
        
            
                
            
        

    Hollywood Hearts
The glitz and glam of Hollywood are just an illusion, and everyone knows celebrities and paparazzi mix as well as oil and water.
Rylee Callison is one of the best paparazzi in Hollywood. A-List actress McKenzie Gomann hates the press after a series of photos create unwelcome trouble for her. When they meet, the attraction is undeniable, but Rylee is keeping a big secret to protect and provide for her family. When McKenzie finds out that Rylee is not only a member of the paparazzi, but the paparazzo who took the scandalous photographs of her, the heat between them turns ice cold.
Can the magic of Hollywood set the stage that brings them back together, or are happy endings only for the movies?
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CHAPTER ONE 
    
Dog-tired was the only way to describe how Rylee Callison was feeling, because holy hell. “I’m getting too old for this,” she grumbled softly to herself as she restlessly sat in her car waiting for the traffic light to grant her permission to proceed through the intersection. She tapped her index finger on the steering wheel, more to the rhythm of impatience than the specific tune playing on the radio, and released a deep exhausted breath as she scanned her surroundings.
Except for a plastic bag entangled in a hypnotic dance with the slight breeze, there was a ghostly stillness in the orangish glow of the street-lit night air that was void of both cars and people. In a city that never slept that was unusual, but then again, this was Beverly Hills. Not quite the epicenter of all things happening in LA.
“Any day now.” She flicked her gaze once again to the amber-hued light that seemed to be stuck in time, its red cyclops eye still glaring at her, commanding her to stay in place. She thought about running the light and just as quickly dismissed the idea. Patience. She was almost home. Just fifteen more minutes and she’d be tucked under her thick down comforter, sleeping off the aches and pains of a long day, and even longer night. Whichever celebrities were still out and about partying what was left of the night away, well then, good for them. Time to get her dragging ass home.
She pushed herself and her agitation deeper into the seat. Was there anything more annoying than sitting at a light when no one else was around? Seriously, were the sensors not working? She
released another long shallow breath, tipped her head, and pressed her fingers into the crick in her neck. Might as well take advantage of the time, she thought, as a deep-throated moan released when both tension and tight muscles eased, and she welcomed the self-induced ecstasy.
“Mmm.” She rolled her head from shoulder to shoulder digging her fingers deeper into her flesh as her eyelids began drooping with weighted fatigue. “Mmm,” she repeated as unknown visions and voices quickly appeared, dancing in her mind and serenading her over to their realm. At first, she resisted, shaking her head in defiance as she tried to remain on her side of consciousness. But resistance was futile, the serenade was too enticing, and as the comforting blanket of sleep wrapped her fatigued body in its warmth and sang its alluring lullaby, she succumbed.
Shit! She jerked as the sound of a honking car woke her. How long had she dozed off? She glanced in the rearview mirror and squinted at the reflected headlights, raised an apologetic hand, and proceeded through the intersection as emerald-green light spilled across her windshield. A black Mercedes SUV sped around her in a reckless maneuver, the occupant making a point to flip her off as he passed, just in case she had any lingering doubts as to how he felt about the seconds of delay she had created in his day.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. Asshole,” she said as she let out a shaky breath, gripped the steering wheel a little tighter, and glanced at the digital clock on the car’s dash. Three thirty. No wonder she felt like death warmed over.
She powered down the driver’s side window, letting the cool temperature of the early spring morning air nip at her exposed skin. The sudden chill caused her to shiver, but she welcomed the momentary discomfort as it woke her senses. Better cold and a little miserable than dead and…well, just dead.
She rested her arm on the door and leaned in to the direction of the wind when the melody of croaking frogs sent her reaching for the phone cradled in a dashboard mount. She swiped at the screen without focusing on the displayed name and hit the speaker icon.
“This is Rylee.”
“It’s Joe.”
Joe calling at three thirty in the morning meant only one thing. She perked up. “Hey, Joe, whatcha got?” she asked as she habitually scanned Sunset Boulevard through blurry and burning eyes.
“McKenzie Gomann.”
McKenzie Gomann! Rylee’s brain shifted into high alert as though a triple espresso had just kicked in. She added up what she knew. McKenzie made her screen debut when she starred in a diaper commercial at the ripe old age of two. At eighteen and with an impressive acting résumé already under her belt, she was caught up in a huge public scandal after she fired her mom-slash-manager over accusations that she and her endless stream of deadbeat boyfriends spent all McKenzie’s earnings on luxurious trips, cars, parties, and other ridiculously expensive items, leaving her close to penniless. Public scandal number two came at the age of twenty-three, when she was outed by a jilted lover and fellow actress, putting the rumors and whispers of her sexual orientation to rest once and for all.
The biggest break of McKenzie’s career came ten years ago when she was cast in a costarring role in a quirky superhero action movie. The film was shot on a shoestring budget and had subpar animation by today’s standards, but what it lacked in dazzling effects, it made up for in plot, dialogue, and characters. Apparently, audiences were getting tired of the usual suspects doing their typical superhero things. So when a group of three misfit twentysomething-year-olds came on the scene and saved the day by playing by their rules, it earned the film an impressive slot in that year’s top ten list of highest-grossing movies. A year later, McKenzie was offered the lead in Pyper, a spinoff series named after her character: the sexy as hell, tomboyish superhero with an offbeat sense of humor sprinkled with a fuck-you attitude who could deliver witty one-liners with as much precision as the fireballs she hurled from the palms of her hands. And, if the buzz from the industry trades was true, this season McKenzie was commanding a brow-raising salary for her starring role in the franchise, now in its seventh and final season. A few exclusive photos of the reclusive actress known for keeping a low profile could easily fetch a couple grand each, if not more.
“I’m listening.”
“She’s scheduled for an early morning checkout. Get here soon, and you might catch her in the lobby.”
“On my way. Thanks, Joe.” She disconnected the call, cut across two lanes, and whipped a sharp U-turn. On the best of traffic days, getting to the other side of Beverly Hills took a good thirty minutes, so she pressed down on the pedal, interpreted the speed limit of the boulevard as a mere suggestion, and hoped a rookie cop from LA’s finest wasn’t lurking around a corner, eager to score their nightly quota of tickets.
Twenty minutes later, and ticket-free, she pulled up to the iconic hotel that had stood on the same ground for over a hundred years. All of Hollywood’s greatest had crossed the threshold of this place at one time or another. If these walls could talk, what tales they could tell. Her mind danced with thoughts of scandals, historic film deals, and secret love affairs as she placed her camera and laptop into a well-worn khaki-colored backpack, hopped out, exchanged keys for a valet ticket, and scurried in.
She caught a glimpse of Joe, the tall elderly uniformed man who was one of two tending the front desk. A subtle shake of his head as they made eye contact told her that McKenzie had not yet checked out. She puffed out a breath, hoping it would calm her racing heart, and shook out the adrenaline that had been building since playing beat the clock to get there as she scanned the lobby.
The sterile but spacious wall-to-wall marble room accented with an abundance of multicolored fresh floral arrangements and potted palm trees was vacant, except for a woman bouncing a baby on her lap, the presumed father the one Joe was attending to at the front desk. She shuffled over to a seat in the far left corner and was pleased to see the droopy palm fronds of the adjacent potted tree were unmanicured and provided just enough cover for a bit of discreetness.
She flopped down and tossed the backpack on the empty space next to her, and as she pinched her phone from her back pocket, she cast another glance toward Joe. It had been a while since she had last seen him, and he was looking noticeably thinner. Almost gaunt. The tufts of gray in his jet-black hair that used to frame his face in a distinguished way were now the dominant color. For the first time since she’d known him, he was beginning to look old and frail. She made a mental note to take him out to dinner sometime soon. It was the least she could do for someone who had been tipping her off to celebrity sightings since she was in high school.
She woke her phone and googled McKenzie as a few more people filtered into the lobby. Within seconds, she was greeted with an array of photos taken at events and red-carpet award shows where the actress posed in front of the obligatory backdrop that was peppered with logos. But pictures of her out and about without the glitzy wardrobe, the perfectly posed stance, or flawless makeup were rare.
She flicked the screen and enlarged a published photo taken of her at a charity event three years ago. The woman really was stunningly gorgeous and definitely checked off all the boxes that made Rylee’s body stand at attention—light brown complexion, cleft chin, sparkling hazel-colored eyes, and coal-black hair styled in a short pixie cut. She had an androgenous way about her that could swing either butch or femme, depending on the accompanying style of clothes and makeup, appealing to both her hetero and queer fanbases.
She clicked a few more search results, hoping to unearth any recent little tidbit of information that might present a glimpse into the present-day life of McKenzie Gomann, but there was nothing personal, political, or topical that gave even the slightest hint as to who she was. Other than pics and clips of her charity work and posted interviews that seemed solely focused on promoting her series, she couldn’t find anything. Hmm, no recent scandals, gossip, or pictures. No…nothing. Seemed McKenzie Gomann liked to live in the shadows these days, something that was rare in a town where most celebrities fought for every inch of the spotlight.
“I hope you enjoyed your stay.”
Joe’s raised voice penetrated Rylee’s enquiring mind. She glanced up and, sure enough, McKenzie was standing in front of him. She was wearing distressed faded jeans cuffed at the ankles, Doc Martens, an oversized heather gray sweatshirt, and a baseball cap. She was flanked by another woman, shorter and curvier, who stood quiet, yet close. Two small suitcases on wheels were beside them. As Joe addressed McKenzie, Rylee slid her camera from the backpack, pressed the viewfinder to her eye, focused the lens, and waited. Profiles and full portraits brought in the bucks. Back of the head shots, not so much.
“Come on, turn around…” She whispered the hope on the slightest of breaths as she rested her finger on the shutter button.
After a moment, she was rewarded, and as McKenzie shifted her position to face her companion, a dormant butterfly emerged and took an impressive lap around Rylee’s stomach. With no noticeable makeup, McKenzie was even more beautiful, and as she studied her through the prying eye of her telephoto lens, she became mesmerized, as though she was witnessing the definition of beauty itself unfold in front of her, and the slightest movement on her part would somehow interrupt the magic. But when McKenzie’s companion leaned into the frame and rested her head on her shoulder, the trance was broken, and Rylee was reminded why she was there. She steadied herself, chased away the rogue butterfly, pressed the shutter button, and took rapid-fire shots as McKenzie drew her companion into a loving embrace.
“You make a beautiful couple.” She softly spoke the assumption as she continued to click away, silently invading their privacy.
These were the shots she loved to take, the ones that were organic. Where the celebrity had no idea paparazzi were even around. And they were the ones that her clients bid the highest price for, because they were the fan favorites. No staged pose or practiced smiles. Just celebrities out and about, doing real life things. As though that made them somehow more relatable. More…accessible.
Rylee continued photo stalking the couple, until they finished with Joe and exited the lobby side by side, McKenzie’s arm draped comfortably over her companion’s shoulder. With a hurried and synchronized motion, Rylee grabbed the backpack, retrieved her laptop, and downloaded the shots. She scanned the dozens of thumbnails and rapidly deleted the ones she thought weren’t good enough, until she narrowed it down to twenty. Her money shots. The ones that would fetch top dollar.
She uploaded them, sent the link to her three primary clients, and drummed her fingers on her laptop while she waited. Within minutes, a winning bid came in at fifteen thousand for eight. A little higher than expected, but she knew a reclusive A-list celebrity with her arm draped over a mysterious woman would fetch a nice headline for the tabloid-style magazine, which in turn translated into her fetching a nice price for the pics.
“Sold.” She hit a key confirming the deal. The money would be in her account within the hour.
“Not bad for a few minutes of work,” she muttered as she transferred five hundred dollars to Joe’s account, slapped the laptop closed, and returned it and her camera to the backpack. She had been taught by her grandfather, who was credited with taking some of the most iconic celebrity paparazzi photos of his day and who ushered her into the business when she was just a child, to acknowledge those that worked the jobs that were in direct contact with the rich and famous. “People dismiss and disregard those they deem unworthy,” Grandpa Hank would tell her. “But make no mistake, those are the ones that are the eyes and ears of this town. They know where the celebrities hang out and hear the whispers of gossip before it hits the streets. Befriend them, treat them with respect, make it worth their while to share what they know, and you will be rewarded.” It was her number one rule, and it was the main reason Rylee was one of the best paparazzi in Hollywood.
Content after a profitable yet grueling day, she stood, stretched, and yawned as the adrenaline rush wore off and another wave of fatigue hit her. Time to go home. She shrugged the backpack over one shoulder, and as she shuffled past the front desk, she caught Joe’s subtle nod through the corner of her eye. She slightly tipped her head, careful to keep her focus in front of her. If there was ever any blowback from the photos being shot at the hotel, nothing could connect any dots that led back to him.
As she stood curbside by the valet kiosk, digging into the front pocket of her jeans for the ticket, she glanced at the woman standing several feet to her right, head bowed toward her phone. It was McKenzie. Rylee quickly surveyed the area for her companion, but the other woman was nowhere to be found. She snorted and cynically wondered if the woman had been a hookup. But if that was true, why come to a hotel? McKenzie was a local. Why not just take the woman back to her house and… Rylee felt heat flush her face as McKenzie glanced up and locked eyes with her.
“Sorry.” What else did one say when caught ogling? Rylee continued, feeling sheepish. “I didn’t mean to stare. I—I just really enjoy your show.” She quickly averted her eyes as she chided herself on such a clichéd response, one she was sure McKenzie had heard a thousand times and one that took Rylee aback. Could it be, for the first time ever, she was starstruck? No, impossible. She was an Angelino, born and raised, and thanks to her grandpa, she had been around celebrities her entire life and had never once been rendered speechless by being in their presence.
To her, most celebrities seemed like whiny self-centered egomaniacs who thought they were better than everyone else, which was why she had a rule: Never date an actress. Not that one ever came knocking on her door, but if one did, she would like to believe she would refuse to take the back seat to a fragile ego or be relegated to stand in her shadow. Yet as she watched McKenzie in her peripheral vision give her a not-so-subtle once-over, Rylee couldn’t deny the heat that was building from within.
“Thanks.” McKenzie flashed her pearly whites as a metallic blue Beamer SUV pulled up, and before folding into the car, she tilted her head toward Rylee. “Nice jacket,” she called out.
Rylee brushed her hand down the multicolored patched leather coat she had just purchased from a funky little clothing shop on Melrose Avenue, as another tingly sensation settled in her stomach. Must be butterfly season, she mused as she watched McKenzie drive away and committed the license plate to memory. Rule number two for being the best: Know the plate numbers of the celebrities’ cars. That way, when they’ve stopped for their morning coffee or smoothie, or dashed into their favorite restaurant or yoga studio, she would know they were there, as though they’d left a calling card. And then all she had to do was patiently wait until they emerged from within, and bam, she had the money shots she was known for.
“Ma’am…ma’am?” The buzzkill of the male voice shooed away the butterflies and reluctantly snapped her back from her lingering thoughts.
“Huh? Oh, sorry.” She released her grip on the ticket, and he was off and running as the frogs croaked their announcement of another incoming call.
“Hey, Maya.”
“You comin’ over, or what?” Maya’s husky voice blared, as Rylee jerked the phone from her ear.
“I don’t think so. I’m in Beverly Hills right now after pulling an all-nighter, and I’m pretty wiped out.”
Rylee yawned for emphasis as her twenty-year-old faded, chalky silver Toyota Highlander appeared in front of her. She cradled the phone on her shoulder, handed a ten to the valet who looked like he couldn’t be a day over sixteen, and settled in.
“Yeah, well, I’m about to put a pot of coffee on, Erin should be here any minute with the sugar goods, and I’m dying to hear all about your night.”
“Oh, I see. This is about you wanting the Oscars gossip more than wanting my company.” She placed the phone in the dash mount and hit the speaker icon. Although last night was the most photographed event of the year, she wasn’t there as paparazzi. Instead, she was a hired hand for her one tabloid client who designated an entire issue annually to the special night of Hollywood glamour and all those who made their way down the crimson-colored carpet.
“Of course it is, who do you take me for?”
Rylee chuckled. “I was actually hoping to go home, take a warm shower, and crash.”
“Yeah, about that. Roger came by yesterday after you complained about your unit not having hot water and said to tell you he had to order a replacement hot water heater for you. Won’t be in until Wednesday, Friday at the latest.”
“What do you mean he had to order one?” She snapped because right now she was too exhausted to put up with Roger’s antics. Their landlord was always trying to cut corners. “As if there aren’t any hot water heaters in stock at every hardware store in LA.”
“You know he only buys from Carl’s Crap Shop. Why do you think nothing around here ever lasts?”
Rylee smiled at Maya’s nickname for the warehouse of refurbished appliances Roger’s cousin owned. “For once I wish he’d spend our rent money on stuff that actually functions longer than a year.”
“Pfft.” Maya snorted. “Dream on, sister.”
“Shit, and I was really looking forward to a hot shower. It’s been a long twenty-four hours.”
“So shower here.”
Rylee rubbed the back of her neck. The last thing she wanted to do was stay up another hour filling her friends in on everything she saw and heard while taking pictures at last night’s red carpet walk. But the thought of a warm shower to soothe her aching muscles was a pull she couldn’t deny.
“Yeah, okay. Thanks, Maya. I’ll see you in about twenty minutes.” She disconnected the call, pulled her reflective navigator-style sunglasses out of the glove compartment, placed her earbuds in, and hoped her morning playlist would keep her awake as she merged with the ebb and flow of the morning traffic that was already thick with more cars than space as she headed to Hollywood Hills.
    
