nothing against you, Sophie, or Stella, how Bryce wrote her, but it’s a romance. You’re–”

“Will you just take a damn compliment? I swear, I have no idea how we’re going to make this work if I can’t ever compliment you on things.”

Samara laughed and took another sip of her coffee.

“You can compliment me in other areas.”

“I’m not complimenting you for sex all the time, Dana.”

Dana laughed and replied, “That, too, but I meant, like, literally anything else.”

“Why don’t you believe in yourself?”

“I do. It’s not that. I know I was talented enough to get into a tough drama school.”

“A few of them, apparently,” Samara pointed out.

“Yeah, but I did theater for years. And trust me, plenty of tourists attend the theaters in New Orleans. I’m sure, over all those years, an agent, producer, a casting director or something attended one of my shows, but no one stopped me to hand me a business card.”

“Babe, that’s how it works for some people. I was just a cute kid. They had no idea when they handed my mom a business card that I could even act. I know an actor who was out walking his dog one night, and he happened to live down the street from an agent who thought he had the look for a part. He had no idea if the guy even wanted to be an actor, but this is LA: throw a rock anywhere, and you’ll hit one. So, he was right, and that guy makes millions a picture now, but it’s not like that for everyone. I know more stories where that wasn’t the case than where it was. In fact, most of my friends had to audition hundreds or thousands of times to get their big break, and I know people who thought they had that break only to never get cast in anything big again. Some of them gave up. Some of them play other roles whenever they can get them, but they’ll probably never be a lead. Everyone’s story is different. This is just yours, and I, personally, think it’s a really good one.”

Dana smiled at her and wished she could have that kind of confidence in her abilities but also lose the fear it felt like she always had around making a real go of being an actor.

Samara must have recognized that she needed a topic change, so she started talking about making plans for dinner that night at a restaurant she liked. They went back upstairs, where they got ready for their day, and Samara walked Dana through some of the ways she used organization around the house to reduce her stress. Then, they were off on their journey.

Dana’s first time in LA had started off way better than the time she’d planned to sleep on a friend’s couch. Samara had taken her to the tourist traps while wearing a different wig, a baseball hat, and sunglasses, hoping not to be noticed, and they had escaped the Hollywood Walk of Fame without her being recognized. After that, they’d gone to the Griffith Park Observatory through the back door, avoiding the crowd on the busy day, and Dana could see the Hollywood sign from just outside it. Samara had made her take a selfie of the two of them with it behind them, just like the other tourists were doing.

They’d had lunch at a Thai place for Dana mainly, but Samara trusted the owner, and they’d made her tofu just how she liked it. Then, Samara had taken her to Santa Monica Pier, where the crowd had been too massive for them to ride any rides or play games, so they’d walked along the beach and the Third Street Promenade, not going into any stores, but Dana hadn’t needed to shop today. She’d been walking around the city with a woman she couldn’t get enough of. When she was with Samara like this, she wasn’t with actress Samara Barber. She was with Samara, the woman she was dating and definitely falling in love with.

“Sam?” she said once they were back in the car.

“Yeah?” Samara asked, looking over at her.

“Can we skip the other sights today? I’m here for a couple of weeks.”

“Too much in one day?” Samara asked.

“A little. But I also want to go home and just… hang out with you,” she replied, nodding toward the driver.

“Ah.” Samara winked at her. “Dinner?”

“Can we move up the reservation?”

Samara laughed and said, “Dana, we were doing dinner next. This is Los Angeles; it’s going to take us at least an hour to get there. We might even be late for our reservation.”

Dana wanted to reach over and take Samara’s hand, but the driver would be able to see, so she kept her hand to herself and stared out the window instead, taking in mostly the sights around the freeway as they drove to the restaurant Samara had picked out for them. She liked LA so far. She knew she’d only seen a few places and that those places were made for tourists more than locals, but there was something about this place that made Dana feel at home. She wasn’t sure how that was possible, but she’d always suspected it would happen. Ever since she’d acted in her first play as a kid in school and learned about Los Angeles being the birthplace of cinema and where a lot of the studios still were, she had wanted to be there just to be around where it all happened.

New Orleans was her home, and it always would be, of course, but just stepping foot off the plane and into LAX, she had felt comfort and fear wash over her at the same time. Fear because maybe she had been wrong this whole time, and she would hate it, and comfort because for the first time in her entire life, it felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be. On top of that, she was with the person she was supposed to be with. Dana turned to Samara then and tilted her head.

“No more wig?”

“For today, I was playing the part of Mara, the tourist from Santa Fe, but for dinner, I’m going to be playing the part of myself.”

Dana smiled at her and asked, “You’re not worried?”

She pointed to herself and hoped the driver wouldn’t notice.

“Baby steps, right?” Samara offered in response. “But you’ll be with me. Do you want me to put the wig back on? The restaurant is about as private as it can get, but odds are, someone will notice me and call someone else. It could become a whole thing. You know, let me put it back on. We’ll just have a nice dinner tonight, and I can do the whole dinner-as-myself thing with you another time.”

Samara moved to put the wig back on her head.

“No,” Dana said. “I want you to be yourself tonight.”

“Are you sure? It might get a little crazy… People will wonder who you are.”

“Let them wonder,” Dana said and winked at her. “I’ll be with you. I’m good.”

“It’s easy to say that, Dana, but maybe we should have dinner at my place again tonight.”

“Samara?”

“Yes?”

“I like it here.”

“Okay.”

“I mean, I like it,” she said. “I know it’s only been one day, but it’s how I always thought it would be.”

“What’s that mean, exactly?”

“You know how you were worried about you and me… being long-distance friends?”

Samara nodded and gave her a smile that told Dana she knew what she meant.

“No promises, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Maybe I could make it work here.”

Samara smiled wider and asked, “Yeah? Really?”

“How does it feel like this to me?” she wondered out loud.

“Like home?” Samara guessed.

“Yeah. How’d you know?”

“Because that’s how it feels to some people. No one else understands it. Some people come here and absolutely hate it. They never even want to visit again. But other people come here, and it’s just right. It’s always felt that way to me. I never really feel like I belong anywhere. I don’t know if that’s because of… you-know-what or something else entirely, but whenever I land in LA, I know I’m home. I honestly don’t want to live anywhere else. Vacation houses, sure, but as infuriating as this place can be because of traffic, tourists, and how expensive it is, it’s still where I want to be.”

Dana nodded and turned to look out the window again, smiling because Samara understood. Then, she felt it, so she looked down at her lap. Samara’s hand had taken her own, entwining their fingers. Dana looked at her to confirm that this was okay, and Samara gave her a soft smile before looking out her own window.


CHAPTER 33

Samara heard the sound of a phone ringing, but it wasn’t her ringtone. She opened one of her eyes and lightly shoved at Dana’s shoulder.

“Babe, phone.”

“What?” Dana muttered against her pillow.

“Your phone,” Samara repeated, rolling away from the annoying sound.

“What about it?”

“Dana, it’s ringing!”

“Oh, shit,” Dana said and reached behind her to get the phone. “Lainey, what the hell?”

“Why is your sister calling you at…” Samara looked at her clock. “Five in the morning?”

“What?” Dana asked.

“I asked why Lainey is–”

“Paige, slow down. Why do you have Lainey’s phone?”

Samara recognized the worry in Dana’s voice and turned back to face her, waking up fully instantly. Then, she watched as Dana sat up in bed and sat up as well, concerned now.

“What happened?” Dana asked and paused to listen to what Paige, not Lainey, apparently, was saying. “When?” Another pause. “Where is she now?” Dana asked before standing quickly. “Okay. I’m in LA. I don’t know how long it will take. I’ll have to book a flight.” She looked around the room, and Samara climbed out of bed, walking to her. “Where are my mom and dad?”

“Dana, what’s going on?” Samara asked.

Dana turned away from her, though, so Samara stood there naked and waited.

“Okay,” Dana said into the phone. “Yeah, okay. I’m on my way. I’ll go to the airport now and try to get on the next flight out. I’ll text you the info. Can you make sure my mom and dad are okay until I get there? My mom especially.”

Samara sat down on the bed.

“Okay. Thanks. And she’ll be okay, Paige.” Dana pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it. “She has to be,” she added softly, almost to herself.

“What–”

“Lainey was in a car accident about thirty minutes ago. They just took her back into surgery.”

“What? Oh, my God!”

Samara stood again and reached for Dana.

“She was on her way to work when someone T-boned her, running a red light. Paige called from Lainey’s phone because I had do-not-disturb on, so when she called from her phone, it didn’t go through. Only Lainey’s and my parents’ do. I have to go.”

“Of course,” Samara replied, placing a comforting hand on Dana’s back.

“I’m naked. I need clothes. And I have to book a flight. I need to get to the airport.”

“I’ll take care of the flight. I’ll find something private, and we’ll go.”

“No, I–” Dana cut herself off and turned around.

“No?”

“You don’t have to go. I need to. She’s my sister.”

Dana bent down and picked up the jeans Samara had taken off her the previous night.

“And you’re my girlfriend, Dana. I want to come with you.”

“I can’t right now, Samara.” Dana replied and slipped on the pants.

“You’re not wearing underwear,” Samara pointed out.

“I don’t care. My sister is in surgery right now. She was bleeding, and they couldn’t stop it, so she’s in surgery with a broken leg and probably a broken arm, too. I need to get home. They said she’s bleeding internally.”

“I will get you home, baby. I’ll call Kyla now, and we’ll get a private jet booked that’ll leave in an hour.”

“I left.”

“What?” Samara asked.

“I never leave, and I left,” Dana said as she threw on a T-shirt without a bra. “I’m always there, and the two times I haven’t been have been when my mom almost died, and now, Lainey.”

“Babe, this has nothing to do with that.”

“What else could it be?”

“Dana, I know you’re worried and upset, but you can’t control when people get sick or when some asshole decides to run a light and hits your sister.”

“I’ve got to go,” Dana said. “I need my stuff.”

“Can you give me ten minutes? I’ll call Kyla and repack my bags.”

“Can you call her and get me a flight?”

“Yes, Dana.”

Samara moved around the bed to get her phone.

“I’m going to get an Uber and just head to the airport so that I’m there when it’s booked. I’ll pay you back whatever it costs. I just need to get on the road. I need to be doing something.”

“Dana, I’m coming with you, okay? Ten minutes, and I’ll have a car outside and my bags packed, I promise.”

She dialed Kyla’s number and held the phone to her ear.

“She’s my big sister, Samara.”

“I know, baby,” Samara said, taking Dana’s hand.

“Can you please… stay here? I don’t mean it to sound… I just… I don’t think I can handle you being there.”

“You can’t handle–” Samara shook her head while the phone rang. “I’ll stay out of the way. I just want to be there for you, and for Lainey and Paige.”

“I know, but it’s all too much. I can’t really be with you there… in the hospital. You can’t be my girlfriend there, and I just…” Dana faded out and opened her suitcase. “I need to…” She couldn’t finish that sentence, either.

“It’s okay. I get it.”

Samara didn’t, really, but Dana wasn’t in a state where they could continue this conversation.

“Samara?”

“Kyla, hey. Sorry, it’s so early.”

“What’s up?” Kyla asked.

“I need a flight booked back to New Orleans as soon as possible. Private or commercial; whatever leaves the soonest.”

“What? You just got back to LA. What’s–”

“Kyla, now,” she said.

“Okay. Okay. Private will leave whenever you want. It might just take a minute to get a pilot and a plane. You don’t have a service on speed dial like I suggested you get the last time you wanted to fly private.”

“You can lecture me later. Can you please get Dana on the next flight out of LAX, then?”

“Sure. Just Dana?”

“Yes,” she said with a lump in her throat. “It’s a family emergency.”

“So, you didn’t just kick her out of your house at five in the morning?”

“Kyla, please…” she said softly and turned away from Dana, who was still packing. “Something happened back in New Orleans, and she needs to get back as soon as possible.”

“Shit. Okay. I’m on it.”

“Can you send her the confirmation and everything? And maybe send it to me, too, so that I have her flight info?”

“No problem. I’ll have something booked in the next five minutes.”

“Whatever it takes. Use my miles to upgrade her if you have to, or fucking pay a million dollars. Just get her home, okay?”

“Yeah, boss. After this, you’ll tell me what’s going on, yeah?”

“Yes,” Samara said.

With that taken care of, she found the app on her phone that she used to book her own cars in LA whenever Kyla was busy and she needed one urgently and ordered an SUV for as soon as possible.

“The car will be here in seven minutes. Kyla is booking you a flight as we speak. We should have the confirmation by the time the car gets here.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Dana replied as she zipped up her suitcase.

“Of course,” she said. “Dana, are you sure? I can pack fast, or I can take a later flight and get there in the afternoon. Can I please do that? Or, can you get there and call me to let me know when I can be there? I–”

“I’m sure. I need to be there with them, you know? I’m sorry. I appreciate that you want to go with me, but I don’t think I can handle you being there; not with Lainey… and my family, and…” Dana turned to leave the bedroom. “But thank you. I’ll call you when I can.”

◆◆◆

“Hey. How is she?” she asked.

“Hi,” Dana replied, sounding tired. “She’s still here, but they said she can be released in a few days. They’re running some tests, but she looks better. She’s got her color back for the first time since I got here.”

“That’s good,” Samara said.

She was lying in bed and turned to the side where Dana had slept, missing her instantly. She hadn’t made her bed since Dana left, which was unusual for her, and she’d even told her housekeeper to leave it until Dana got back. Given that it had been several days, though, and this was the first time they’d connected over the phone, Samara was starting to wonder if Dana would ever come back.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been able to talk,” Dana said. “She was out completely for two days, with the drugs they had her on to help her heal, and Paige was an absolute mess, which I understand – Lainey is the love of her life. My mom and dad were messes, too, but they tried to hold themselves together. Paige didn’t stop crying until Lainey woke up, and she’s still doing it on and off. Someone needed to make sure they all eat, which was a massive chore. As much as I miss you, I’m sort of glad you weren’t here. Don’t take that the wrong way, but I don’t know how I could’ve handled trying to find you food on top of everyone else and maybe telling people we were friends or pretending like you’re my friend, Mara from Idaho, or something. My mom hates everything about being in a hospital, including the coffee. My dad isn’t a big fan of being here, either, since the times he had to be here with her, and he complains when he’s worried or frustrated. Just constant complaining from him. And I get it – his daughter is in the hospital – but it’s been a lot.”

That comment about food really hurt. Samara knew that Dana hadn’t meant it that way, but it still hit her right in the heart.

“I would have gotten you all food,” she said instead, choosing not to address it directly. “Who’s making sure you eat, babe?”

“My mom tries,” Dana replied with a sigh. “I’m okay, though.”

“Are you, really? You can tell me, Dana. I’m here.”

“I saw the pictures of the car,” Dana shared. “And the doctor said it was a miracle that she’d made it out with only the damage she had.”

“Pictures?”

“Paige took some, but the cops did, too. I guess the guy who hit Lainey called 911. While Lainey was still conscious, she called Paige. Paige rushed over there, but Lainey was already out, and the ambulance got there right after her. She took a bunch of photos for insurance, I guess, and she sent them to me.”

“How bad?” she asked, her heart racing in her chest.

“Bad,” Dana said. “I just sent you a few if you want to see for yourself.”

Without thinking, Samara put the phone on speaker and opened her message app, where she saw four pictures. Each seemed worse than the next. The tangled metal and the red stains she could clearly make out as blood made her stomach lurch, and she felt lightheaded. She’d seen photos like this before. She closed her eyes and swallowed, trying to control her heart rate. Thankfully, Lainey wasn’t in the driver’s seat in those pictures, but Samara knew what a body keeled over looked like. She closed the app, took her phone off speaker, and put it back to her ear.

“Really bad. I’m so glad she’s okay,” she said, swallowing hard and lying back because she needed her head against a pillow.

“She’s not out of the woods yet, but they’re confident she’ll recover. She’s lucky she’s not playing soccer anymore. Her career would’ve been over. She’s going to need a lot of PT, and they might have to postpone the wedding, depending on how that goes.”

Samara lay there silently, not sure what else to say.

“Babe?”

“Yeah?” she said.

“Um… I know I asked you not to come before, but I needed to be able to focus on my family and keeping Paige together. It seems like Lainey will be home soon, though. I know you have things to do there, but do you think you could come here instead? I mean, can you get out of the events you have to go to?”

“Oh,” she said. “I can, yeah. I just need to talk to a few people.”

“So, you’ll come?” Dana asked.

Samara thought about the pictures again and said, “I’ll book something for after Christmas. That should give you a few more days with your family, and hopefully, Lainey will be home. Is that okay?”

“Oh, okay. Yeah, that’s good,” Dana replied, but Samara wasn’t sure whether she was telling the whole truth.

◆◆◆

“You know you’re an idiot, right?” Kyla said.

“I’m not an idiot,” Samara replied. “I’m respecting her wishes.”

“Her wishes? Her sister was in an awful car accident a week ago, and you’re here in my bed, watching me eat way too much food, instead of being with your girlfriend in the hospital.”

“Her sister is out of the hospital. Dana texted me this morning that she was released.”

“That’s good,” Kyla said and finished her third slice of pizza. “But why are you still here, exactly?”

“Well, she insisted I stay, so I did. Then, she didn’t call me for two days. All I got were sporadic texts where she told me that Lainey was out of surgery or still not awake and talking yet. When I finally did talk to her, she asked me to go there.”

“You didn’t tell me that. Why are you still here, Samara?” Kyla asked.

Samara crossed her legs on Kyla’s bed and replied, “She described the accident, and I guess there were pictures. Paige had them and sent them to her.”

“Oh,” Kyla said. “You saw them, and it made you…”

“Go back to the day I lost my mom, yeah,” she replied. “I told her I’d book something for after Christmas and that I had an event to go to, which was true.”

“You could have skipped that party. Hell, you can skip any party to go be with your girlfriend.”

“Also true. But I don’t know, Kyla. It’s hard. She didn’t want me there. She was so adamant that she didn’t want me around. She started talking about how bad stuff only seems to happen whenever she’s not at home, as if she’s the only one keeping her family alive and safe, which is total bullshit, but that’s Dana. It’s a part of her somehow that she’s got to be that person, and if she’s not close by, something bad will happen.”

“She reminds me of that girl you told me about once.”

“What girl?”

“The one from therapy or something. She watched the lock on the door because she was so worried about the house or her family being hurt if someone got in because she didn’t lock it.”

Samara turned her face to Kyla’s and replied, “Oh, my God. You’re right. There was this guy I read something about who lived in New York and had never left the island because he had a fear that if he crossed a bridge, someone in his family would die. He was thirty years old when he tried to cross one for the first time, and he made the guy driving the car turn around because he thought his mom would die.”

“Think she’s a little like you, maybe?” Kyla asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not a doctor. I shouldn’t be diagnosing anyone with anything. But it’s irrational, right? That she’s not really living the life she wants because she’s so afraid that if she’s away from them, something bad will happen?”

“I guess. But I’m no doctor, either.”

“Her parents are moving away from New Orleans. She says she’s not going to follow them or anything, but I believe that’s because she thinks she still has Lainey to worry about. It still wouldn’t surprise me if she tried to find an apartment equidistant from their new house and Lainey’s place just so she could get to all of them as quickly as possible.”

“What happens with you two, then?”

“I’m falling for her, Kyla.”

“Obviously.” Kyla rolled her eyes. “I haven’t even met her yet, and I can tell you’re in love with this girl. I’ve seen you with the few dudes you’ve dated, and you don’t act like this.”