Thirty minutes later, Rylee parked in her designated single car garage under the triplex she shared with her two best friends, Maya Johnston and Erin Quinn. Five years ago, they were each looking for a place to rent on the cheap, if that was even a thing in Los Angeles’s overpriced real estate market. The stars aligned, and when a Realtor friend told them about a triplex back on the market after undergoing two years of earthquake-damage repairs, which wasn’t in the best of neighborhoods, but also wasn’t in the worst, and oh, by the way, fit their budgetary requirements, they were all ears.
She exited her car, ascended the uneven and cracked concrete stairs that led up to the three identically furnished six-hundred-square-foot apartments, and stopped at the first door of the third. She fumbled with her keys until she isolated the bright purple one.
“That you, Erin?” Maya called out from the kitchen as Rylee let herself into Maya’s unit.
“No, it’s just me,” she said as the heat from the apartment greeted her like a warm embrace, thawing the morning chill as she stepped inside.
Maya popped her head around the corner and scrunched her face. “Well don’t you look like something the cat dragged in. Go on”—Maya motioned with a tilt of her head—“go unpack those bags under your eyes. The shower’s all yours. I already put a clean towel, a robe, and the warmest pair of fluffy reindeer socks you’ve ever had in there for you.”
“Reindeer socks?”
“Yeah, I’ve got an entire box of them. Guess they didn’t sell too well over the holidays. You’ll understand when you see them. But before you go and Rudolph-shame them, just remember, they’re warm and comfy.”
“Warm and comfy. Got it. Thanks.” Rylee smiled as she navigated around boxes that were stacked three high and haphazardly scattered around the apartment.
“Sorry about the mess,” Maya called from the kitchen. “I picked up another pallet last night, and I haven’t gotten around to unboxing everything yet.”
“No worries.” And there weren’t. Maya’s lifestyle had always been a true reflection of her personality. Unapologetic, disheveled, and a bit scattered. And now that she was an online reseller of returned or overstocked merchandise that she bought sight unseen by the pallet from a major online retailer, her surroundings reflected that even more.
Rylee closed herself off in the small bathroom that was a mirror image of her own, right down to the avocado-green cracked tiles on the wall, and put extra muscle into turning the slightly rusted faucet. As the water warmed, and a thin mist of steam began engulfing her, she slowly removed her clothes, letting each layer fall to the floor and collect around her ankles.
She stood for a moment, too tired to move as another wave of exhaustion washed over her. Maybe she really was getting too old for all-nighters. She sighed at the thought as she maneuvered around several overgrown plants hanging in macramé holders, then stepped into a stall that was so small, bending to shave her legs without hitting her head on the opposite wall was a practiced art form she knew all too well.
She closed her eyes as the rainfall from Maya’s new showerhead began caressing her skin in warm blissful kisses. After her body fully heated to a temperature that made her moan, her eyes caught Maya’s hanging shower caddy stuffed full with an assortment of hair shampoos, conditioners, body oils, lotions, and…“Oh, what’s this?” She grabbed a large dark purple bottle, popped the top, and sniffed. The scent of lavender heaven wafted out. One huge dollop later, she was massaging the product in her hair and humming a tune from her morning jam playlist.
“Hey, I know that song, and don’t mind me. I gotta pee.” Maya’s voice floated through the steam.
“Erin here?”
“Yeah, she just got here, so I advise you to hurry up, ’cause her box of pastries looks delicious, and you know how much I love sugary things. My self-restraint and politeness will only last so long.”
“Yep. Be right out.”
Erin managed the books for Sweet Sweets, her parents’ bakery in West Hollywood. She was their go-to supplier for all things sugary, processed, unhealthy, and oh so tasty. Were the extra daily calories worth it? Oh, hell yes.
“Okay, I’m not flushing, so do the honors when you get out.”
“Yep. Got it.” Rylee knew that flushing the toilet while the shower was running robbed water from one to give to the other.
She continued humming nineties pop tunes until the water turned from I’m never leaving this warm paradise bliss to What the fuck! cold in a matter of seconds. She quickly extracted herself from the watery assault, wrapped herself in a super plush navy-blue robe that came down to her ankles, and pinched two fuzzy socks to her face for examination.
“You’ve got to be kidding.” The thick, knee-high length, hairy brown socks had a red ball nose and the tips of what looked like antlers sticking out of long faux fur. She slid her feet into them, half expecting to quickly replace the pair with her own pre-worn socks, but was pleasantly surprised by how warm and comfortable they were.
“Maya was right,” she mused as she stepped to the sink and squeegeed her palm over the mirror to clear a path for her reflection. She leaned in, hoping the mirror, mirror on the wall would look beyond her baggy and bloodshot eyes and show her the fairest of them all. Hell, at this point, she’d take a ballpark proximity. But Maya was right—she still looked like shit. Her skin was paler than usual, her eyes redder than a vampire’s, and the usual bounce in her short curly blond hair was droopy and flat.
“Oh well, so much for hoping for a magical transformation,” she said through one long sigh as she grabbed Maya’s hair dryer and took it for a few quick laps around her head until declaring it good enough. She gathered her clothes in one big ball and smiled as she opened the bathroom door to the enticing aroma of fresh-ground coffee, the elixir that made all things better.
“That smells delicious.” She deposited her wad of clothes on the couch, entered the kitchen, poured a mug, and delicately sipped the hot fluid that tingled her tongue with hints of butterscotch and sea salt. “Mmm.”
“What the hell do you have on your feet?” Erin scoffed as she sat slouched and relaxed in one of four chairs that surrounded a small round wooden kitchen table.
Rylee hiked up her robe, extended one leg, and displayed the hairy sock clinging to her calf like a frightened cub up a tree. “Maya gave them to me. They’re reindeer socks. Why? Do you like ’em?”
“No, as a matter of fact, I think they’re hideous.”
“Too bad,” Maya chimed in. “Because I have an entire box of them if you want a pair.”
“Yeah…no.” Erin dismissed the offer as she turned to Rylee. “Come sit down. I’ve got chocolate croissants, blueberry scones, raisin brioche, and plum jelly pączki.” She pointed to the appropriate pastry as she called out its name. “Maya’s already had two croissants and she’s eyeing those pączki, so if you want one, you two will have to duke it out.”
“Take it, I’m not a fan of plum jelly.” Rylee slid a chair out from under the table and scooted it across the scratched-up chipped almond colored linoleum.
“You, my friend,” Maya began as she snatched up the pastry, “need to expand your horizons.”
“I see. And acquiring a taste for plum jam is going to do that?”
“Trust me when I say it’s a gateway jelly. One of these days you’ll see, and you’ll regret your years of bias that made you miss out on this fine sugary treat, and you’ll remember this conversation,” Maya said with a wag of her finger.
Rylee chuckled at Maya’s aspirational warning, knowing full well she would never acquire a taste for a jelly that was nothing more than smashed prunes. There’s something that just seemed wrong about that. She chuckled to herself as she caught Erin staring at her with a perplexed expression and downturned lips. “What? Please don’t tell me you’re going to get on me about plum jelly too?”
“Naw, I don’t give two flying fucks about plum jelly, but seriously, what’s up with your hair?” Erin tilted her chin in her general direction. “I’m trying to decide if I like it or not.”
Maya leaned over and sniffed the top of Rylee’s head. “Uh-oh, you used my Lavender Love Extra Relaxing Shampoo, didn’t you?”
“I couldn’t help it, you have the best toiletries.” Rylee had tried to get the bounce back in her hair when she was drying it, but the limp pinned-to-her-head look prevailed.
“I know, Ry, but you do realize that’s made for this kind of hair.” Maya circled her finger around her close-cut Afro. “That product has enough relaxer in it to make any curl give up its fight.”
Rylee shrugged. “Well, I love the smell, so today, this”—she patted her hair—“is the new me.”
“Well, new me”—Erin leaned forward, elbows on the table and anticipation etched in her face—“spill. How’d it go last night at the Oscars? Who’d ya see?”
“It went well, and no, I didn’t see Sylvia.” Sylvia Diaz was their high school thespian shining star classmate Erin scored with fifteen years ago at their high school graduation party. Unfortunately, what was a deep-seated first love for Erin seemed to be nothing more than a drunken mistake for Sylvia.
“Oh.” Erin shrugged, the disappointment noticeable in her voice. “Just curious.”
“Uh-huh.” Rylee raised a brow. “But,” she added as she munched on a blueberry scone, “who I did see was…”
And for the next hour she was center stage at the kitchen table as her captive audience of two listened with enthusiasm as she rattled off the list of this year’s newest stars, veteran elite actors, and Hollywood couples whose names were blended into one that she saw at the red carpet event and post-Oscars party venues.
“And just when I was about to call it quits, Joe tipped me off that McKenzie Gomann was—”
“Oh, oh, oh!” Erin snapped her fingers and bounced a bit in her seat. “We’re supplying pastries to the Pyper show this season. Mom met one of the executive producers in yoga class, and they started chatting it up. The contract was sent over a few weeks ago, and Kathy volunteered to handle the morning deliveries. Anyway, sorry to interrupt, but that reminded me that I forgot to tell you guys about it.”
“Really?” Rylee’s brain began to swim with the possibility of having eyes and ears on the set of Pyper.
“Oh no, you don’t.” Erin’s voice was as firm. “I know that look, and you’re not recruiting my sister to be one of your tipsters.”
“Erin, I would never ask that of Kathy.” Rylee hid her lie and disappointment behind her coffee mug as she took a sip.
“Yeah, right. Anyway, it’s our first studio contract, and we’re hoping there’ll be more.” Erin waved her hand. “Sorry I interrupted, Ry, continue what you were saying.”
“Yeah, no worries. I was just saying that McKenzie was staying at Joe’s hotel with another woman, so I was able to get a few exclusive shots of them checking out.”
“Mm, mm, mm…that girl’s got it going on,” Maya said as she chewed on a chocolate filled croissant.
“Tell me about it.” Rylee grinned as McKenzie’s smiling face flashed in her mind, sending the butterflies in her stomach into an impressive encore performance.
“Wait. Isn’t she local?” Erin said.
“Yep, and I thought the same thing. Why would she bring another woman to a hotel if she’s got a place of her own?”
“Well, I’m sure whatever the reason, it was totally innocent,” Maya said as she licked thick gooey chocolate filling from her fingers.
“Yeah, right.” Erin rolled her eyes. “Totally innocent.”
“Well, I can tell you this, they sure make a cute couple.” Rylee swallowed the last bite of her scone as well as a slight twinge of jealousy as she scrubbed her fingers on a paper napkin, stood, and rinsed her mug in the sink. “All right, you two, I’m outta here. I really need to get some sleep.” She turned to Maya. “Mind if I steal your robe for now? I promise to return it later this afternoon.”
“Keep it, it’s yours.” Maya waved. “I’ve got a bunch of ’em.”
“I want one too.” Erin pouted.
“Help yourself. They’re in the open box to the right of the TV.”
Erin hopped out of the chair so fast, you’d have thought it was on fire. A moment later she stood in the kitchen doorway, rubbing her hands up and down a deep purple-colored robe, modeling it as though she was at the end of the catwalk and the robe was the must-have fashion of the season. “Well, what do you think?”
“You look fabulous.” Rylee stretched and yawned, the recent caffeine and sugar jolt now taking backstage to the reemerged fatigue.
“This robe is so comfortable I’m never taking it off.”
“It’s yours,” Maya said as Rylee scooted around Erin, scooped her clothes off the couch, and headed back into the kitchen to say her good-byes.
“Okay, I’m off. I need to crash for a while. I promised Ashley I would see her this afternoon after her therapy session, and then I need to be in Santa Monica by sunset. I got a tip that Sarah Dolvanio will be on the pier, doing a cameo for Blades Away 2.”
“I swear to God, that woman never ages,” Erin said.
“Yeah, well, if I had an entourage of professional makeup artists and money was no object to spend on wardrobe and spa treatments, maybe when I got to her age, I’d look like that too. But since that’s highly unlikely, I’m taking this tired ass home and hoping when I wake, I won’t look like something the cat dragged in.” Rylee arched a brow at Maya.
“Sweetie, you know that statement was laced in love.” Maya smacked an air kiss toward her.
“Uh-huh.” Rylee turned to leave.
“Hey, how’s Ashley doing?” Erin said as she refilled her mug.
“Better. She really likes her latest therapist, and I can see an improvement already. No big milestones, but they had her out of her chair and in a standing frame yesterday for twenty minutes.”
“Ry, that’s awesome.” Maya beamed.
“Yeah, her therapist is a real believer in getting her up and out of her chair a little bit every day.”
“Well, tell her we send our love, and I’ll make sure there’s extra chocolate éclairs in today’s box for her. What time do you think you might come by the bakery?” Erin reclaimed her seat.
“One, maybe one thirty.” Rylee headed toward the door. That gave her five hours to sleep away the body aches. She inwardly groaned. That wasn’t enough time, but it would have to do.
“I’ll have the pastries ready and boxed up.”
“Thanks, Erin. See you guys later,” Rylee called over her shoulder as she hurried out the door, ran on tiptoes to her end unit, fished her keys out of her backpack, and shifted her weight in a dance like she had to pee, as the cold concrete penetrated her reindeer socks and sent a chill up her legs. “Shit, it’s cold out,” she grumbled as she jiggled her lock until the key finally lined up with the tumblers. Another thing Roger hadn’t fixed. She entered her unit, deposited the bundle of clothes in her bedroom hamper, and quickly crawled under her cover. She pulled the thick down comforter completely over her head, then folded a section of the material around her mouth to allow for breathing. She shivered for a moment or two, closed her eyes, and calmed her breath as the voices and visions from earlier reappeared, and this time she gladly let them usher her into welcome unconsciousness.