“Like this? I offered to go with her to be there for her, and then I took it back. I haven’t booked a flight or anything yet because–”

“Because you’re scared. I get it. I’m sure Dana would, too. You were in that car when your mom died. You watched your sister get hurt and probably thought you’d lose her as well or might die yourself. Dana will understand that, but you shouldn’t keep lying to her.”

“I know.”

“It’s after Christmas now. You already missed your shot to be with her and spent the day at your agent’s house, probably thinking of nothing other than your girlfriend and how much you’d rather be with her.”

“Yes,” she replied, laughing because Kyla was right, as usual.

“So, go there. Be with her. Don’t be stupid. Don’t mess this up. You have to go back at the start of the year anyway. Skip the lame events and parties and just go. If she tells you that she doesn’t want you there again, she’s probably lying.”

“I didn’t get her a Christmas present.”

“You didn’t tell me what to get her.”

“I should buy it myself. I’m the girlfriend.”

“Getting something kinky you don’t want me to know about?” Kyla teased.

“No. I don’t know what to get her, honestly. I thought we’d spend time together here and I’d see something when we were out, or she would mention something at one of the stores and I’d have you grab it later.”

“What is she into, besides you?”

Samara laughed a little and said, “I’m not even sure if she’s that into me anymore.”

“Samara, I’m sure she feels the same way about you that you do about her. She left New Orleans with you, didn’t she?”

“After I convinced her.”

“She still left. And you said she liked it here.”

“She did. It felt like home.” Samara sighed. “And now, I’m afraid I’ll lose her because she’ll never want to leave that city again.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“I am an actress.”

“Not with me, you’re not. And, I’m guessing, you’re not with Dana, either. Can you live in New Orleans?”

“I guess. I could buy something there, and I could go back and forth.”

“So, that’s an option.”

“But I’m home here. And she is, too. I swear, she was just a few days away from telling me that she could see herself moving here and trying to make a go of it with acting. Then, this happens, and she’s going to go back to catering, which would’ve been fine if that was actually what she wanted, but it’s not.”

“You know what would make a great belated Christmas gift?”

“What?”

“Telling her that you love her.”

“I can’t do that. It’s been weeks.”

“So? It’s obviously true. Tell her how you feel and be completely honest, however you want to word it. Make sure she knows that it’s serious and real and that you’ll figure things out together, whether she does what you just said, or she ends up leaving there to come here.”

“Fine. But what do I get her for her birthday?”

“What? When’s that?” Kyla asked.

“New Year’s Eve,” she said.

“Are you fucking kidding me? Samara, I’m booking your flight. You missed Christmas. You will not miss this woman’s birthday, too. God, you’re such an asshole sometimes.”

Kyla pulled out her phone.

“I thought I was doing the right thing, Kyla,” she said. “Letting her be there with her family, while I try to work on my own shit.”

“Yeah. Then, she asked you to be there, and you fucked that up. You’re supposed to work on at least some of that shit together, Samara. You’re getting on a damn plane even if my pregnant ass has to shove you onto it.”

“Now, who’s being dramatic?”


CHAPTER 34

“I’m fine,” Lainey said.

“Fine? Really? You can’t walk.”

“Yes, I can. I have crutches now. My arm wasn’t broken, just bruised, so I can use them.”

“Babe, you are not fine,” Paige said from her position next to Lainey in the bed they shared. “And it’s okay to just admit that and let us take care of you.”

“You, sure. You’re the fiancée. You signed up for this, just like I signed up for it with you. But Dana has places to be, and she won’t leave. It’s annoying.”

“Hey,” Dana said.

“Don’t ‘hey’ me. You’re supposed to be in LA with your girlfriend,” Lainey argued.

“You got hit by a car. Was I not supposed to come home when you were in the hospital and there was internal bleeding?”

“Sure. But I’m out of the hospital now, and Paige is here. Besides, Mom hasn’t left, either.”

“She and Dad finally went home to get some sleep,” Dana said.

“And you should be doing that, too. I’m okay.”

“You know what? I’m going to go downstairs and make you a sandwich; give you two some time to talk,” Paige said.

Then, neither of them said anything else as Paige kissed Lainey’s forehead tenderly, rose from the bed, and left the room.

“What was that about?” Dana asked.

“She’s very smart, so she must have realized that I need to give my little sister a hard time.”

“Lainey, you–”

“Yes, I was in a car accident,” Lainey interrupted. “And I know it was scary for everyone. I was scared, too. I still am a little, but only because I want to make sure I can dance with my wife at our wedding. We were so excited to finally have a date and start the planning.”

“You can’t control some guy jackknifing you on the road.”

“I know. Neither can you.” Lainey took Dana’s hand. “You’ve always been this way, you know? You worry so much about all of us, and I love you for that, but you’ve repeatedly let that worry get in the way of you having the life you want.”

“No, I–”

“Just hold on a minute,” Lainey interrupted again. “You have. You didn’t want to go to Girl Scout camp when you were twelve because you hated camping, but you went. Why?”

“You were going.”

“And?” Lainey asked.

“I wanted to make sure you’d be okay. They said there were bears there, and all people kept saying was that you just needed to be careful with food and stuff.”

“Did you see a bear the entire week we were there?”

“No.”

“But you didn’t leave my side,” Lainey noted. “And I know you wanted to do the swim classes instead of the archery ones I took.”

“So? I could swim whenever.”

“Okay. Fine. What about LA?”

“I came back because of your accident. Samara understood.”

“I mean before that. You were ready to go years ago.”

“Mom got sick.”

“And then what?”

“Mom was still sick.”

“Dana, Mom is fine now.”

“She’s been in remission, yes, but–”

“You have to stop this,” Lainey told her. “I don’t care if you’re an actor, a caterer, work in Maisie’s bookshop, or do nothing at all, but whatever you want to do, you need to just finally do it. You can’t prevent car accidents. You can’t keep Mom’s cancer or any illness away. You can’t keep Dad from hitting his thumb with a hammer when he’s doing his woodworking stuff. What are you going to do? Buy an RV and just park it wherever we are at all times?”

“No, I’m not…” Dana sighed. “I can’t help it, Lainey. I’ve always worried. I’ve been worried about all of you every day of my life, I think.”

“I know. But there’s worry, and then there’s this next-level thing you do. I know it’s partly because you’re scared of the things you want. It’s not just about us. But I have Paige now, Dana.” Lainey squeezed her hand. “I know you were there for her when this first happened, and I love you for that, but she’s here now, and she’s taking care of me just like I’ll take care of her forever. I love you. I’ll always need you to be my sister. But you’ve been carrying enough worry for this whole family for decades now. You don’t have to anymore. Mom and Dad have each other, and you and I will be there for them together. Paige will be as well now. And if you and Samara end up together, I suspect she’ll be there for them, too.”

“She’s not here,” she replied, letting go of her sister’s hand.

“You told her not to come, you dumbass.”

“I did at first, yeah. Then, I asked her, and she said she’d book something for after Christmas, but she’s still not here.”

“What did she tell you when you asked?”

“I texted her. She said something came up; some event she was contractually obligated to attend that she hadn’t been able to get out of.”

“And you don’t believe her?”

“She’s been… distant.”

“Maybe because you left her there when she wanted to come.”

“I think it’s more than that. I didn’t realize it until after I had done it.”

“What?” Lainey asked.

“We were talking about you – well, the accident – and Paige’s pictures. I didn’t think back then, and I sent them to her. A few of them, but still.”

“Okay. Why is–” Lainey stopped, and her still slightly-bruised face showed realization. “You didn’t…”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Her mom.”

“Yup. I was so absorbed in you that I didn’t think about her, and I’m sure it upset her. I need to apologize, but I–”

“You won’t leave me alone.” Lainey shook her head at her slowly. “Dana, you have to start living your own life now. Samara seems great, and you seem like you’re crazy about her. Don’t lose her because you’re too busy with me or our parents.”

“I know. I thought she’d call today, but she hasn’t yet.”

“It’s only noon here. She’d probably call later, but you should just call her yourself and talk to her about what happens when she gets back to finish filming. I don’t want to be the reason you two break up, Dana.”

“I know. I don’t want that, either. Sometimes, I just feel things so intensely that I can’t handle anything else. I was so scared that I was going to lose you, Lainey. I never leave, and the one time I do, you get hit by a car.”

“You went to school for four years in Pittsburgh, and everything was fine.”

“Mom was already sick then. We just didn’t know.”

“Not when you were eighteen. God, Dana… I’m surprised you didn’t try to follow me when I went to college just to make sure I’d be okay.” Lainey chuckled.

“Do you think there’s something wrong with me?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I did wish I could’ve followed you to school, but Mom wouldn’t let me. I still had to finish high school.” Dana shrugged. “But when I was in Pittsburgh, it wasn’t easy for me. I constantly texted you and Mom. I worried when you were on the road for away matches, and during the matches themselves, when I couldn’t go. I worried you’d get injured and wouldn’t be able to play anymore.”

“You did?”

“Yes. And when you and Paige went on your vacation together for your one-year anniversary, I worried then, too. I thought about going with you, but I didn’t ask.”

“The answer would’ve been no,” Lainey replied with a small laugh that clearly hurt her. “We had a whole lot of sex on that trip. I don’t think my little sister being there would’ve been good.”

Dana laughed and said, “I don’t know how to just turn it off.”

“You don’t turn it off, Dana. You turn it down. There’s a difference. You trust Paige. She called you as soon as it happened, right? She was at the hospital with me from moment one and never left my side.”

“But she was crying the whole time, and I had to make sure they all ate.”

“She was crying because she loves me. She saw me unconscious, getting into an ambulance. I’d cry, too, if that were her. She would’ve eaten, Dana. She’s Paige. She’s strong and capable. If Mom wasn’t eating, and you weren’t there, Paige would’ve taken care of her. Dad would have. You probably just steamrolled everyone like you always do.”

“How do I not, though? How do I just leave on a trip or move away completely and trust that you’ll all be okay?”

“You just do,” Lainey replied. “And you trust us. We’re adults. We’re okay. You can love us and worry a little bit from afar while still being happy, Dana. You don’t need to sacrifice what you really want or who you really want because of us.”

“Hey, is it okay to come back in?”

Dana turned and saw Paige there, holding a plate with a sandwich and chips on it in one hand, as well as a glass of water in the other.

“Yeah, baby,” Lainey replied.

“You’re due for another pain pill, so eat a few bites of this and then take that. I made you turkey and Swiss. Is that okay?”

“Of course, it is. It’s my favorite,” Lainey said with a smile as Paige sat down on the bed and handed her the plate.

“Oh, she’s going to need a–” Dana started.

“The tray,” Paige finished. “I’ve got it.” She picked up the tray she had by the bed and put it over Lainey’s legs. “There you go, babe.”

“Thank you,” Lainey said and put the plate down.

Paige added the water glass, a napkin, and the pain pill.

“Do you want some fruit, too? I went with chips because you usually have them with a sandwich, but I can slice you an apple and put some peanut butter on the side.”

“For a snack later?” Lainey asked. “I’m not all that hungry. I just know I need to eat.”

“At least, finish the sandwich for me,” Paige encouraged as she ran a hand over Lainey’s shoulders before cupping the back of her neck. “Dana, want me to make you a sandwich?”

“No, I’m okay,” she replied, standing up. “I should get going anyway.”

“I thought you were staying, and we were going to cram into this bed together and watch a movie,” Paige said.

“I think I’ll go home and catch up on some sleep.”

“Want to come back later and watch the ball drop with me?” Paige asked. “I’m sure she’ll be out like a light long before midnight, so maybe come over around dinner. We can all eat together and celebrate your birthday, too.”

“Thanks, but I think I need to be alone tonight. We’ll celebrate when she’s feeling a little better.” Dana pointed at Lainey then and added, “Wake your ass up at midnight to give your fiancée a kiss.”

“I will. But call your girlfriend and apologize for being an idiot.”

“Yeah,” Dana said, giving her sister a soft smile. “Hey, I love you.”

“I know. I love you, too.”


CHAPTER 35

Samara got off the plane and quickly headed toward the baggage claim. Thankfully, Kyla had ordered her a car with a competent driver who was standing there, holding a sign that read, ‘Miss Barber.’ He helped her with her luggage and got it stowed, and when Samara climbed into the car, she was very grateful for her assistant, who must have told the driver to have it at seventy degrees for her. He must have had the air-conditioning on so low on the drive over in order for it to still be at the right temperature once they were back inside after getting her luggage.

“I have the hotel address.”

“Actually, can you take me somewhere else instead?”

“Of course. Where to?” he asked.

After the car had pulled up to the building and the driver had helped her with the bags up to Dana’s apartment, Samara realized she might have made a mistake. She hadn’t called or texted Dana to tell her that she was coming, hoping for a surprise, but since she’d already dismissed the driver, after making sure to add a nice tip to the app for his service, it was too late to do anything about it now. She knocked on the door, swallowing her concerns away, and after several more knocks, she knew Dana wasn’t home.

“She’s probably at Lainey’s, you idiot.”

“I was.”

Samara turned around and saw Dana standing there in the hallway, holding her keys.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi,” Dana said back. “What are you doing here?”

“I wanted to surprise you,” she replied with a shoulder shrug.

“I thought you would have been here a few days ago,” Dana said, walking by Samara to unlock the door.

“I know. I want to talk to you about that.”

“It’s okay. I get it,” Dana said as she grabbed the handle of one of Samara’s bags and pulled it inside.

Samara took that as a good thing because Dana could’ve easily slammed the door in her face after telling her that she was mad or that they were over.

“You get what?” she asked as she pulled her other bag inside with her and closed the door behind her.

“The pictures.”

Samara stopped, leaving her roller in the entryway while watching Dana pull her other one toward her bedroom.

“The pictures?” she asked, following her inside.

“I shouldn’t have sent those pictures. I wasn’t thinking about your mom. I’m so sorry, Samara.”

“You’re not mad at me?” she asked when she arrived in the bedroom and watched Dana push her bag off to the side of the bed Samara had slept on when she’d stayed over.

“No,” Dana said. “I’m mad at myself.”

“Why? I’m not mad at you.”

“The pictures got to you, didn’t they?” Dana asked and sat down on the end of the bed.

“Yes, they did.”

“Then, you should be mad at me. I wasn’t thinking, Sam. I’m sorry.”

“Hey, it’s okay,” Samara replied, moving to her. “Babe, it’s okay. Can you tell me what’s going on with you right now? You’re acting a little strange.”

“They don’t need me,” Dana said.

“Who doesn’t?”

“My parents. My sister. Hell, even Maisie doesn’t need me to cover at the bookshop anymore now that it’s making real money, and she can hire someone for real.”

Samara knelt in front of her and asked, “What do you mean?”

“I’ve always been this way,” Dana told her, shaking her head. “I don’t know why, but I’ve always been so scared that something bad would happen to them. I never told you this, but you have no idea how hard my parents had to push me to go away for school. My mom had to tell me they’d visit every month or would pay for me to fly home in order to convince me. I put myself as their in-case-of-emergency contact in their phones. All three of them. I don’t remember ever not feeling this way, and I thought they all needed me. My dad is great, but he’s kind of inept at a lot of things. My mom is the one who’s always taking care of them, and I’ve tried to help take care of her. Then, there’s Lainey. She has Paige, and they’ve been together for years, but today was the first time I think I’ve really noticed Paige taking care of her, which isn’t fair to Paige, because, of course, she takes care of her. Lainey’s right, though. She has her now. She doesn’t need me.”

“Baby, she’ll always need you. You’re her sister.”

Samara rubbed Dana’s legs.

“But not in the same way, and that’s okay. That’s how it’s supposed to be. I just left there, though, and I realized I have nothing to do until we’re back on set. Nothing. My parents are at home, getting some rest, and they don’t need me. Paige is there with Lainey. And–”

“I need you,” Samara said.

“No, you don’t. You have drivers, Kyla, PAs, and–”

“Dana, you’re my girlfriend. It’s different. I need you. I… need you to be my Paige.”

Dana swallowed and said, “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too. I should’ve come sooner. I’m sorry. I wanted to.”

“I know. I pushed you away.”

“But then you said you wanted me here, and I took too long.”

“You’re here now,” Dana replied.

“Can I stay here? I have the hotel, but I don’t want to be there. I want to stay with you. I want to stay with you every night until we’re done filming.”

“That’s a long time,” Dana said.

“Too long?”

“No, but I’m going through some stuff, and I don’t know what to do about it. I don’t want it to negatively impact you.”

“But that’s part of it, right? Part of being with someone? Checking on that because I’m really new at wanting to be with someone like this. I mean, my stuff might impact you, and your stuff might impact me, right? Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Babe, have you ever thought about talking to someone about the worry thing?”

“Like a therapist?”

“Maybe,” Samara said. “I was thinking about it, and what you’re describing is something like what some people like me deal with.”

“People like you?”

“The obsessive thoughts,” she said. “Mine usually relate to food, but there are more that I have sometimes. I talk to someone when things get bad, but I haven’t been going regularly recently. I just met up with my own therapist yesterday, though, and I brought you up. I didn’t tell her your name or anything, but I talked to her about some of the things you’ve mentioned to me. She didn’t diagnose you with anything, of course – she wouldn’t do that without seeing you – but she said it does sound like it could be a form of OCD.”

“You think I have OCD?” Dana asked.

“I don’t know. I can just relate to it.” Samara shrugged a shoulder again before she stood and sat down next to Dana on the bed, resting her head on Dana’s shoulder. “The fear, the worry, the need to control – I feel that all the time. Mine just manifests differently.”

Dana nodded and asked, “Would your therapist see me, or is that weird? Should I find my own?”

“My therapist is in LA, but she’d probably do a video session, if you want.”

“Can I just go see her when I go back?”

Samara lifted her head and asked, “Go back?”

“When you’re done in Vancouver.”

Samara smiled and said, “That’ll be a few months from now.”

“I know.”

“And you’ll be visiting?” she asked, hoping she wasn’t pushing her luck.

“Probably for the first trip back there.”

“The first?”

Samara couldn’t stop herself from smiling wider.

“I was thinking you could help me find an apartment. Of course, I wouldn’t move until after the wedding, assuming they’re still doing that in April. Lainey isn’t sure she’ll be ready by then, but I’m confident. She’s determined to finally marry Paige. I bet she’ll make physical therapy her bitch.”

Samara laughed and said, “So, you’d be searching for a place to live in Los Angeles?”

“I think so. My paycheck from the movie will keep me out of debt until I can find a job there while I audition for new roles.”

“You’re not joking, right? You’re serious?” she checked. “I got my hopes up when you were talking about how much you liked LA before… I get that you had to come back for your sister, but you’re serious, right? You want to move there and audition?”

“I’ve let whatever it is inside me get in the way of what I wanted my entire life. I don’t think I realized it fully until I talked to my sister today, but she’s right. I know I can go back to catering. I can stay here and visit my parents, but they’ll be fine without me. They were fine before I was born. Lainey has the love of her life, and Paige will take care of her. She has been for a while now, after all. It’s probably one of the reasons I’ve been so miserable and lonely since they met. I can stay here and still feel that.” Dana turned to her. “Or, I can go after what I want and be with whom I want.”

“I hope that’s still me.”

“Well, it’s not Kathy.”

Samara laughed, feeling the tension leave her body, and asked, “What about Vancouver?”

“What about it?”

“Can you visit while I’m there?”

“I don’t even have a passport.”

“Not even the card that lets you into Canada?”

Dana shook her head no.