  

CHAPTER TWO 
    
Oh my God, if liquid sex came in a cup, this drink would be it in spades. Note to self: Caramel coconut cream latte is my new favorite.
McKenzie Gomann pulled out of the drive-through of Callie’s Coffee, the newest twenty-four-hour shop to pop up on Melrose Avenue, as Josh’s name appeared on the dash screen. She hit a button on her steering wheel as she swallowed a second sip of caffeinated bliss.
“Hey, Josh, what’s up?”
“I’m calling to give you a heads-up.”
“Uh-oh, what happened?” She nudged her car into a small opening in the steady stream of traffic making its way down Melrose, but apparently the guy who laid on the horn didn’t understand the subtle difference between nudging and cutting off. She shrugged. Tomato, tomahto.
“A bit of a commotion just happened outside your wardrobe trailer between Ruth and that producer who wears those hideously tight orange-colored jeans all the time and whose name I can never seem to remember.”
“Elwin?”
“Yeah, Elwin. They were discussing something about an additional change to your outfit, and I could tell by Ruth’s expression she wasn’t happy.”
“Another one? They already had Ruth increase my boobs a full cup size for this season.”
“Well, sweetie, I think it’s a well-established fact that female superheroes can’t fight crime without double Ds. It’s a prerequisite.”
“If they put any more stuffing in that suit, I’ll be able to bounce back up if ever I trip and fall on my chest.”
“It’ll be your second superpower,” Josh teased as she rolled her eyes. Her frustration wasn’t aimed at her costar, but instead at the mostly male producing staff who for the past several seasons seemed to be shaping the female characters on the show into something that fulfilled their own sexual fantasies.
“Any changes to your outfit?”
“Yep, they gave me more muscles,” Josh said cheerfully, and she could see his gleeful dimpled smile in her mind.
“So, let me get this straight. They give your costume extra muscles and mine bigger boobs and whatever else Ruth is upset about. Gee, nothing sexist there.”
“Welcome to Hollywood. Anyway, where are you?”
“On Melrose. I’ll be there in fifteen. I stopped at Callie’s Coffee, and I have to say, it’s going to be my new go-to place.”
“Their coffee’s that good, huh?”
“Like liquid sex, baby, and don’t worry, I got carryout for both you and Ruth.” She flicked a glance at the two white cups in her cupholders.
“You’re my favorite best friend.”
“Good to know I still hold that title. Now I gotta concentrate on drinking and driving. See you soon.” She disconnected the call, took another sip, and smiled as the tasty liquid warmed her body. Today was going to be brutal. The script called for a lot of aerial scenes in the morning and early afternoon. That translated to hours of being rigged to a harness and cables as they pulled, yanked, and spun her around the soundstage, and this evening’s shooting schedule was worse. A major chase scene between her and Josh was going to take place in multiple locations around the backlot known as New York Street. She took another sip. It was going to be a coffee kind of day. All day.
Spending a sleepless weekend with Britney prior to the first day of filming the final season was a rookie move, but what choice had she had?
The call came in Friday afternoon, and it took over ten minutes of listening to her cousin’s scattered words through bursts of gut-wrenching sobs before she figured out Britney caught her fiancé cheating with her best friend. Correction, now ex–best friend. McKenzie booked Britney the first flight out to LA. And since the two spare bathrooms in her gracious four-bedroom home in Studio City were in the final stages of a complete makeover, she rented a hotel suite so they wouldn’t have the noise and chaos of the renovations competing with their conversations.
As the traffic slowed to a crawl, Britney’s name appeared on her dashboard.
“Hey, Brit, I was just thinking about you. Are you all checked in?”
“Yeah, I’m at the gate and the plane’s here, so we should be boarding any minute.”
“And how are you feeling?”
“Better. It was good to get away from everything for a few days, so I could process it all. I really appreciate you flying me out, cuz. You have no idea how much it helped.”
“We’re family. I’m always here for you, you know that, right? And I’m sorry it’s been so long since we last spent time together.” McKenzie sighed. For the past several years it seemed like they’d had nothing more than stolen weekends here and there in between a long list of life’s other demands.
“That’s on me. Between graduate school, work, and planning the wedding, my life has been crazy nonstop, and now with…” Britney trailed off as the overmodulated sound of a muffled announcement was heard. “They’re starting to board my flight. I better go.”
“Okay, I love you, Brit. Tell your mom I said hi, and tell Eddie to go—”
“Yep, trust me, there’s a list of things I’m about to tell him. Anyway, I’ll text you when I land. Love you too and thanks again.”
As the call ended, she took a moment to think about the weekend. Even though the circumstances sucked, it really was nice to see Britney again. In and out of the crying, there were a few moments of laughter and lightheartedness, and by the time they parted company this morning at the hotel, Britney seemed a hundred times better than when she arrived.
“Well, maybe seventy-five,” she mused as her mind wandered to the beautiful woman in the cool jacket who stood next to her just moments ago at the valet. A tingle made its way up her body, just like it had when she’d first cast her eyes on her. Wow, she thought as she took another sip of coffee, she hadn’t had an initial reaction like that to someone since, well, since her first girlfriend.
She cocked her head and filed the thought away as interesting. Maybe her body was telling her that the self-imposed moratorium on dating she put in place over three years ago, after another failed attempt at a relationship ended in disaster, needed to be lifted. She shrugged. Or not. Her life was calm, peaceful, and predictable right now, albeit a little boring, but she’d take that any day over what it had been.
Twenty minutes later she pulled up to Paramount’s Melrose Gate, powered down her window, and gave Manuel, the guard who had held the job for over forty years, a cheerful greeting. After a brief chat on the status of his grandkids, the gate opened and welcomed her into its magical world of make-believe.
She mindlessly navigated the familiar streets as she drove past the plaza and visitor parking lots, not focusing on anything in particular, but her curiosity was piqued when she saw a flutter of activity around the Blue Sky Tank. She stopped and craned her neck for a better view beyond the crew, cameras, and jibs.
An impressive replica of a ship that looked like it sailed right out of the eighteen hundreds was being tossed around by machine-made waves in the huge tank that held almost a million gallons of water. The giant back wall that usually displayed calm nondescript gray skies had been transformed into a backdrop of dark menacing clouds. The perfect open ocean storm was being played out right in front of her.
McKenzie wondered what movie they were shooting and whether she knew any of the actors. She lingered for a beat longer, marveling at the realism of the set design of the ship, until her internal clock started pinging, telling her she should probably get going. She reluctantly acquiesced and slowly proceeded past the tank and the iconic Paramount water tower, then down Avenue E until the New York Street appeared.
She headed to stage 32 and pulled into her assigned spot, right next to Josh’s new black Porsche something or another. He had told her the make and model a dozen times, as though the car’s numbers and letters would mean something to her. They didn’t. All she knew was he paid a small fortune for a vehicle she dubbed his Hollywood midlife crisis mobile, because in this business, the hard reality of aging out came in your thirties.
“Hey, baby,” Josh said as he approached.
McKenzie hopped out of her car and handed off his coffee. He was handsome in that Chris Hemsworth kind of way, and both women and men were represented in his revolving door of bedmates.
On the show he played Lacer, the main villain who was half lizard, half human, could produce an amazing display of strength when called upon, had incredible speed and agility, and could regenerate any body part that was injured during a fight.
At the start of last season, the writers thought it would be interesting to make Josh’s character and her character have sexual tension between them. The fans responded and said they loved the angst of whether or not good and evil would hook up, and rumors flew that they would. But instead, the writers decided to finish season six in a heated standoff between the characters on the streets of the Upper East Side that hinted a final showdown between them was about to begin. Winner takes all.
The fans hated it and took out their frustrations on social media. The producers noticed, acknowledged their mistake, and responded by promising them a full resolution to all their questions and concerns in episode one of this final season. The order was then given in the writer’s room that the show needed to start with a bang. So not only was episode one filled with over-the-top superhero stunts, but it also was to end with the long-awaited kiss.
“Uh-oh, someone looks a bit haggard this morning.”
McKenzie cocked a hip and held up her finger. “First of all, never tell a woman she looks haggard. No wonder you’re still single. And yes, I’m exhausted. I basically pulled all-nighters with Britney the past two days.”
“You and I both know the reason I’m single has nothing to do with my political correctness or lack thereof. Now come on, our trailers are parked over there.” He extended his arm, pointing with the coffee cup. “I want to hear all about Britney, and before you ask, yes, I’ve already scoped out both our trailers.”
“And?”
“They’re twinsies, as per the contract.”
Last year, one of the secondary actors made a big deal about his trailer being smaller and having fewer amenities than the others. The producers assured him it was the same size, with identical conveniences. But when he continued his bitching in what some of the crew dubbed Trailergate, his character was unexpectedly killed off in the last episode of last season. This year, a new clause appeared in their contracts stating all trailers supplied to the talent were to be identical.
“Now come on.” Josh motioned with a nod. “We still have a few minutes to finish our coffee, and you can tell me all about Brit,” he said as he took a sip. “Holy shit, this is delicious.”
“Told ya.” She reached back into her car, grabbed her backpack and Ruth’s coffee, and flanked him. “We going to your place or mine?”
“Mine’s closer, but more importantly, I stocked it with a bunch of delicious pastries that neither of us should be eating.” He draped his arm around her shoulder and led her toward his trailer.
From the moment she’d had her first reading with Josh, she intuitively knew they were destined to be the best of friends. True to that prediction, they instantly fell into a routine of hanging out, talking like schoolgirls until the wee hours of the morning, and becoming each other’s anchor when something in life got either of them down. They were besties through and through.
“So,” Josh said as they entered the warmth of the cozy forty-foot trailer equipped with all the conveniences of home and settled into the dinette nook, “how’s Britney? How was the weekend?”
McKenzie grabbed a cinnamon roll, tore off a small piece, and nibbled on it. It tasted like buttery cinnamon bliss mixed with caloric guilt. Last year, after a good friend lost her battle with cancer, she buried her grief in more processed carbohydrates than the producers deemed appropriate. When Roberto, Fitness Trainer to the Stars, showed up on her doorstep twelve weeks before the start of this season, the not-so-subtle hint was loud and clear. She hadn’t had a pastry since.
“Wow, this is good.” She moaned as she savored the sugary delight. “And as for Britney, she had a rough weekend. I tried to cheer her up as much as possible, but it’s just going to take time for her to heal. She and Eddie finally talked for the first time last night. Of course he told her it was all a terrible mistake and wanted a second chance to prove himself to her. We were up all night FaceTiming with him, and I played the moderator between them. Trust me, it wasn’t pretty at times.”
“And you wonder why I’m single,” he said as he finished off an everything bagel and grabbed an apple Danish. “Sounds like too much drama. Please tell me she isn’t going to give him a second chance.”
“No. She flew back this morning with the intent to return the ring and officially call off the wedding,” McKenzie said as she tore off another small piece, this one with maximum gooey filling.
“Well, if I were her, I’d tell him to stick the ring up his ass.”
“That’s exactly what I told her, in so many words, and she—” The loud knock on the trailer door startled her.
“Come in,” Josh called out.
A perky young production assistant, wearing a heather-gray sweatshirt two sizes too big for her petite frame, peeked her head in as the walkie-talkie clipped to her jeans squawked. “You’re both wanted in wardrobe.” The PA grabbed the device and placed it close to her lips. “I found them. They’re heading your way.”
“Duty calls,” Josh said as they both placed their pastries back on the plate, grabbed the coffee cups, scooted off the cushions, and shuffled out the door.
They headed toward a two-room combo trailer parked approximately twenty yards away. McKenzie veered to the door on the left, Josh to the one on the right. “See you in makeup,” she called over her shoulder as she entered the trailer and smiled at Ruth. The fiftysomething stylist wore black tights, knee-high black leather riding boots, a long green flannel shirt clamped with a thin beaded belt looped twice around her waist, and long, pink-dyed hair tucked in a folded white bandana.
“Morning.” McKenzie leaned into Ruth’s warm embrace, then handed off the coffee. “I got you something from Callie’s off Melrose.”