“Well, we’re getting you one of those and applying for the expedited shipping. Can we go take passport photos tomorrow? It’s a holiday, but someplace has to be open. The card is a shorter process. I’ve seen them come back in two to three weeks. We can get you the passport book later.”

“Why do I need the book if the card gets me into Canada?”

“Because I fly all over the place, and whenever you can go with me, I want you there. Plus, you might get offered a role in another country and need to get there fast.”

“Babe, slow down. I haven’t even auditioned for anything yet.”

Dana smiled, and it was the first time Samara had seen it in a while.

“You’re beautiful,” Samara told her. “Happy birthday, baby.” She leaned in and pressed her forehead to Dana’s. “I really missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” Dana replied softly. “I’m so glad you’re here. I worried I screwed it up.”

“Me too,” Samara said. “I’m sorry we missed our first Christmas together.”

“Blame the asshole that hit my sister.”

“Is she okay? I haven’t asked.”

“Can we talk about Lainey later?” Dana’s shoulder rose and fell. “It’s my birthday. I just want to be here with you. I haven’t kissed you in days.”

“Yes. We can even do that for hours to make up for it, if you want.”

“I wasn’t thinking we’d kiss for hours.”

Dana pulled back and smirked at her.

“Hey, I have a gift for you.”

“You do? Shit. I didn’t get you a Christmas gift. I was going to buy you something in LA and–”

“It’s okay,” Samara told her, cupping Dana’s cheek. “I don’t need anything. I’m just happy that I’m here; that we’re together.”

“But you got me something?”

“Not exactly,” Samara replied. “I didn’t actually buy you anything for Christmas.”

“Okay…”

Dana looked at her in confusion.

“Dana, I–” Samara cleared her throat. “I love you.”

Dana tilted her head and asked, “That’s my Christmas gift?”

Samara didn’t know what to say. She’d listened to Kyla, which had clearly been a bad idea, and now, she didn’t know how to get out of this. She had just told someone she loved them for the first time, after years of thinking she’d never say it, and she’d done it wrong somehow.

“That’s the best Christmas gift I’ve ever gotten,” Dana added, and suddenly, Samara was on her back, not knowing how she’d gotten there. “Really? You love me?”

“It’s not crazy?” Samara asked and smiled up as Dana moved on top of her.

“Probably,” Dana replied. “But I’m good with crazy.” She pressed their foreheads together this time. “I love you, too, you know?”

“You do?”

Dana nodded and rubbed her nose against Samara’s.

“I got you a birthday present, too,” Samara said.

“Is it in your suitcase? I’m exhausted, but I will happily do anything you want tonight.”

Samara laughed and said, “Not in my suitcase. I didn’t buy anything.”

“Okay… I’m confused again,” Dana stated, so Samara pulled her phone out of her pocket and unlocked it.

“I talked to everyone I needed to talk to, which sounds silly, but it’s part of being in this business.” She found the app and turned the phone around. “Remember this picture?”

“Our Hollywood sign selfie? Yeah. Why?”

“Read what it says under it.”

Dana took the phone from her and sat up, straddling her, to read the post Samara had drafted but hadn’t yet sent out to social media. She looked incredibly focused, and Samara worried that she’d gotten too ahead of herself with this one. Confessing their love to one another had already been a massive step, but it might be the only one they should take for a while, considering how new they still were.

“Samara…”

“Is it okay?”

“This is you coming out, babe.”

Dana looked down at her.

“With you on my arm. If you’re okay with that. If not, it’s okay. I can change the picture.”

“But… Are you sure? You don’t have to do this for me. I don’t need you to do anything you’re not ready for. You had a plan.”

“Yes, I did, and you weren’t a part of it at all. Suddenly, you’re there, and it’s like, yeah, I know what I want, and it’s you. The moment I press send on that, though, everyone will want to know who you are. Your life will get complicated. I didn’t want to do this unless you were okay with it. If you’re not, we can wait until you’re in LA, or until we’ve been together longer. I won’t be upset. It just means I’d need to buy you a real birthday present,” Samara said with a smile.

“Are you sure?” Dana checked. “I mean it. You have to be sure that this is what you want for you. I love you. I know that how I know that I’ve always wanted to be an actor, and I don’t want this to end, but it is still new. Coming out without me in the picture might be a better first step.”

“You were my first step,” Samara said, smiling up at her. “No matter what happens between you and me, you’ll always be part of my coming out journey. I’ve thought a lot about this while you were here and I was there alone, missing you and wishing I could just be myself with the world. I’ve never been in love before, but I met you, and it was clear to me: I love you. I’m tired of being scared, Dana. I’m ready.”

Dana handed her the phone and said, “Then, post it.”

“You’re one-hundred-percent sure? You’re tagged here. People will–”

“My profiles are all set to private. I’m good. Post it.”

Samara bit her lower lip and said, “Okay.”

“Babe?” Dana said.

“You changed your mind?”

“What? No.” Dana laughed. “I was just going to say that I’m really, really proud of you.”

“I’m proud of you, too,” Samara replied.

Then, before she could talk herself out of it, she pressed her screen and came out to the world. She swallowed, and her heart was beating fast, but it was fast in a good way, not in that way that she usually felt when she was overwhelmed and scared. This was fast in the way that told her she was excited and happy and couldn’t wait for the next step in her life, whatever that would be.

“It was sweet what you said in the post,” Dana said.

“That I met an amazing woman and fell so hard, I let her take a ridiculous selfie of me in front of the Hollywood sign?”

“Yes,” Dana said with a laugh. “But I seem to remember you making me take that picture.”

“We remember that differently,” she replied, dropping her phone and wrapping her arms around Dana’s neck as Dana moved back down.

“I feel like that’s going to happen a lot in this relationship,” Dana teased.

“Will you shut up and let me give you a birthday kiss already?”

“I want more than a birthday kiss,” Dana told her.

“You want one at midnight, too?”

Dana pressed her forehead to Samara’s again and said, “Then, in the morning as well, and I’m thinking every day for maybe, like… ever.”

Samara laughed and replied, “That sounds pretty good to me.”

Samara’s phone then dinged, pinged, gonged, bonged, and emitted just about every notification sound all at the same time.

“I think people have some thoughts about your recent announcement,” Dana said as she reached for the phone.

“Yeah… Don’t care. Come here,” Samara said, pulling Dana in for a searing kiss she’d needed for over a week now.


EPILOGUE

“What was it like, working on a love story with your girlfriend?” the reporter asked.

“She wasn’t my girlfriend when we first started,” Samara said. “We met on this film and did start dating early on, but not exactly right away.”

“I’d say it was pretty much right away,” Dana added with a smile. “But I was a caterer on set before they asked me to audition, so she didn’t give me the time of day.”

“I did, too.” Samara laughed.

“Such an interesting story. How did you go from catering to acting?”

“I was acting first, but just doing local stuff here in New Orleans. Then, I was working for the catering company when the original actress playing Bray had to drop out at the last minute due to an injury. Thankfully, she’s made a full recovery this past year, which means I no longer have to feel bad about taking her job and meeting Samara.”

The reporter laughed, and Samara squeezed Dana’s hand. Then, Kyla, who was acting as their red-carpet chauffeur for the evening, moved them along and down the line to the next one, where Dana was asked the same question. Samara would sometimes get asked why she’d decided to work on such a small, independent movie, and if it had anything to do with her being bisexual herself. She answered it in the way she’d rehearsed with her publicist, who was also here tonight and was Dana’s publicist now, too. Eventually, they made their way to the end of the carpet and were about to go inside when one more reporter asked a question.

“Dana, what’s up next for you?”

Dana turned to check with Kyla and her publicist, who both nodded at her.

“I have a new movie coming out in a few months.”

People hurled more questions at them as they headed into the theater, where the movie’s premiere was being held.

“Nice, babe,” Samara said once they were out of the reporters’ earshot. “God, it’s hot out there. Why is it always unseasonably warm whenever I’m in town?”

“Did you ever think that maybe you just make it hotter here?” Dana asked, wiggling her eyebrows.

“Oh, good one,” Samara said before she leaned in and kissed her. “Sorry, messed up your lipstick.” She used her thumb and forefinger to fix it. “Mine okay?”

“Yours is good,” Dana replied. “And they have the AC cranking in here. Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah, it’s just seventy-three out here, on top of all the humidity from outside. I’m hoping the actual theater will be cooler.”

“We can leave,” Dana offered, shrugging. “No one says we have to stay and watch the movie. Not like we haven’t seen it.”

“You don’t want to stay for your first movie premiere? It’s a right-of-passage thing, Dana. You have to stay. If you want to leave for every single one after this, though, we can. I don’t usually stay and watch the movie. I just go somewhere and hang out until it’s over and do the after-movie events or Q&As if there’s one happening.”

“I want to. I just don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

“The only time I’ll be uncomfortable will be during those sex scenes, and that’s just because I’ll be thinking about the very real sex we had both before and after filming them.”

“Oh, yeah?” Dana asked, reaching for Samara’s hips.

“Hold that thought, stud,” Samara said, laughing a little.

“Yeah, for real. If you could pretend like you like each other but aren’t about to tear clothes off in this lobby, I’d really appreciate it,” Kyla said.

“But wouldn’t the other way around sell more tickets?” Dana asked.

“I can’t believe I just walked a red carpet,” Lainey said as she approached them, holding on to Paige’s hand.

“Me neither. I’m not really cut out for this. Someone tried to ask me a question about the movie, and I told them I coached college soccer.” Paige shrugged.

Dana looked down at their joined hands with the rings on them and smiled. Lainey and Paige had gotten married on their original date. Her sister had been stubborn and wouldn’t take no for an answer. She had walked the aisle with a small limp, but it had probably only been noticeable to those who had known about the car accident and the amount of physical therapy Lainey had had to go to in order to get it there. The limp was gone now, eight months later, and Dana had never seen her sister look happier. Due to the medical bills and the need to focus on getting healthy before taking their trip, they had postponed their honeymoon and their adoption plans, but they would be leaving on a cruise at the start of the new year. After that, Dana guessed, they’d start planning to bring a child into their family, too.