“Oh, I’ve heard that place has the best flavored coffees.”
“This one’s a caramel coconut cream latte, and it’s like liquid sex.”
“Ha! Well, God knows I’m lacking in that department these days.” Ruth took a sip and nodded her approval. “That is good.”
“I’m telling you, it’s orgasmic.”
“And so much better than Tiasha’s,” Ruth said in one long sigh as she nodded to two double-layered white paper cups sitting on the counter, one already sporting a red lipstick stain around the rim, the other presumably for McKenzie.
Tiasha had overseen craft service since the show began. And as much as everyone complained about her cowboy coffee, no one denied that one small cup packed as much caffeinated punch as three espressos. On the days when they were working around the clock, it’s what kept everyone going.
“So, I’m assuming her coffee still tastes awful.” McKenzie glanced into the one cup and cringed at the oil slick coating the dark liquid.
“Yep, it still tastes like sludge. Although today, she added some weird vanilla flavoring to it, so there’s that.”
“Yeah, no thanks,” McKenzie said as she hopped into a tall black canvas director’s chair and Ruth took a moment to contently indulge in her coffee.
She’d first met Ruth when she was cast as the lead in a midbudget coming-of-age film. Halfway through the shooting schedule, her mom lawyered-up, played the victim card, and publicly shamed McKenzie for firing her. The lawsuit had claimed McKenzie wouldn’t be the celebrity she was had her mother not sacrificed her own career for McKenzie’s. Therefore, her mom was seeking a percentage of all her future income and residuals for compensation.
McKenzie was furious. Her mom never had a career. She was nothing more than a down-and-out wannabe actress, who waited tables at a low-end deli to make ends meet. At nineteen, and intoxicated one night at a party, her mom slept with a random guy. Nine months later, she gave birth to McKenzie.
Once, when McKenzie was eight, she overheard her mom telling boyfriend number whatever that she had planned to give her up for adoption, but after several people commented at the hospital on what a beautiful baby she was, she decided to keep her and try to cash in on her looks. So, on one hand, her mom’s aspirations of living the Hollywood dream did come true, but it came on the back of McKenzie’s career.
When Ruth found out McKenzie was sleeping in her on-set trailer instead of going home because she couldn’t bear to live in a house with her mom anymore, Ruth stepped up. She took McKenzie in and let her crash at her place until the lawyers could sift through the financial mess that had thrust her into a spotlight full of paparazzi, press, and public opinion. It was McKenzie’s first taste of how ruthless social media could be in the hands of those that seemed to feed off hate for the sake of clicks and subscribers.
To return the kindness, McKenzie had her agent make it a contractual point that Ruth was to be hired as her personal wardrobe stylist on every production. Nonnegotiable. Period.
“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Ruth said as her phone chimed, “to set aside some time so we can catch up over some Tex-Mex.” She finished in a distracted tone as she placed her coffee cup on the counter, unclipped the bright red plastic framed reading glasses from her shirt collar, grabbed her phone, and focused on the screen.
The evening before Roberto was to begin transforming McKenzie’s body, she and Ruth decided to go out for a blowout night of high calorie eating that included the best Tex-Mex cuisine Southern California had to offer. Five days later, Ruth left for a ten-week gig on a horror film set in Georgia. This was the first time they had seen each other since then.
“How about, instead, coming over this Sunday for breakfast? Roberto taught me how to make a killer tofu scramble, and I can add a bit of a Tex-Mex twist to it.” Since Pyper shot Monday through Saturday, it left Sunday the only day of the week for personal time. Normally McKenzie liked to block the day so she could relax and decompress, but since she hadn’t seen Ruth in months, she couldn’t think of a better way to spend her time.
“Oh, that’s right.” She gazed at McKenzie over the tops of her readers. “The whole personal training thing they made you do. How’d that go?”
“It went well. Friday morning was my last training session. And”—McKenzie crossed her arms over her head, grabbed a section of her sweatshirt, yanked the material over her head, placed it in Ruth’s outstretched hands, and flexed her biceps—“check out these guns and stomach muscles. Twelve weeks of cardio, weights, and a change of diet, all courtesy of the producers.”
Ruth raised her brows and nodded in an approving gesture. “Impressive. But did you mean to lose so much weight?”
McKenzie shrugged. “Not really, but it’s what the producers wanted.”
“I swear, this business and its obsession with ultrathin women.” Ruth shook her head as she stood waiting for McKenzie to hand over her remaining clothes.
“Tell me about it.” McKenzie unlaced her Docs, stood, unzipped her jeans, let them fall to her ankles, and stepped out of both. She gathered the jeans and shoes, passed them to Ruth, then reached for the satiny black outfit draped like a wet noodle over a second director’s chair and held it out in front of her. She scrunched her face as she stared at the extra breast padding and could already imagine the social media chatter from fans that this latest wardrobe addition was going to stir up.
“I think I made enough room in the prosthetic for it to fit comfortably around your breast, but if it doesn’t feel right let me know. Adding another cup size is ridiculous,” Ruth scoffed as she placed McKenzie’s Docs under a wardrobe rack and hung her jeans and sweatshirt.
McKenzie stepped into the outfit and rolled the material up her legs as though she was putting on a pair of stockings. When she reached her waist, Ruth grabbed the remaining material and held it in front of McKenzie so she could insert her arms in the designated slots. Ruth then turned her around and began zipping up the skintight outfit, and by skintight, McKenzie wondered if body paint would provide more wiggle room.
Ruth helped pull and stretch the thin fabric over sections of her body to adjust for any wrinkles and circled her twice in inspection. She finally patted her on the back, signaling the suit looked good. But McKenzie squirmed as she continued to mess with the fabric hoping to stretch the material a bit more for added comfort.
“You okay there?” Ruth asked.
“I’d forgotten how tight this costume is. I can barely breathe in this thing, and are you kidding me with these boobs?” She cupped the padding and repositioned it over different sections of her breasts in hopes of finding a more comfortable position for her actual breasts to rest. She sighed. That was better, but not great. “I mean, seriously.” She extended her arms. “Look at me. No real-life superhero in their right mind would dress like this. Am I trying to catch villains, or catch a date? Plus, it promotes the wrong body image to girls.”
“Oh, honey, just wait until you feast your eyes on the new shoes they want you to wear.” Ruth grabbed a box from under the wardrobe rack, pulled out black leather midcalf boots with three-inch heels, and dangled them in front of her.
“You’ve got to be shitting me? How the hell am I supposed to run in those?” McKenzie pinched the boots and held them at arm’s length as she scrunched her face. The shoes they’d had her wear the past few seasons were bad enough, and those heels were half the height. These were going to kill her back.
“That’s what I told Elwin this morning when he brought them into the trailer.”
McKenzie hopped back into the director’s chair, and Ruth slid the heeled boots on her feet. “If they’re too loose or tight, there’s a half and full size larger and smaller.”
She stood and slowly walked to the other side of the trailer while trying to get a feel for balancing her weight on the balls of her feet. “These are the right size, but holy crap, Ruth, later this afternoon I’m supposed to chase Josh all over the Upper East Side. How the hell am I going to do that without twisting an ankle?”
“Very carefully, and I know that’s not a real answer, but Elwin didn’t give ground when I voiced concerns. Sorry, sweetie.”
“That’s okay. It’s not your fault.” She took another lap around the tailer and could already feel a slight pull in her lower back. This was bullshit. Why couldn’t they just leave the original wardrobe of her character alone? The whole point of the movie that launched the spinoff was that Pyper didn’t play by the rules, and she most definitely didn’t look like the typical female superhero.
In the original movie, she wore combat boots, cargo pants, and a distressed black leather jacket. She looked badass, not like a piece of ass. When the studio unveiled the sketches of the new wardrobe for the network series, she’d cringed. The outfit, although maintaining a feel for the original style if you squinted hard enough, was redesigned into a one-piece combination look that changed over the seasons and became progressively tighter and sleeker.
The hardcore fans complained on social media that her character was selling out to sexism. She agreed, and when she approached the network producers and argued they were changing the look of her character too much, they pushed back. They said they didn’t want the main character to be quite so masculine. Sure, they still wanted her to chase down villains, fly through the air, throw fireballs, and wrestle the bad guys to the ground, but they wanted her to do it while still looking fuckable.
She leaned over, gave Ruth a peck on her cheek, and thanked her for her time. “See you on set.”
“Be safe out there. If the villains don’t get the best of you, those boots most certainly will.”
She chuckled at Ruth’s sense of humor and willingness to lighten the mood, as her first step faltered on the trailer’s metal stairs. She grabbed the railing and let out a shaky breath as she regained her balance. Eight weeks in these things were really going to do a number on her body. What the hell were the producers thinking?
Fortunately, the makeup trailer was conveniently parked next to the wardrobe trailer. Twenty-six carefully placed steps later, she was standing next to Josh, who was sitting in one of six makeup stations. He was surrounded by a team of three prosthetic specialists, his face already air-sprayed green, and half transformed into a lizard. He tilted his head ever so slightly, gave her the once-over, and laughed.
“Shut up,” McKenzie said as she approached the station next to him and flopped into a barber’s chair.
“Love the new boobs, and those shoes…” He let out a soft whistle. “But aren’t you supposed to chase me down the Upper East Side later today?”
“Yep.”
“In those things?”
“Yep.”
“What the fuck are they thinking?”
“I know, right?” she said as Annie, her makeup artist since season three, wrapped a nylon barber’s cape around her and began cleansing her skin. Fortunately, she didn’t have to endure the hours-long facial transformation—with layers of latex pieces applied with skin-irritating glues, colored contact lenses, or the thick pore-blocking body paint—that Josh and many others had to undergo on a daily basis.
Thank God, in the makeup department, the producers stayed true to her character’s original look. Pyper never sported a superhero mask or headpiece, or was spray-painted a different color. Just a three-inch scar in the shape of a flame glued below her right ear. That was it.
As McKenzie settled deeper into her chair allowing Annie to work her magic, the conversation in the room pivoted to the Oscars. Since she didn’t watch last night’s show, eliciting a gasp from the room when she announced that little tidbit of information, she remained silent as everyone voiced their opinions on designer dresses and tuxedos that seemed to fall into two camps, either gorgeously stunning or What the fuck was that?
It wasn’t until the topic of the winners of the night, the politics at play behind the scenes, and whether the chosen best picture deserved the award was broached that she piped up. She had seen all the nominated films and held her own strong opinions of who the winners should have been.
After exhausting that topic without reaching a consensus, they seamlessly shifted to the latest gossip buzzing around the industry. McKenzie cringed as they one-upped each other with the tantalizing rumors they’d heard and about whom, as she thought about the times in her life when she was the topic of such conversations. She silently thanked the Hollywood stars that she now led a quiet life, away from the critical eyes and wagging tongues that she knew all too well.
As soon as Annie completed her makeup, she radioed the assistant director. “Annie for Charlie.”
“Go for Charlie.”
“McKenzie’s ready. Do you want me to send her to set?”
“Uh…hold on that, Annie. We’re having some issues setting up the shot. I’ll let you know when we need her.”
“Okay, copy that.” Annie returned the walkie to the counter and turned to the room. “Well, that doesn’t sound good.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Josh said as he tilted his head so another green reptilian scale could be glued to his cheek.
“I wonder what they’re having issues with,” McKenzie mumbled as she examined Annie’s work in the mirror and nodded her approval.
“One of the cables isn’t responding to the computer cues,” one assistant makeup artist said, and all heads turned to her.
“Well, aren’t you in the know,” another stylist said with a bit of snark.
The assistant shrugged as she motioned for Josh to tip his head so she could touch up a section of paint on his neck. “Tiasha told me she overheard a couple of the riggers talking about it at the craft service table. She also said two grips were complaining about the lighting package needing more 12Ks for this evening’s scene, and oh, a PA said one of the honey wagons had a nasty toilet situation happening.”
“Remind me to never talk openly around the craft service table,” Josh said as he turned to McKenzie.
“And you’re just now figuring that out?”
    
An hour later the summons came down to send both McKenzie and Josh to set. Everyone spilled out of the trailer, the entourage of makeup artists and stylists in full laughter at their colleague who was performing his version of how he would have danced down the red carpet if he had been invited to the Oscars. Josh teased that he looked like a drunken ballerina, and that brought out an even more exaggerated pirouette from the guy.
McKenzie joined in the laughter as she surveyed the group. These were her people, her tribe, the ones whose minds could conjure up dance and music to notes yet unheard, create illusions that defied the mind, design amazing costumes, build unbelievably realistic sets, and bring the written word to life, all to manipulate the emotions of a captive audience. They were the ones who walked to a different drumbeat, embraced the weird, and made the unconventional seem normal. They were her chosen family and friends, and thanks to them, she saw the world through different eyes.
As they entered the soundstage, she paused a moment as a tingle shot through her and goose bumps made an appearance. The sight of the huge, cavernous space, whose walls and floors had been completely transformed to chroma-key blue, never failed to wow her. Sometimes the magic of movie making never gets old. But then again, this was only day one of their eight week shooting schedule, and she knew all too well how that tingle of magic could quickly transform into a sharp pain in the ass.
“Josh, McKenzie.” A man in his midfifties with deep lines etched in his tanned forehead waved them over with one hand, as the other scratched at the gray stubble on his cheeks. He was wearing distressed and torn blue jeans, a dark gray zip neck wool sweater, a worn-in black baseball hat sporting the Paramount logo, and a black wireless headset hugged his neck.
“Fred.” McKenzie—careful not to smudge her makeup or alter her wardrobe—leaned in and gave a stiff one-armed hug while Josh nodded his acknowledgment. They had worked with Fred on and off the past six seasons. If it was up to the producers, all eight of the show’s episodes contracted by the streaming service would probably be directed by him. He had a reputation for meeting production deadlines and bringing episodes in under budget. But since a director could not shoot and prep at the same time, they had to rotate out with each episode. While one was directing, another was prepping for the next week, and so on. Fred was granted four rotations.
As directors went, he wasn’t that bad. He was seasoned, focused, and clear in his direction, which McKenzie appreciated, but he could also be hotheaded and short-tempered and always, without fail, asked for five takes per scene. The production crew anointed him with the nickname Five-Takes Fred, because no matter how perfectly a scene was executed, he always wanted at least four more takes for safety.
“How are you two doing today? Ready to do some flying?” he asked without bothering with any pleasantries as he guided them to the middle of the soundstage.
“As ready as we’re going to be,” Josh said as he waved over a makeup artist and pointed to one of the prosthetic pieces on his hand that was peeling off. A drop of glue later, and he was good to go.
“Excellent…excellent,” Fred mumbled in a distracted and hurried tone. “So, a bit of a change in the shooting schedule. We’re going to have you in the tuning forks first instead of the cables. There’s an issue with one of the cables, and the riggers are working on it right now.”
“So we’ve heard,” McKenzie said, to which Fred gave her a curious look, so she clarified. “Talk around the craft service table.”
“Ah, yes, of course. Well, let’s hope the situation gets resolved soon, and it doesn’t cause a delay.”
McKenzie knew firsthand how much he hated delays. Nothing brought out his bad side quicker than a setback in the shooting schedule. “Here’s hoping,” she said as she shifted her weight from foot to foot, trying to stretch out the boot’s leather and give her toes a bit more wiggle room.
“Yes, here’s…Um, are you okay there, McKenzie?” Fred cocked his head in question. “Do you need to use the restroom?”
“What? Oh no. Just trying to break in these new boots.”
Fred remained expressionless as he glanced at her feet. “Do we need to get Ruth in here to—”
“No, Fred, really, it’s okay, I’ll manage.” She groaned and silently cursed the unknown individuals who kept making it a point to mess with her wardrobe. Note to self: From here on out, contracts must state reasonable footwear in her list of requirements. Thankfully the morning flying shots didn’t require any walking.
“Okay then. Let’s get you rigged up and ready to go, shall we? Charlie!”
“Right here.” Charlie, who was in his early forties and wore a similar outfit to Fred’s, scurried up to them. He had been one of several crew members that had floated over from the original movie, and she both respected and admired him for his uncanny ability to hold everything together when all hell was unraveling on set. “Hey, McKenzie, Josh. Nice to see you guys again.”
“Hi, Charlie,” McKenzie acknowledged. “Nice to see you too. Hope Barbara and the kids are well.” The comment was not so much a question as a statement. They were already behind schedule, and she could sense from Fred’s demeanor that any conversation not related to the scene at hand was not welcomed. Charlie silently answered her question with a nod and an expression that let her know they would catch up later.
“They need to get harnessed up. Where do we stand with the cable issue?” Fred turned to Charlie.
“It’s good,” Charlie said in a smooth voice, even though McKenzie sensed a strong undercurrent of stress. “They think they’ve figured out the problem.”
“Excellent, because you know how I hate delays. Please make sure it’s ready to go by the time we finish this scene.”
“Yep. On it.” And off Charlie went as Fred twiddled his fingers in a signal for them to follow him over to two twelve-foot-long devices, each shaped like a two-pronged handheld tuning fork. A metal steering wheel was attached to each stem, and each device was balanced on a pedestal with wheels just past the base of the prongs for easy maneuvering. Each tuning fork was sprayed the same bright blue color as the room, and several stunt performers—covered from the tops of their heads to the soles of their feet in tight-fitting chroma-key blue outfits—stood to the sides.
“Hi, McKenzie, I’m Lorren.” A woman covered in blue approached holding a harness. Her gold-flecked brown eyes were the only visible part of her body. “I’ll help you get hooked up.”
McKenzie nodded, placed a hand on Lorren’s shoulder for balance, and stepped into the straps. Lorren hiked them up her thighs and fastened one around her waist.
“How’s that feel?” Lorren asked while cinching the straps. “Too tight?”
“No, it’s good.”
“Yeah? Okay then, let’s get you clipped in.” She guided McKenzie between the prongs and attached the device to the harness’s pick points at her hips. “Still feel good?” Lorren said as she tugged at the harness to make sure the clips were holding.
McKenzie twisted her upper body to test for mobility and comfort before nodding her approval. “Yeah, feels good.”
“Sorry to start the first day of shooting off with such a physical morning.” Fred approached her and rested his arms on one prong.
“No worries,” she reassured him, and there weren’t any. The caffeine had kicked in, and a shot of first-day adrenaline was coursing through her body.
“Excellent, excellent. Okay then”—he patted the device as though he just gave it a blessing and turned to the stunt person standing behind the steering wheel—“I want a lot of turns this morning.”
McKenzie let out a sigh. She knew a lot of turns translated to we’re going to spin you like a cycle on a washing machine.
“Okay, you guys good?” Fred said with a sense of urgency in his voice as he pointed to Josh and McKenzie.
They each gave a thumbs-up.
“Great, great. Okay, you know the drill. Before we get to the point where you deliver your lines, I’ll call out the direction so when your—” The sound of a loud crash interrupted. “What the fuck now?” He turned. “People, I know it’s the first day back, but could you please get your heads out of your asses long enough so we can start shooting. Is that too much to ask? Charlie!”
“Right here.” Charlie scurried to his side.
“Will you go see what the fuck just happened? We’ve already had to flip the shooting schedule, and I need to get this scene in the can by lunch.”
“Yep, on it.” Charlie hustled over to a corner of the studio, where three grips were in a flutter around a fallen light.
“Okay then.” Fred returned his focus to them. “Let’s all take a deep calming breath, shall we?” He inhaled and slowly exhaled. “Everybody good?” he asked without waiting for an answer. “Good. Now then, let’s do some flying.” He clapped his hands twice, turned, and walked away.
As Fred settled into his director’s chair, slipped the headset over his ears, and pulled a video monitor in front of him, Lorren triple-checked the harness and clips. McKenzie took advantage of the moment, closed her eyes, and began visualizing the aerial dance that she was about to make with Josh. She saw the turns in her mind, as though she was looking at the scene through the viewers’ eyes, after the effects department keyed everything out and added the Manhattan skyline. She shifted her weight from the left to the right, concentrating on how her upper body would twist and turn in the device to make the shot look like she was effortlessly flying around skyscrapers.
“Charlie!” Fred’s booming voice grounded her mental flight, and she slowly opened her eyes.
“Yeah, Fred?” Charlie called out as he hustled over to him.
“Are we good?”
“Yeah,” Charlie huffed. “All good.”
“Fucking finally. Now let’s get this show on the road.” Fred settled deeper into his director’s chair and focused on the video monitor. They had five cameras set in various positions, four on cables that tracked the actors’ movement and one on a jib. All had video taps, so Fred could watch the action in real time from each camera’s POV.
“Okay, everyone, quiet on the set!” Charlie called out.
Lorren leaned in to McKenzie. “Can you lift up a bit so we can double-check the counterweights?”
“Sure.” She leaned forward, stretched out, and placed her boots on a rod at the base of the fork until she was parallel to the ground.
“The weights are good.” Lorren gave her a thumbs-up. “Does everything still feel okay on your end?”
“Yep,” McKenzie said as she shifted her weight back and lowered her feet to the ground. She did one last wiggle in her harness, then flicked a glance at Josh. He was doing arm stretches in his device, which was positioned just a few feet in front of her and to the right. “Catch you in the skies, Lacer.”
Josh turned around and chuckled. “You wish, Pyper.”
“Positions, people!” Charlie called as the chatter ground to a halt and all eyes focused on her and Josh. “Stand by.”
McKenzie took a meditative breath, repositioned herself as before until she was horizontally hovering four feet off the floor. She closed her eyes and once again rehearsed the flying sequence in her mind, concentrating on each turn, body placement in the fork, and the accompanying facial expressions. She remained in her trancelike state as the breeze of the studio fans began to blow over her, adding to her visualization of flight. In the background of her mind, she heard Charlie give the countdown, and with each command, she could feel the release of pent-up adrenaline.
“Roll sound, roll cameras,” Charlie said in a booming voice.
“Speed,” a female voice confirmed.
“Rolling,” several male voices called back.
“Slate!” Charlie called out.
McKenzie took one last deep breath and released it as a distant voice called out the scene’s information moments before she heard the distinct slap of the clapper.
“And…” Charlie held on the word, and as she opened her eyes, she was no longer McKenzie Gomann. She was Pyper in mind, body, and soul. Ready to battle evil for the sake of good.
“Action!” Charlie yelled.
And with that one word, she was off. Well, technically speaking, that was. She was still strapped to the device in the same horizontal position, but as the fans blew a steady flow of air over her, she squinted and flexed her upper body as though she was in full flight and trying to narrow the distance between her and Josh.
“Good, you’re looking good,” Fred called out. “Now turn them hard left…now right…back to left.”
The person at the stem of her fork turned the steering wheel with each command, causing her body to do the same. It had been a year since she was last in the device, and the quick, almost whiplashing movement was giving her a touch of motion sickness. She swallowed down the burning aftertaste making its way up her throat as her meager breakfast threatened to make a repeat appearance.
“Okay, good…good. Now keep them steady,” Fred directed, and McKenzie puffed out a breath of relief.
“Wheel Josh forward a few yards. McKenzie, he’s getting away from you.”
She squinted with determined focus as she tightened her upper body as though it would boost her speed.
“Good, McKenzie, good. Now blast him with a fireball,” Fred shouted.
McKenzie shot her right arm out in front of her and quickly cocked her elbow in a recoil motion to give the illusion a fireball was just shot from the palm of her hand.
“And another,” Fred called. “Josh, you’re hit.”
Josh jerked in his harness. The two of them played out the scene only four feet off the ground, strapped in devices in a huge studio of chroma-key blue nothingness. Over and over again Fred directed McKenzie to blast Josh with fireballs, until finally, after a barrage of more turns and twists, Josh hunched his body in a defeated posture.
The stunt performers raised his fork, causing him to go from a horizontal position to dangling vertically, as though his character was now hovering in the air. He held his body limp as if injured. McKenzie was slowly wheeled closer. She leaned back, released her feet from the bar, and hovered in front of him, arm extended, ready to finish him off with one final fireball blast.
“Go ahead, finish me. That’s what you’ve wanted all along.” Josh delivered his lines through a heavy breath as he grabbed his side, allowing enough space between his fingers for special effects to add a gaping wound in postproduction.
McKenzie held her position and her distance. She assumed an expression of conflict. Was this really what she wanted?
“I said finish me!” Josh spat.
McKenzie retracted her arm but remained hovering above him, her handlers making sure she stayed in the dominant position as they slowly wheeled her closer…closer.
“You know…You and I,” he said as though it was coming from his last breath, “we’re not…that different.”
“You’re wrong, Lacer, we’re very different.” She huffed the words back, laced in maximum disgust.
“No, Pyper.” He took another dramatically painful breath. “We both want what’s best for our kind and are willing to sacrifice ourselves for it.”
“That may be true.” She was wheeled closer. Less than a few inches of space remained the only thing between them. “But the difference is your kind stands for all the wrong that’s plaguing this world. You’re nothing but a parasite.”
Josh cynically laughed, then coughed, shallow and gurgling until he caught his breath. “Be careful who you label a parasite.” Another cough as his face scrunched in pain. “They may not be that much different than the company you keep. It’s just the other side of the same coin.”
“You’re wrong.”
“Am I? My kind was here first. Living in peace.” He groaned and glanced again at his imaginary wound. “Then your kind showed up and systematically destroyed our way of life. And for what? Greed? Power?”
“You started this war,” McKenzie barked back.
“No, Pyper, your kind did. The day they decided we represented something that was a threat to their lifestyle. Your kind is the true parasite, and yet you blame us for all that is wrong in the world. You made us your boogeyman because your kind refuses to look at their own reflection in the mirror.”
McKenzie hovered a bit higher as she glared down at him. She was going to end this fight once and for all. She thrust her arms out ready to finish him off with one last blast and expected Josh to cower or, at the very least, raise a hand to defend himself. But he remained hovering in a powerless state, as though he was resolved to his fate.
McKenzie knew she had to hold on this moment, as dramatic music would fill the pause. After a beat, she softened her expression. Josh crinkled his brows perfectly, looking like a sad helpless puppy. It was at that moment, in Josh’s watery, almost pleading eyes, that she saw him not as an enemy, but as a soul just trying to take back what was theirs all along, and something shifted inside her, forcing her to question her own convictions.
She was lowered to Josh’s level, her hatred now thawed and replaced with compassion. She never took her eyes from his as she wrapped her already outreached arms gently around his neck and brought him in for the long-awaited kiss. When she finally pulled her lips from his, she knew she had to gaze longingly into his eyes for a beat, as per the script, until her stuntperson pushed down hard on the steering wheel, sending her flying out of camera shot.
A beat later, Fred called, “Cut,” and applause erupted on the set as Josh and McKenzie were lowered to the ground. Fred hurried over with Charlie and an entourage of crew members in tow. The makeup artists hovered over them like bees, scrutinizing both for any touchups they might need.
“That was perfect. Just perfect. Love, love, love. I could feel the emotion.” Fred placed his hands over his heart. “Powerful, really powerful. Now then, how are you guys holding up? Water?”
McKenzie and Josh both shook their heads. Although she could probably use some, she knew the more she consumed, the more she would have to pee. And that meant having to wiggle out of her harness and costume, and that translated to downtime on the set.
“Okay, excellent…excellent. Let’s do another for safety, shall we.” It was not a question, it was a statement, and McKenzie knew it would be repeated several more times before Fred called it good enough, and they could move on to the cabled fight sequence that would precede this scene in the edited episode.
“Back to one, people!” Charlie called out as Fred turned and headed back to his director’s chair and monitors.
Josh glanced at McKenzie as they were being wheeled back to their starting positions and smiled. “Loved the kiss.”
“Yeah? You liked that, huh?”
“This take, use some tongue. I hear lesbians have the best tongue action.”
“Pervert,” she said and several of the surrounding crew chuckled.
Day one of the last season of the show had just etched its way into the books. As she glanced around at the crew, most of whom she had spent almost a decade of her life with, there was something both freeing and sad about that reality.