Lainey’s job had been going well. After two consecutive winning seasons and what appeared to others to be a knack for recruiting, she had been offered a job at Tulane in New Orleans, and she would start as an assistant coach after returning from her honeymoon. With Paige in Baton Rouge, they had gotten lucky: the house they had bought had been a little outside of the city and in that direction, with Paige’s commute every day, but they both seemed so happy.

“Mom and Dad are already inside,” Lainey said. “I think Dad was taking pictures of you on Mom’s phone as you went down the carpet.” She laughed.

“The hundreds of them being taken by the actual press photographers wouldn’t be good enough?” Dana asked.

“They’re proud of you,” Samara told her. “So am I, by the way. You were a total pro out there.”

“We rehearsed how to answer the questions,” she said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Samara replied. “You can rehearse all you want, but some people still crumble when the reality of it all sets in. You didn’t.” She then leaned in and whispered, “You were made for this.”

Dana did let a small smile escape at that.

“Okay. What do we do now?” Maisie asked when she walked up with India, Finley, and Molly right behind them.

“Go inside and wait for the movie to start. Or, there are drinks and apps,” Kyla said and looked down at her phone. “Samara, where do you want your food?”

“Um… It can wait,” Samara said, and when Kyla looked at her, surprised, she added, “I’m okay.”

“Okay. I’ll get you some water, then. Dana?”

“Yes, please,” she replied.

“This is really cool,” Finley noted. “I’ve never been to a movie premiere.”

“You guys can get whatever at the bar, if you want,” Samara said.

“I kind of wish Candace were bartending. She makes the best drinks,” India spoke.

“She is,” Dana replied, nodding to the bar in the lobby. “She’s got a few signature cocktails that she mixed up just for this. Keith is back there, too. They’re doing this to rep their bar and get some more business there. Pretty cool, huh?”

Candace and Keith had actually gotten married about two months ago. Dana hadn’t been in town for it, but she also hadn’t expected an invitation. Candace was a friend, but they weren’t exactly close because Dana had moved to LA in May after Lainey and Paige’s wedding and after Samara had gotten done in Vancouver. Samara had then taken a break for a few months to read scripts before signing on for anything else, while Dana had rented a cheap apartment about thirty minutes from her place and started auditioning.

India and Maisie had moved in together at the beginning of the year, after getting back from their annual ski trip, and from what Dana understood, they were about to go on their third, and India had a certain question she was going to ask Maisie this time around because Lainey had let it slip to her that India had asked her to go ring-shopping with her to help pick something out that Maisie would love.

Chapter & Verse was still doing great, and the connection between Southern Roastery and the bookshop seemed to bring in more locals, while the shop’s deals with various tourism companies brought in the tourists.

Finley and Molly both still worked at the coffee company. Molly had been promoted recently, from what Dana had heard, and she had her own office now. Finley seemed to like doing what she was doing, and they lived together, too, with the two of them saving up money to buy a house soon.

“Congrats, you two. This is awesome,” Gwen spoke as she walked up to them with Juliet at her side and Elisa and Myra standing next to them.

“Thanks,” Samara replied.

Dana could tell Samara was doing okay, but the temperature and requesting her food for later, rather than now, when she obviously wanted it, was making her look a little tired and annoyed. Dana knew both of those expressions well now. She cupped Samara’s cheek, and Samara leaned into the touch, offering Dana an appreciative smile. They’d been together for a year and were about to move in together. Since Dana’s apartment was a drive in LA traffic, she hadn’t spent all that much time there, and when she’d started bringing up the topic of her lease to Samara, which had been for a year, Samara had told her not to renew and just to move in already.

Juliet and Gwen already lived together and were in the process of buying a house. Dana was pretty sure one of them was about to propose, too. She’d heard through the friend grapevine that they’d both planned on doing it and had acquired rings. Elisa and Myra were living together in Elisa’s house, which Myra was always redoing or adding on to, but they hardly talked about themselves when everyone got together. It was usually the kids who took top billing. Archie, Elisa’s son, had transferred to a better soccer school and was dating a girl whom Elisa said he was very happy with and whom Elisa liked as well. Adele, Elisa’s daughter and Archie’s twin sister, was already engaged to her fiancée, Wendy. That had come as a shock to Elisa and Myra, but they seemed to be okay with it. The girls weren’t getting married until after they graduated from college and got jobs, so that seemed like a good compromise for everyone.

“Sorry, it took us a minute to get down that damn carpet. They keep trying to grab my girlfriend,” Ava said as she walked over to the group.

“Where is your girlfriend?” Dana asked.

“She went to the bar to get us drinks,” Ava replied. “We spend most of our time avoiding events like this, so when we go, it’s always an adjustment for me. I just want to stand behind her and hold her purse while they take pictures of her, but she doesn’t carry a purse.”

“Well, she is very pretty,” Dana teased.

Samara lifted an eyebrow.

“She is, yes.” Ava smiled.

Dana turned to see that she was smiling over at Stephania, her supermodel girlfriend, who winked back at Ava as she waited in line.

“I’m just happy to be back in New Orleans. We’ve been trying to buy a damn house here so that we can go back and forth, and I don’t want to keep renting my small apartment, but she’s so busy that getting her here for a significant period of time is difficult.”

“Are you complaining about the fact that you work remotely now, so you can live in LA, New York, Miami, New Orleans, or anywhere else in the world that you want?” Dana teased.

“No, but we agreed to live in LA part-time and here part-time. I’m just ready to have a house here that’s ours.”

“I think that makes sense,” Samara replied. “We were thinking of buying something here next year.”

“You are?” Lainey asked.

“Don’t worry; we’re still keeping Samara’s place in LA. It would just be so we don’t have to stay with you guys or get a hotel room when we visit,” Dana shared.

“So, just visiting?” Paige asked.

“Yes,” she said, laughing a little.

“And it’s your place, too, now,” Samara added. “It’s not my house anymore.”

Dana had struggled initially with being so far away from her family. The worry was very real, and just trying to turn it off wouldn’t have helped, so she had gone to Samara’s therapist at first just to see if that would help. When it had, she’d found one of her own, and now, she went weekly and had exercises that she did on her own to try to sort through some of the more irrational worries she had, focusing on what she could control. It was a process, and she still had days when she’d be driving to an audition, and she’d think that Lainey was on her way to a match, and she’d worry that something might happen again, but she had her coping mechanism now, which her sister and family tolerated. That now included Samara, too, so whenever she was worried about her girlfriend when they were apart, she’d send a quick text.

Dana Sterling: Okay?

That was all it took, and Samara would respond.

Samara Barber: Okay. I love you. You?

Dana Sterling: Okay. I love you, too.

It was their own way of telling each other that they were okay, and it always made Dana smile when she thought about how they just understood one another in this strange way.

“Hey, I’ve got my drink, but can I bring this into the theater? No, right? I need to finish it out here,” Jill said to Dana.

“You can bring it in,” Samara answered for her.

“Oh, really?” Jill asked. “Babe, we can bring them in.”

“Yeah?” Willa asked, walking up to Jill.

“I guess it’s a party kind of thing,” Jill said and added, “So, we set a date.”

“You did?” Enid asked as their group continued to get larger, taking up practically the entire lobby. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“We just set it last night, so I’m telling you all right now. Wait. Where’s Mel or Bridge?” Jill asked, looking around.

“Don’t know,” Enid said. “Spill.” She lightly punched Jill on the shoulder.

“Okay. Rude,” Jill replied. “And we are getting married on July 6th. Asher is going to plan it for us, and then, we’re going on a long honeymoon. We’ve saved up. Mel is going to give me the time off, and it’s summer for Willa. We don’t know where exactly just yet, but it’s between two weeks on a beach somewhere or two weeks in Europe. Willa wants a touristy thing. I do touristy for a living and want to relax.”

“Do both,” India suggested. “South of France is beautiful.”

“She’s going to take me there some day,” Maisie added.

“Whenever you want,” India said, smiling softly at her.

“That’s great, you two,” Samara said and moved into Dana’s body.

Dana wrapped her arms around her from behind and said, “Okay?”

“I’m ready to sit down, but yeah,” Samara replied. “It’s just a lot. You?”

“Me too,” she said. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“Hey, do you guys want to go in?” Dana asked. “I think we’re ready to sit down. It’s been a long day.”

“Sure. Let’s go,” Jill said. “Where’s Caroline?”

“She’s in the bathroom,” Enid replied. “I’ll wait for her. You go ahead.”

Caroline and Enid had moved in together, but marriage either wasn’t their thing or was very far off because neither of them ever talked about taking that step, from what Dana had heard. Enid was the manager of the second NOLA Guides location, handling the plans for the third one that they were currently building. Caroline worked part-time at an art gallery in New Orleans and also sold her art on the street, which she seemed to really like.

They walked into the theater through the open doors, and Dana instantly saw Bryce and Sophie, who were standing near the entrance, talking to some people. They’d gotten married this past year in New Orleans with little fanfare because neither of them had wanted a big wedding, and Dana and Samara had been there to witness the occasion. Sophie seemed to really love LA now, and Dana loved that she had a couple of friends who lived close. It helped her feel like a little bit of New Orleans was with her in LA. She also saw Ava and Stephania there from time to time, but not as often as Sophie and Bryce.

Asher and Linden were standing toward the middle of the rows of seats with Logan and Rory. Asher was laughing at something and leaning into her wife’s side. That had happened this past year, too, but Dana hadn’t been invited. She had seen pictures, though, and those two knew how to throw a wedding. Their wedding planning business was doing really well, apparently, but Dana was sure it didn’t hurt that all of their friends had been getting married one after the other and using their services. She planned on using them one day as well if she asked Samara to marry her and Samara actually agreed to a New Orleans’ wedding.