  

CHAPTER THREE 
    
“Hey, Julie.” Rylee greeted the fortysomething receptionist at the CP Stein Rehab and Assisted Living Center, plopped down two powder-blue pastry boxes on the counter, and grabbed the sign-in sheet. Last year, she decided to bring Ashley a daily treat during her birthday week. Monday was pastries, courtesy of Erin’s bakery. Tuesday: flavored popcorn. Wednesday: Rice Krispies Treats. Thursday: chocolate chip cookies. Friday: muffin bites. Saturday: chocolate dipped pretzel rods. Sunday: pizza. She had brought enough so some of the residents and staff could also participate in the weeklong celebration. Everyone appreciated it so much, she decided to keep the birthday week goodies coming this year, and she’d doubled the daily portion size.
“Is it Monday already?” A smile played on Julie’s face as she opened the top box and took a moment to scrutinize the contents before plucking out a chocolate sprinkled doughnut.
“Yep.” Rylee kept her head bowed as she signed in.
“Boy, how time flies.”
“Tell me about it.” She tossed the pen back on the sheet of paper and glanced at Julie. “How is she today?”
“As delightful as ever. But I should give you a heads-up. She dyed her hair purple.”
“Purple? How’d that come about?”
“Last night she and Anna watched Calista of the Sea, on repeat,” Julie said as she chewed on her doughnut. “She couldn’t stop talking about it when we put her to bed. This morning, she begged Sam to dye her hair the same color as the mermaid character. It’s a temporary dye, so don’t worry. Sam said to give it a month, and it’ll be totally washed out.”
“Yeah…no, that’s fine. If she wants purple hair, I’m totally good with that. It’s just, I’ve never heard of Calista of the Sea.”
“That’s because you’re not in the know.”
“Apparently not.”
“Well, don’t feel bad. I hadn’t heard of it either until Ashley filled me in over breakfast. I now know so much about that show, I feel like I could pass as one of the cool kids.”
“Looks like I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.” Rylee grabbed the smaller of the two boxes off the counter, leaving the other for the staff and residents. “This probably means there’s another full-room remodel coming in the near future.”
“Wouldn’t doubt it. Oh”—Julie placed her half-eaten doughnut on a paper napkin, rubbed her fingers on her scrubs, and placed a clipboard on the counter—“before you go, there’s a few new forms we need you to sign.”
“Oh yeah?” Rylee flipped through the clipped pages Julie presented. “What are these for?”
“Ashley’s PT suggested she would benefit from an additional strength training session. They want to schedule it on Saturdays from ten to eleven. I thought they reached out to you about—”
“Oh right. Yeah, they did. I already told them that would be fine.”
“Yeah, well saying it and signing the forms with all the legal gibberish aren’t the same. You know how it is around here—nothing moves until the lawyers give their blessings.”
Rylee signed and initialed all the places Julie pointed to without reading a single word of the documents. If Ashley’s physical therapist suggested it, then that was a good enough reason for her to agree to it.
“There you go, anything else?” She handed the documents back to Julie.
“Nope. That’s it for now,” Julie assured her as she placed the paperwork by her computer.
“Thanks, Julie.”
“You staying for dinner?”
“Can’t tonight. I have to work.”
“Okay, then I’ll come get her when it’s time.”
Rylee mouthed a thank you as she turned and meandered through the large earth-tone color-themed marble lobby, with its ceramic vases full of brightly colored flowers, when her eye caught a glimpse of a woman she had never seen before, sitting slightly hunched over in a wheelchair by the windows that looked out onto the courtyard. An unengaged middle-aged man stood off to her side, his stance relaxed, his demeanor uncaring, and his head was bowed to his phone.
As Rylee passed by, she let her gaze linger. The woman, although alive, was lifeless in so many ways. Her face was expressionless, and although her mouth was parted and moving, no words were spoken. Age spots covered her wrinkled and pale arms, her silver hair was thin and balding in spots, and she was staring with fixed focus out the window. At whom or what, Rylee couldn’t tell, because the courtyard was completely empty. At least it was to her.
Rylee wondered if behind the woman’s blank stare she saw ghosts of residents past, or if she was playing a movie of memories in her mind of happier times, when her body was young and agile, and the possibilities for her life seemed endless. Rylee would bet every last cent she had that the woman had a completely different vision of what the end of her life would look like. And it most definitely wasn’t the one she was now living.
As Rylee rounded the corner of the east wing hallway, a sadness washed over her as she thought about the woman. Was it her choice to be here, or was the decision made without her consent? And she wondered if somewhere deep down in the woman’s heart and though incapable of words, she wished someone would just take her home. Rylee’s eyes welled with tears, and the walls began to feel like they were closing in on her, as her own ever-present lingering guilt over placing Ashley here raised its head once again.
But what choice did I have?
The same catchphrase always answered, slicing through the doubts of self-condemnation as though it was her mother’s soothing voice chasing a nightmare from her young mind as she reassured her that all would be okay. And as true as that reassurance was, it still didn’t completely negate her feelings.
But she had witnessed what twenty-four-seven care for Ashley had done to her parents. They had blamed themselves for the late-in-life pregnancy when they should have known better, then each blamed the other for their differences over how to handle her homecare, and before becoming fatal statistics in the thirteen-car pileup on the Pacific Coast Highway one freakishly foggy morning, they blamed the government for lack of funds for caregiving families, as they watched their savings disappear along with their marriage. Even with Rylee contributing both financial and caregiving help, nothing seemed to alter the trajectory of what became the fate of her family.
Months after their parents’ funeral, she accepted the check from the trucking company whose vehicle with faulty brakes was cited as the cause of the crash, combined it with the money from the sale of her parents’ house, and moved Ashley into the facility with a five-star reputation for caring for residents with needs like her sister’s.
She upped her paparazzi game and worked long hours to make sure all of Ashley’s ongoing needs were covered, and now as one of Hollywood’s best, with dozens of tipsters sprinkled all over the city, she was sitting solidly in the mid six-figure salary range.
Last year she started crunching the numbers again to see if it made more sense to buy a house and bring Ashley home, but no matter how she moved the financial puzzle pieces around, she couldn’t make the numbers work. Ashley needed a full workout area equipped with the latest in specialized equipment for her daily physical therapy, an academic tutor, and twenty-four-seven care from a trained team that understood her condition. Providing all of that at home was beyond her current means. The equation only worked if she kept Ashley where she was, and Rylee continued to live on the cheap.
“Hopefully one day soon.” She quietly spoke the promise she had made to Ashley numerous times when asked why they couldn’t live together again, under the same roof. “One day soon,” she repeated as she stood outside room E124, inhaled a deep breath, shook out the melancholy thoughts that were gripping her heart, and presented a big smile as she entered.
A medical bed took up most of the space, a light brown recliner graced one corner, and cabinets and a small sink were next to the bathroom in the opposite corner. Posters of her latest superhero obsession covered every inch of the walls, stuffed animals of all shapes and sizes were scattered about, and strands of small white Christmas lights were strung across her ceiling. It might not be every twelve-year-old’s dream bedroom, but it was a hundred percent Ashley.
“Knock, knock,” Rylee announced as she walked into the room.
Ashley spun her motorized wheelchair around. She was beaming from ear to ear.
“Well, well, well, look at you.”
Ashley bounced a bit in her chair and giggled as she lifted a shaky and contorted hand from the chair’s joystick and patted her shoulder-length purple hair. “Jealous?”
“You know it.” Rylee placed the pastry box on the bed and leaned in for a hug. “You look fabulous.”
“I know. Sam did it.”
“So you’re—”
“A mermaid now, just like Calista. She’s so wonderful. She can do anything. Although she can’t fly, but that’s okay, ’cause you know what she can do? She can breathe underwater. I told Anna she should get her hair dyed too, but she didn’t want to, which is silly because how can you be a mermaid like Calista without purple hair?” Ashley said in one exasperated breath.
“My thoughts exactly.” Rylee took a seat on the bed next to Ashley and leaned back on extended arms. “So, I guess all the posters of Zephera, princess warrior and defender of the universe, need to be replaced, or do you still want them up?” She referenced the room with a slight nod.
“No. She’s so yesterday’s news.” Ashley waved a dismissive hand.
Rylee chuckled. “Where’d you pick up that catchphrase?”
“From Anna.”
Ten other kids of varying ages and abilities called the facility home. Of them, Anna was the closest to Ashley’s age, and lately they had become inseparable.
“Okay, well, tell you what, let’s get online while we eat our éclairs and order a bunch of Calista posters.”
“Yessss.” Ashley raised her arm and pumped it downward for maximum emphasis. “And also you need to do something about your hair.”
“My hair?”
“Yeah, you need to dye it purple.”
“I do?”
Ashley enthusiastically nodded. “That way we’ll both be mermaids, just like Cal—”
“Calista,” Rylee interrupted. She really needed to brush up on the show to give her a glimpse of what else she was in store for. “Well, at least Calista picked my favorite color.”
“Mine too!”
“I thought green was your favorite color?”
Ashley dramatically rolled her eyes. “That’s so yesterday’s news.”
Rylee snort-laughed. For the first time in Ashley’s life, she had found someone in her own age group to call a friend, and it was nice to see that influence being played out in Ashley’s personality. Rylee stood, grabbed a couple paper plates and napkins, placed a chocolate éclair on each plate, and glanced around the room. “Ash, where’s your tray?”
“It’s over there, in the corner.” Ashley extended her arm. “Julie moved it this morning.”
Rylee retrieved the tray, clasped it on the armrests of Ashley’s wheelchair, placed the pastry covered plates on it, and scooted the lounge chair across the vinyl wood floor until she sat in front of Ashley. “Now then, I want to hear all about your day.”
Rylee settled deeper into the worn-in cushions, and as Ashley became animated in both speech and movement she thought about everything they had been through that led to this moment and was grateful they still had each other, survivors of a shattered family, trying to traverse the many obstacles of life that sometimes seemed impossible to navigate.
By the time Julie entered the room, Rylee was up to date on Ashley’s life, a solid plan had been put in place for the full redesign of the room, and an abundance of merchandise had been ordered.
“Sorry to interrupt, but it’s time for—”
“Julie”—Ashley turned and said matter-of-factly—“you need purple hair.”
“Purple hair?” Julie glanced at Rylee, a look of confusion etched on her face.
“So you can be a mermaid too,” Rylee said.
“Ah, well, let me tell you what, that ain’t never gonna happen. There are a few things in my life that are nonnegotiable, and parting company with my blond highlights tops that list. So”—she turned to Ashley—“you ready for dinner?”
Rylee glanced at her watch. Shit, was it five o’clock already? She approached Ashley. “Hey, Ash, I can’t have dinner with you tonight because I have to work, but I’m free tomorrow night if you wanna have a dinner date.”
“You’re always working.” Ashley sulked as she bowed her head.
“I know, sweetie, but for right now, I have to.” Rylee grabbed her backpack, tossed the empty pastry box in the trash, and bent to kiss Ashley on top of her head. “Things will change one day soon, I promise. Meanwhile, tomorrow I’ll come with mermaid hair and—”
“Popcorn!”
“Yep, tomorrow’s popcorn day. But for right now, I gotta run, and you gotta go to dinner. Race you to Julie!”
Ashley shoved her joystick forward all the way, and Rylee mocked a hard sprint as she flanked her.
“And the winner is…” Julie raised a hand. “Ashley!” she declared as she pointed.
Ashley’s arms shot up as she giggled.
Rylee held out her fist and Ashley brought her unsteady half-closed hand up and bumped it. “Those were some pretty smooth moves you put on me to win that race.”
“I know,” Ashley said as the three of them filed out of the room and proceeded down the hallway. One of the services the facility provided to Ashley was that an attendant would keep her company in the dining hall to cut her food, fill her drink cup, and make sure any of her other needs were tended to. On the days Rylee dined with Ashley, no attendant was necessary. Unfortunately, lately those days seemed to be few and far between.
Once they arrived at the lobby, Rylee leaned in and embraced her. “See you later, alligator,” she said then leaned out of the hug.
“Mermaid!” Ashley dramatically rolled her eyes followed by a deep sigh. “Did you learn nothing today?”
Rylee and Julie laughed.
“Oops, yep, my mistake,” Rylee said as she began slowly walking backward toward the entrance. “It’ll never happen again.”
“Better not,” Ashley scolded, then turned to Julie. “I’m hungry.”
“Well then,” Julie said, “we better go get you some food.”
“Bye, Ash. Love you.”
“Bye, Rylee!” Ashley called out. “Love you too.”
Rylee paused and gave a final wave as she watched Julie and Ashley, now in full conversation, head toward the dining room. Ashley was Rylee’s heart, and unfortunately also the reason why her past two attempts at a relationship had failed. Too much time and money devoted to Ashley instead of the relationship were the reasons given, and the complaints always felt like an ultimatum. One she would not abide. Work and Ashley came first. Did she miss coming home to a warm body and soft kisses? Yes, absolutely. Was it worth the arguments that inevitably transpired? No.
“Love you too.” She quietly repeated Ashley’s words as she exited the lobby, pulled her sunglasses out of her backpack, and flipped her wrist once more to check the time as she headed toward her car. She needed to make a stop and pick up a to-go order she had not yet placed and be at the Santa Monica Pier, set up and ready, in two hours. Could she do it? I’ll make it happen. She pulled out her phone, settled into her car, and called in the order.
    
Fortunately, the parking area known as the beach lot, which sat adjacent to the Santa Monica Pier, was never crowded during the cooler months of the year and especially at this time of the day. She eased her car into a spot in the first row, retrieved her backpack, a small black hardshell case, and tucked a rolled-up rainbow-colored beach blanket under her arm.
She shielded her eyes from the setting sun and scanned the area. The designated beach volleyball section was empty and ghostly still, the nets barely moving in the slight late afternoon breeze. A handful of hardcore surfers and paddleboarders were making their way back to shore, several beachgoers were shaking out their blankets, apparently ready to pack it up and call it a day, and a man sat solo on a weathered green bench just a few yards down from the parking lot, facing the ocean. She smiled.
“Hey, Carlos.” The strong aroma of the familiar musky cologne hit her as she approached. He was dressed in his Sunday best—brown dress pants, black patent loafers, and a buttoned-up long sleeve collared beige shirt. An old-style gray tweed newsboy cap covered the majority of his bald and age-freckled scalp. He sat relaxed, resting one outstretched arm on the cane balanced in front of him. Bony and bent arthritic fingers displayed a slight tremor as they dangled from the handle.
“Little Snap.” He acknowledged her without taking his eyes off the ocean view.
Little Snap was the name given to her by Grandpa Hank, who would take her with him from time to time on his paparazzi gigs. On more than one occasion, her grandfather would give her his camera and instruct her to approach celebrities and ask if she could take their picture. Actors who gave the cold shoulder to the paparazzi seemed more than willing to grant the same request to a little girl holding a camera as big as her smile, with glistening blue eyes and bouncy blond curls.
And that was how, at the ripe old age of seven, Rylee developed her taste for paparazzi life, and Grandpa Hank got some of the iconic celebrity pics that ushered him into the top ranks of the business. Shortly thereafter, he christened her with the nickname. “For always getting in there and snapping the perfect picture when I couldn’t,” he would tell her.
Rylee let her backpack slide off her shoulder as she joined Carlos on the same bench he’d graced every day since his wife died two years ago. She reached into her backpack, pulled a white paper bag out, and placed it between them.
“Picked you up a Reuben with extra pickles on dark rye, and a quart of coleslaw.”
Carlos gave a nod to the bag and returned his gaze to the sea. “Thanks, Snap. You’re good people, just like your grandpa. I sure do miss him.”
“Me too.” Rylee glanced at the pier as ghostly visions of years past appeared. Back to a time when Carlos was lead custodian and would tip her grandfather off whenever there was a celebrity sighting around the pier. If it was a weekend, Grandpa Hank would borrow Rylee for the day and use her as his secret Little Snap weapon. Afterward, she and her grandpa would spend hours on the amusement rides, eating way too much junk food, and strolling the boardwalk in simple conversation, until Carlos’s shift ended and he could join them for dinner. They were some of her fondest memories of her grandpa.
The ding from a text chimed, and she didn’t have to glance at her phone to know who it was from. It was time to get going. But instead of letting the message dictate the urgency of the moment, she remained sitting with Carlos, basking in the calm and peaceful silence between them, the sun setting over the ocean the only focus of their attention. It was a view she never tired of and one that always returned her to her center. She sat back, relaxed as much as possible on the paint-chipped hard wooden bench, and squinted toward the water.
She looked past the vastness of the endless sea and into the horizon until her focus settled on another childhood memory, of weekly trips she took to the beach with her parents. It was a time in her life when everything seemed as predictable as the rhythm of the ocean tide lapping against the shore. She closed her eyes, breathed in the salty air, and let the soup mix of memories and emotions soothe her soul.
Even though the years preceding their death were tumultuous and there were times when the weight of the stress felt like more than she could handle, they had still been a family—fractured and hanging on by a thread, but they were all together in their own wild and dysfunctional way.
Miss you, Mom and Dad, wish you were still here.
The thought never made it to her lips. Instead, the statement remained held in her heart, the beat of a silent sentence she often expressed when she revisited a place that lived on, even though the occupants that left their footprints hadn’t.
She had once told Maya she wished she possessed the ability to travel back in time and see her parents again. Maya replied that she already had that ability. “It’s called memories,” she had told her.
The chime of another text chased away the momentary serenity, and the one shortly thereafter caused her to open her eyes and turn to Carlos.
“Carlos, I—”
“Go,” he said. “I understand.”
Rylee stood, gathered her things, and placed her hand on his shoulder. “You take care of yourself, you hear?”
“I always do, Little Snap. I always do.”
She gave his shoulder a caring squeeze. “I’ll see you around.”
Carlos covered her hand with his. “You tell that sweet sister of yours I said hi. She doing okay?” For the first time since she arrived, he tilted his head toward her, and they locked eyes.
Rylee nodded. “She is, and I’ll tell her. Tell Patty I said hi as well.”
Carlos tipped his chin to the heavens, pulled the gold chain from under his shirt, pinched the dangling cross pendant, and brought it to his lips for a kiss. “I was just talking to her, so I’ll be sure to pass it along.”
Rylee gave his shoulder another gentle squeeze as a third text chimed. She fished the phone from her back pocket. “Coming,” she huffed as she fired off two quick messages while doing her best to jog down the soft sand to the pier.
Brian was the reason her phone was blowing up with text messages and why she was there. She had met him three years ago when he was trying and failing to join the pack of the paparazzi street dogs. He was a struggling wannabe actor who couldn’t seem to elevate his career past the role of a background extra, so to help pay his bills he decided to try his hand at being a paparazzo. He naively assumed it would be easy in a town full of celebrities to just hang out, snap a picture or two as they came and went, and sell them for big bucks.
But the street dogs Rylee had come to know were notorious for giving newbies, homing in on their turf, the cold-shoulder treatment. But where the others saw unwelcome competition, she had seen opportunity. Rylee had approached him, struck up a conversation, and made him a deal: Put away the camera and become a tipster.
Every time he was hired to appear in a scene that was being shot on location, he was to text her the details. In exchange, she would pay him a sliding scale. If A-list actors were on the set, she’d pay upward of five hundred, while B and C list actors rated less than half that amount.
Since that fateful day their paths crossed, Brian had proven to be one of her best tipsters. Today, he was cast as an extra in the sequel to Blades Away, a parody dystopian Western that broke box office expectations on its opening weekend. The trades reported Blades Away 2 would have a star-studded cast, cost over a hundred million more than its predecessor, and would feature more advanced state-of-the-art special effects than what wowed so many in the original film. Getting a video and stills from their first week of location shooting would be very lucrative.
Thank you, Brian. She breathed in the salty cool air and slowed her jogging down to the pace of a hurried walk. She flicked a glance up to the entrance of the pier and saw the temporary police barricade. Farther down, lights were set up and a flurry of crew members were scattered about. She claimed a spot on the beach in the shadow of the pier and several yards down from a couple snuggled under a patterned flannel blanket and wrapped together as one. Rylee spread out her beach towel and anchored it with her backpack and the hardshell case. She sat down and waited.
The dazzling brilliance of the sunset colors soon began fading into the darkening gray shades that would soon dominate the night sky. She hugged her arms around tucked knees and flicked another glance at the couple. They were leaning against each other, pouring what looked to be red wine from a bottle into red plastic cups in hand, and seemingly enjoying their shared moment together. A twinge of envy accompanied a deep sigh as she returned her gaze to the pier.
The neon glow from the amusement rides now spilled over into the water, creating a colorful reflection. It would be nice to share the moment with a lover. To melt into a special someone’s arms, and just float away in their shared love. Those were the intimate moments she missed the most because those were the moments that lingered long after the sex.
Her phone dinged. She glanced at the text, hoping it provided the information she was waiting for. It did.
Ferris wheel.
She shook off the feeling of melancholy, opened her case, and pulled out a black drone and controller. She had a job to do, and that didn’t include feeling sorry for herself. She placed the drone on the beach towel, activated an app on her phone, and linked it to the controller. As soon as the drone’s camera became the eyes of her phone’s screen, she skillfully maneuvered the drone over the ocean, and to the farthest tip of the pier.
Slowly, and with precision, she brought the drone up for a peek. There amongst a cluster of people dressed in sci-fi Western outfits was Sarah Dolvanio. A tall gray-haired man stood beside her talking in what appeared to be animated direction.
Rylee held the drone steady…steady…and hit record. Behind-the-scenes videos and shots were always client favorites. She changed the position of the drone a few times as she captured different angles, until the flashing light on her screen told her that the memory card was almost full.
“Perfect,” she whispered to herself as she brought the device back to her, took the SD card out, and inserted it into her computer. She narrowed it down to nine clips where Sarah Dolvanio’s face was clearly visible. Ten minutes later, she sent the links to her usual clients, drummed her fingers on the laptop as per her ritual, and waited for a reply. Twenty minutes later, the sum of seven thousand for the clips appeared on her screen. Not enough, she typed back. A second reply came in at ten thousand. Sold.
She closed her laptop, shoved it in her backpack, grabbed her phone, transferred five hundred dollars to Brian, yawned, then glanced over at the couple. They were gone. In fact, she was the only one left in her section of the beach. All alone. She mused at the two words that summed up her present love life.
Well, no need to rush home. No one would be anxiously awaiting her arrival, or greet her with kisses and ask her how her day was. Even her friends were out. Maya was on a date with her latest crush, and Erin was having dinner with her family.
She leaned back on extended arms, closed her eyes, sighed in self-pity, emptied her mind as much as possible, and listened to the waves thunderously protesting coming to an abrupt halt from a seemingly endless journey. One after the other the sound echoed around her, until the pounding of the surf became a hypnotic drumbeat that soothed her soul.
Today was a good day.