Rory and Logan were still engaged and hadn’t set a date yet. Dana and Logan had grown somewhat close and texted each other often whenever Dana was in LA. Rory was now a social worker, which had been her dream, and Logan was working in a plumbing, HVAC, and electrical shop. She had told Dana that in a few years, her goal was to own her own shop and that she was well on her way to paying her parents back for the money she’d taken when she’d been gambling. They seemed happy, too, which made Dana happy for them.

“Babe?” Samara asked.

“Huh?”

“Sit down with me?”

“Oh, sure,” Dana said.

They walked to where their friends had started to sit and joined them, with Samara entering the row first. Coming out hadn’t been completely smooth sailing for Samara, but most people had sent positive comments and messages when she had posted her coming out on social media a year ago. After Vancouver, she’d had a couple of people pull offers or scripts away because they hadn’t wanted to deal with it – at least, not initially – and Samara had been bothered by it, but then, she’d get another offer, and she would feel okay again. She’d filmed a few recurring guest spots on TV this past year and no other movies, but it had been her decision to cut down and make only one or two movies a year from now on, alternating with not making one the following year so that she wouldn’t exhaust the audience.

Dana had only filmed one movie as a supporting character, but she had two more lined up for the upcoming year, and in one of them, she would be playing the lead. It was an indie film with a small budget, but she knew she had to start somewhere. With Samara taking a break, she’d be able to go on location with Dana, and Dana had decided that if she ever had that many offers herself where people wanted her in two movies a year, she’d take a year off, too. They’d arrange it so that when Samara was working, Dana would be there with her and vice versa.

“Hey, congrats, you two,” Kyle said, leaning over Melinda, whom Samara was sitting next to.

“Thank you,” Samara replied.

“You’ve got to be excited. This is amazing,” Melinda added.

“It’s crazy that it’s finally premiering,” Dana said, wrapping an arm around Samara’s shoulders. “I feel like we made this ten years ago.”

“Does that mean you feel like we’ve been together for ten years?” Samara asked.

“Sometimes, yeah.”

Samara poked her in the stomach as she laughed.

Melinda and Kyle were both still doing well. They were trying to get pregnant. Jolie, Kyle’s sister, already was. She’d gotten engaged earlier in the year and just a few weeks later, found out that they were expecting. Dana had only met her once at one of the many weddings, but she’d bragged about finally doing something before her big sister, Kyle. Kyle and Melinda seemed to be on their own path, though, taking their time to do whatever it was that they wanted, and it made perfect sense to Dana.

“Bridgette and Monica wanted to be here, but Aaron is getting married,” Melinda told them as she looked down at her watch. “Right about now, I think. They’re in New York this week.”

“She told me. That’s great,” Dana said about Monica’s son, Aaron.

She and Bridgette were married but weren’t having kids. Bridgette already considered Aaron to be her stepson, and he was technically Monica’s stepson, too, from a previous relationship, and that was enough for both of them.

Dana wasn’t sure if she and Samara would have kids one day. They’d talked about it, obviously, but they hadn’t landed on any firm plans. She wanted them, and she knew Samara did, too, but right now, all Dana cared about was being with the woman she loved and doing the things she loved to do. The whole marriage and kids thing would happen later.

“We’re going to sit behind you. Is that okay?”

Dana turned to see Rory and Logan behind them.

“Yeah, sure,” she said. “How are you two?”

“Good,” Rory said. “Viv and Jodie wanted to be here, but they couldn’t get away.”

“That’s okay. I appreciate it,” Dana said.

Viv had been Caroline’s roommate in college, and Jodie was Viv’s girlfriend and Caroline’s best friend. Dana had met them both in passing when they’d been on their way out of the city, moving to Kansas City for a teaching job for Viv. She’d told Rory to invite them tonight, but she hadn’t really expected them to be here. They barely knew each other.

“I can’t believe it’s time,” Bryce said as she walked over to their row, shaking her head in disbelief.

“Me neither,” Sophie added. “I’m going to go sit down with Sean and Kelly. You make the rounds and stuff.”

Sophie kissed Bryce’s cheek and walked off.

“Who’s Kelly?” Samara asked.

“Oh, Sean’s girlfriend,” Bryce replied. “They’ve been together for a while now. I like her. Kelsey and Megan like her, too, so that’s good.”

“Friend approval is always good,” Dana said.

Then, she looked up and saw an old woman standing in the front row. She wasn’t facing the screen behind her but appeared to be looking at Dana or maybe Samara.

“Hey, who’s that?” Dana asked.

Samara followed her line of sight and replied, “No idea. Why?”

“Who?” Bryce asked, looking that way, too. “Oh. Her?”

“Yeah, the old woman staring at us,” Dana said.

“Oh, there’s a story,” Melinda spoke, laughing a little.

“I invited her,” Bryce replied. “You don’t know her?”

“Me? No. How would I?” Dana asked.

“She didn’t talk to you or Samara right around the time you two got together?” Kyle asked.

“No,” Samara said. “Was she supposed to?”

Dana looked back at the woman who smiled widely at her. Then, she placed her hand over her heart, pointed two fingers at her and Samara, and nodded.

“Um… What the hell was that?” Samara asked.

“I think it just means we’ll all be at your wedding one day,” Bryce replied, laughing a little.

“Wait. What?” Dana asked.

“You’ve been blessed,” Logan said from behind them. “Join the club.”

“I am so confused,” Samara said and shook her head.

“I’ve got two waters for you,” Kyla announced, holding out two bottles of water as she stood at the end of the row. “Now, I’m going to call my husband and check on the twins. I’ll see you when this is all over if you don’t need anything else.”

“We’re good, Kyla. Thank you,” Samara replied as Dana grabbed the waters from Kyla.

“Babe, sit,” Sophie said as she approached Bryce again. “It’s about to start.”

“Got to go,” Bryce told them as Sophie pulled her toward their row.

Dana glanced back at the old woman again, who looked around at all of their friends, nodded, and sat down in her own seat.

“What do you think that was about?” Samara whispered as the lights flickered on and off three times.

“No idea, but I guess we’re getting married.”

“Fine. But we’re doing it indoors because I’m not dealing with this New Orleans’ heat on my wedding day.”

Dana turned to look at her in surprise, so Samara leaned in and pressed her forehead to Dana’s.

“Okay?” she asked.

“Okay,” Dana replied. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”
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NEW ORLEANS SERIES


In this friend-connected 12-book series, you’ll meet a group of friends who all fall in love over the course of a few years, each in a different month.

In January, meet Melinda, a New Orleans tour guide who loves her job, and Kyle, a woman in town to solve the mystery of a family rift who takes a tour and ends up falling in love in this fish-out-of-water, love-at-almost-first-sight book.

In February, catch up with Bridgette, who's trying to save her family-owned greeting card company from the giant corporation set to buy it. When that corporation sends a representative to review the business, Bridgette wants to hate Monica, but she can’t help falling in love with her in this age-gap, enemies-to-lovers story.

In March, Sophie runs into a tourist at a bar. She feels an instant connection to her, and Bryce feels it, too, but after a shared kiss, they’re pulled apart and have to find their way back together in this insta-love, long-distance-relationship tale.

In April, Asher begins to realize that she isn’t straight after watching her best friend, Linden, come out. She also discovers that she has feelings for Linden, who is enjoying her player phase at the moment and might not be ready for a commitment, let alone one with her best friend in this friends-to-lovers, coming-out-later-in-life, toaster-oven romance.

In May, meet Logan, a recovering gambling addict who's struggling to move on when she gets a job at a new local bar and meets Rory, a younger woman who captures Logan’s heart in this first-love, slow-burn story.

In June, meet Caroline, a college student who doesn’t actually want to be in college, and Enid, a grad student who has to start over when her life plan doesn’t go how she expected it would.

In July, Jill finally gets her love story when her mother calls and tells her to take care of her kid sister, who happens to be in summer school. Her sister’s teacher, Willa, is immediately taken with Jill. While those feelings are returned, Jill is dealing with so much, she’s not sure that she can risk her heart, too.

In August, Elisa is looking for a fresh start in New Orleans when she meets Myra, the contractor she wants to hire to do work on her house. Myra also happens to be her next-door neighbor and a very attractive woman. Elisa has twins who are about to go off to college and an ex-husband who isn’t supportive of her moving on with her life. Watch as Elisa and Myra fall in love in this starting-over, coming-out-later-in-life story.

In September, Juliet gets a promotion at work that involves a lot of travel, and she’s worried about her dog being home alone so much. She hires Gwen, a top-ranked dog walker and pet sitter, and they immediately hit it off. Meet the adorable pet, and stay for the romance.

In October, meet Molly, who’s had a secret crush on her co-worker for years, but Finley has always been taken. Now that Finley is single, shy Molly doesn’t know how to tell the woman how she feels, but what she doesn’t know is that Finley also has a crush on her in this workplace romance.

In November, India is set in her ways and doesn’t like to flex for anyone. Maisie is the bookstore owner, with the building right next to India’s office. She also happens to be running for city council against India’s brother. The two meet and are like oil and water, but sometimes, that could be a good thing in this opposites-attract, rich girl/poor girl tale.

In December, Samara is a famous actress who makes her way to New Orleans to film a sapphic indie film in order to get her some award buzz and also help her come out as bisexual when she’s ready. Dana is the caterer on set and has been assigned to take care of Samara’s particular tastes. Samara is surprised to find that Dana doesn’t let her off the hook for anything but that she’s also a great actress in this celebrity, neurodivergent, coming-out story.

JANUARY

Kyle Schafer had to grow up fast. Being a daughter of a reluctant mother and an older sister on top of that had practically guaranteed it. When she discovers that the stories her mother told her about her recently deceased grandmother might not be true, she treks to New Orleans to find out the truth about her own history.

Melinda Andrews loves New Orleans. So much so that she runs NOLA Guides, the top tour company in the city, knowing it will be handed to her by the owner and her mentor soon enough. When her unlucky-in-love best friend suggests that they go out so she can meet someone, Melinda sees a woman, who she knows is a tourist, and now, she can’t help but think that she should have said hello.

Ending up in New Orleans with her younger sister, trying to uncover the truth about her family, was never part of Kyle’s plan, but maybe that’s okay because meeting Melinda on a tour and figuring out that there was more to the story than her mother led her to believe might just be worth it.

FEBRUARY

Bridgette Musgrave has been planning on taking over the family business her entire life, but her parents have mismanaged it, and it’s in danger of being sold off to Arnette Assets, a giant corporation that might come in and steal the one thing Bridgette has been working toward for a decade.

Monica Arnette is slated to take over the multinational business based in New York when her aging father retires. It’s been her plan all along. Not part of that plan is to take a trip down to hot and humid New Orleans as a favor to an old friend of her father’s to buy some small greeting card company that Arnette Assets doesn’t need to add to their portfolio. Also not on her list of things to do is meeting a fiery redhead who doesn’t want Monica there.

As the two women are tasked with working together, Monica discovers that there’s more to New Orleans than her first impression. Moreover, as they begin to get to know one another, maybe, just maybe, Bridgette might discover that she doesn’t mind having Monica there at all.

MARCH

Sophie Santiago goes out with friends one night and ends up bumping into the most beautiful woman she’s ever seen, a tourist named Bryce. After a few hours with her, spent talking and dancing, Sophie knows that Bryce isn’t meant to be someone she knows for only one night, but something causes them to lose each other in the crowd. How will she find Bryce again when they didn’t exchange phone numbers or even last names?

Bryce Wilburn is a food blogger who lives in Tennessee. One year ago, she took a trip to New Orleans with her friends, and that trip changed her life forever. There, she met Sophie, a woman who Bryce instantly knew was the right one for her. While her friends mock her for believing in love at first sight, Bryce decides to stop wallowing and finally blogs about the night she met Sophie.

When a friend of Sophie’s discovers that blog post, she tells her about it, and Sophie and Bryce are finally able to reconnect. But can the magic of their chance encounter translate into more?

Finding love in a New Orleans bar after a few hours of talking isn’t supposed to happen. Yet, with Sophie and Bryce, it just might have.

APRIL

Asher Hahn is one of the top wedding planners in New Orleans, and her best friend, Linden Washington, is the other. They’ve both planned extravagant weddings and watched couple after couple share their love in front of their friends and families, all without ever really falling in love themselves. 

When, after a decade of friendship, Linden comes out to Asher, Asher’s job, as she sees it, is to be there for Linden as she explores the part of herself that she’s hidden for so long. The only problem is that now that Linden is more fully herself, Asher begins to question her own identity, and part of that questioning means realizing that she might be in love with her best friend.

For Linden, coming out has been a great experience so far. She has her best friend by her side and has enjoyed finally being able to be herself, but when Asher tells her that she thinks she’s bisexual, Linden starts to feel like she might not want to date just anyone. She could be ready for something real… with her best friend.

Asher knows she only wants Linden but thinks Linden can’t possibly feel the same way. Linden wants Asher but doesn’t think she can tell her because it could ruin their friendship. Good thing they have some meddling friends who help them figure things out and finally admit their feelings for one another.

MAY

Logan Luna has made a lot of mistakes in her life stemming from a gambling addiction. She’s been sublimating in other ways recently but doesn’t want to do that any longer. When she gets a job at a new bar in the city, she hopes it’s the start of something big, something that might help take her mind off of everything wrong with her life.

Rory Winter helps her friend with her new bar whenever she can, which is probably more often than she should because she has a full-time job and is also in grad school. She’s doing that because she doesn’t like to let people down, but there’s another reason why she spends all of her free time at the bar: a new, older, and very attractive bartender works there.

Rory doesn’t think Logan will ever look her way because Logan is out, gorgeous, and can have any woman she wants, while Rory is shy, studious, and isn’t out to everyone in her life yet. Logan feels like she can be herself with Rory in a way she’s never felt before, and she can’t seem to stop talking to the younger woman whenever she stops by the bar. 

They both have some things to work through, but for the first time, Rory can see herself falling in love and being more fully herself, and Logan begins to think about how good her life could be for the first time in a long time.

JUNE

Enid Becker did all the right things. She went to college, graduated, and got a job right away. She moved to another state and thought she was living the dream. Then, she got laid off and had to move back home and in with her parents. She decides that going to grad school might help her find a better job, but she’s not happy about feeling like she has to start over.

Caroline Timothy is a college junior who doesn’t want to be in college. Her parents have given her strict instructions, though, so she decides to take some summer classes in order to graduate on time. A budding artist, she hates the classroom and doesn’t see the point in going to school. 

A chance meeting at a bar, followed by running into each other at a career fair, has Enid wondering if losing that job and returning home was the best thing that could have happened, after all, because it led her to the creative, smart, and funny Caroline Timothy, whom she can’t keep off her mind.

With both of them feeling lost on their own, together, they discover that they’re right where they should be.

JULY

Jill Solomon has watched her friends fall in love over the past year and a half, and she feels like she’s the only single lesbian left in New Orleans. When her mother runs off unexpectedly, leaving Jill to take care of her ten-year-old sister, Jill worries that her entire life is about to change, and not for the better.

Willa Mailor is a teacher at a wildly underfunded public school while also working a part-time job, trying to make ends meet, when she discovers that her favorite summer school student has a beautiful older sister, who is also kind and funny and all the other things that cause Willa to feel an instant connection with Jill.

Forced to become a parent overnight, Jill feels like she might not get to have the life she’d hoped for, and Willa is worried about not getting the job she needs to be able to pay bills. At the same time, they both feel like they’ve found something real in each other, and if only they can figure out how to handle everything else, they could have the love they’ve always dreamed of finding.

AUGUST

Myra Davies owns her own contractor company and loves working in the city of New Orleans, but after her ex-wife left her for another woman and a more exciting life, she’s left feeling lonely and unsure of what to do with herself outside of work.

Elisa Benedetti finally had the courage to divorce her husband and tell the world that she’s gay. She’s ready to start over in New Orleans with her twins, who are about to go off to college. Unfortunately, the first house she’s ever bought herself needs a lot of work, and Elisa is surprised to discover that she just moved in right next door to a very attractive contractor named Myra.

When Myra and Elisa meet, it’s clear that there’s something there between them. Elisa has a lot to deal with, though, from her ex-husband to her kids and a new house that needs fixing up, and she’s not sure if Myra is willing to put up with all of it. Still, to Myra, Elisa is exactly what she’s always been looking for.

SEPTEMBER

Gwen Benedetti has spent most of her life being a disappointment to her wealthy parents, who don’t understand why she has to be a professional dog walker and pet sitter when, in their mind, she could be so much more. Gwen loves her job working with animals, her small New Orleans apartment, and the life she’s made for herself. The only thing she’s missing is someone at her side to share that life with.

Juliet Francis is a corporate trainer at Southern Roastery, a growing coffee chain, and when an opportunity to take on a little extra work comes with a possible future promotion, she grabs it. The only downside is that it comes with a lot of travel, and that means leaving her dog at home alone. 

When Juliet requests Gwen’s dog-walking and pet-sitting services, she thinks she’s only getting someone to take care of her dog, but as they continue to spend time together, she discovers she might get a lot more than that.

OCTOBER

Molly Jewel has had a crush on Finley, the IT person at work, for years now, but Finley has always been on and off with her girlfriend. Molly hasn’t ever had the courage to tell her how she feels whenever they’ve been off, and working with Finley and her girlfriend, having to watch them get back together over and over again, hasn’t made things any easier.

Finley Storm is ready to move on from her past relationship, and her new feelings for Molly confirm that for her. She’s been frozen for years, but spending time with Molly has her feeling like she could get the fresh start with someone she’s been craving for a long time.

The only problem is that Molly has had to watch her break up with her ex and get back together so many times that she doesn’t believe it when Finley tells her that it’s finally over for good. Finley is determined to show Molly just how much she’s ready for her now and how perfect they could be for each other if they only give it a chance.

NOVEMBER

India Sheridan knows that her long-term on-again, off-again relationship is over, but that doesn’t mean she enjoys watching her ex fall in love with someone else. Moving on isn’t as easy as she hoped it would be, but as she struggles through that, she’s given a project to buy up the land next to her office. The only problem is that an old bookshop sits on that lot, and when she stops by one afternoon to get the lay of the land, she meets the shop’s cute owner.

Maisie Lincoln is running her family’s legacy into the ground, but it’s not her fault. People don’t read books how they used to. She’s been trying to get historical landmark status for her shop for years, not only to protect it but also to attract more visitors, but after multiple denials, she takes matters into her own hands and runs for city council, hoping to help herself from within the belly of the beast.

When Maisie meets India, she’s taken with her immediately. They’re very different people, and that’s more than obvious to both of them, but there’s an even bigger issue. When they met, India didn’t tell Maisie that the wealthy incumbent whom she’s running against and who has threatened to take Maisie’s shop is her brother, who only sees his seat as a stepping stone to something greater.

DECEMBER

As a caterer working on film sets, Dana Sterling feels like she’s at least adjacent to the industry she’s always wanted to be a part of, but serving people food isn’t the same as acting in a feature film. When a movie based on her friends falling in love is being made in New Orleans, she’s assigned to be a gofer to one of the lead actresses, a diva who seems impossible to please.  

Samara Barber is an A-lister with a secret, headed to New Orleans to work on a small-budget indie film. This production isn’t exactly the blockbusters she’s used to, though, and not having her very specific requirements met makes her wonder if she made a mistake. Things can’t get any worse when the other actress in the film has to drop out at the last minute.

Dana’s dream might be about to come true when she’s called on to play the role, and maybe there’s more to the diva that is Samara, who’s never broken her one rule: never sleep with a co-star.
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