  

CHAPTER FOUR 
    
By eight o’clock that evening, McKenzie’s back was killing her, and she had a huge blister on one toe and another that rivaled it on her heel. Damn Fred and his five-take minimum. After making her chase Josh in multiple directions and angles up and down almost every propped-out street of New York, she wondered if she would be able to walk come morning.
“Hey, McKenzie,” Charlie said as he strolled over to her.
She sat in a red director’s chair, her name and the show’s logo embroidered on the back of the upper canvas, as she massaged her feet.
“Looks like you’re done for the night, but Fred wants you to hang out for a few in case you’re needed for a possible pickup shot. Why don’t you relax in your trailer, and I’ll send a PA to come get you if we need you back on set.”
Those words were music to her ears. She glanced up and smiled. “Thanks, Charlie,” she said as she hopped out of her chair, grabbed her backpack, and hooked the boots with her fingers. No matter how sexy they supposedly made her legs look, she was convinced they took twice the energy to both balance and move in. How the hell did women wear shoes like that all day?
She gingerly walked off set as she fished her phone out of her backpack and powered it on. A series of chimes and jingles told her emails, voice messages, and texts were awaiting her attention, four of which were from Britney and two from her manager.
“Call Britney,” she instructed her phone as she approached her trailer.
“Calling Britney.” A sexy female British voice acknowledged her command.
“McKenzie!”
“Hey, Britney, sorry I missed your calls and texts. I’ve been on set shooting and—”
“Have you googled yourself lately?” Britney interrupted in a rushed tone.
“What? No, why?”
“Just do it.”
“Okay, hold on, and I’ll put you on speaker.” She swiped at her screen, then typed in her name. Within seconds her phone populated with pictures of her and Britney at the front desk of this morning’s hotel lobby. Her eyes drifted to the caption. McKenzie Gomann seen checking out of a luxurious Beverly Hills hotel with a mystery woman on her arm. Could this be love for the reclusive actress? She did a double take as she reread the headline. “What the fuck?”
She entered the trailer, tossed her shoes against the wall with a bit more force than she intended, and flopped with a heavy thud on the couch as her stomach bottomed out. She hated the paparazzi. They had been shoving their cameras in her face and invading her privacy for most of her life, and although she had maintained a strained tolerance toward them, she had her limits. Putting up with the tantalizing tidbits of trashy and sensationalized headlines that used her photos were one thing, but once their abhorrent behavior affected one of her loved ones, well, that was a line crossed that was inexcusable.
“Yeah, what the fuck,” Britney repeated with a bite.
McKenzie scanned her memory of the morning. She remembered seeing a few scattered people in the lobby, and the attractive woman at the valet, but she definitely didn’t remember seeing any paparazzi hanging around. But then again, she was tired and so caught up in Britney’s drama, she didn’t take full stock of her surroundings. Shit.
“Normally I would probably laugh it off and think it was kinda funny, but the principal at my school called an hour ago and wants to have a meeting with me first thing in the morning. Apparently, a tabloid reporter tracked me down, called the front desk, and left their number in case I wanted to respond to the allegation of being your mystery woman. The school’s upset that they’re being dragged into a lesbian love scandal.”
“A lesbian love scandal? Shit, Britney, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see any paparazzi around, or I would have shielded you better.” Since Britney taught for a conservative religious-run private elementary school in a deep-red state, she could only imagine how this was going over. She pinched the bridge of her nose as her blood pressure began to rise.
“Well, like I said, normally I would probably think being tagged as my cousin’s mystery woman was funny. But I could lose my job. You know how it is. If word got out about this, I know several parents who wouldn’t think twice about pulling their kids from the school.”
“Do they know the circumstances around those photos, and that we’re cousins?” Her stomach was beginning to churn.
“I’ll explain it to them in tomorrow’s meeting, but I’m afraid the damage might already be done.” Britney’s voice cracked. “This is the last thing I want to deal with right now.”
“I know, Britney, and I’m so sorry.” McKenzie could weather the scandal. She’d done it before, and it had never adversely affected her career. In fact, it actually boosted it at times. She sighed. The price of being a celebrity—the privilege came with its vultures and opportunists. Her cousin shouldn’t have to suffer that cost. “If there’s anything I can do on my end to clear this whole mess up, just let me know.”
“Why is this…all happening…to me right now?” Britney’s staccato words were almost inaudible through her elevated sobbing.
“I don’t know, sweetie, and I’m so, so sorry for this.” She wished she could wrap Britney in a protective embrace and magically take all the pain away.
“It’s not your fault.” Britney’s words softly trailed off.
But wasn’t it? Her eyes misted with guilt. I should have protected her better. She silently scolded herself for not being more careful when she was out in public with Britney, and she cursed the paparazzo who took the pictures, because for once, just once, could they leave her private life alone? Was that too hard an ask? “If there’s anything I can do, will you please let me know? I’ll even call your principal if you’d like, to help clear this up.”
“Thanks, but for now, let me talk to him,” Britney said through sniffles. “But if I need you to come to my rescue, I…”
“Brit? You okay?” McKenzie said after a long pause in their conversation. “Brit?”
“Sorry, Eddie’s clicking in for the hundredth time, and I just really don’t want to talk to him right now. Or ever again.”
“Then don’t. You don’t owe him anything.” She reassured her, then added lightheartedly, “Do you think he found the little present you left on his front porch?” Before McKenzie had turned her phone off, she’d received a text from Britney that said she put a dollop of her dog’s poop on his welcome mat with the engagement ring pressed into it like a cherry on top of a whipped chocolate treat.
“Oh yeah, he found it.”
“Well, I’m sure that message was loud and clear.”
“It was, that’s why he keeps calling, but I don’t ever want to talk to the weasel again. He’s already left several sugary sweet messages trying to explain that he didn’t know what came over him, how sorry he is, and how much he still loves me. Blah, blah…blah. But no matter what he says, I can’t get the picture of him and Vikki out of my head. To think she was going to be my maid of honor!” Another blast of gut-wrenching cries was heard as McKenzie sat quietly, letting Britney weep through the pain.
“I just…” Britney’s voice was barely audible. “I just really thought he was the one.”
“Maybe,” McKenzie said in a soft sympathetic voice, “he was the one to teach you to never settle for anything less than what you deserve. And Brit, not to sound like a cliché, but you deserve so much better.”
“Yeah,” Britney squeaked out, then paused again. “You know what I want to do tonight?” she finally said through renewed sobs.
“Hmm?”
“I want to drink a bottle of wine and just forget about everything. Forget about Eddie, forget about the tabloid pictures of us…just forget about the world.” She sniffled. “But since I have an eight o’clock meeting with the principal, it probably wouldn’t be a good idea to walk in with bloodshot eyes and a hangover. So I guess that leaves drowning my sorrows in a tub of ice cream and watching a movie. Preferably one heavy in mindless action scenes with zero romance. And if a cheating fiancé gets killed in some random gunfire or run over in a car chase, I’m okay with that.”
“Good for you. Chocolate mint chip or cookie dough?”
“Tonight calls for cookie dough. The fifteen pounds I’ve already shed for my wedding be damned.”
“Attagirl. Now do me a favor and—” A knock at her trailer door interrupted her. “Hey Brit, I have to go. I think I’m needed on set. Can I call you back on my way home?”
“No, I’ll be fine. Besides, I’ll be in an ice cream coma by then. Go be a superhero.”
“Okay, but promise me you’ll call if you want to talk later.”
“I promise.”
“And let me know how the meeting goes tomorrow.”
“I will. Love you.”
McKenzie smacked a kiss toward the phone. “Love you too.” She hung up as another text from her agent lit up her screen. “Come in,” she called out as Charlie opened the door and leaned against the frame, allowing the cool night air to waft into the trailer. “Come all the way in, Charlie, and just give me one sec,” she said as she returned her agent’s text inquiring whether or not she saw the pics. Yes, she saw the photos, and yes, she was pissed. She told him it was her cousin, not a new fling, and the silent conversation ended with her agent reminding her there was no such thing as bad press. Yeah, right, tell that to Britney’s principal.
“Sorry about that.” She tossed her phone on the cushion next to her and gave Charlie her undivided attention.
“No worries. I just wanted you to know that we don’t need you for that pickup shot after all. Fred said he got everything he wanted, so you’re wrapped for the day. Here’s your revisions.” McKenzie bent forward and grabbed the loose, blue-colored papers that signified what pages of the original script had changed.
“Thanks, Charlie, I’ll go over them this evening. Is Josh still shooting?”
“Yeah, he’s in one more scene. It should be the last of the night.”
“If he wraps in the next hour, could you have him call me. If not, please tell him that I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”
“Sure.”
“What’s call time?”
“Four o’clock in wardrobe.” He handed her a call sheet.
She inwardly moaned, but outwardly smiled. “Thanks, Charlie.”
“Get some sleep—it’s going to be a short night.”
“For everyone,” she said as he turned to leave. “Oh wait, Charlie,” she called out at a last minute thought.
He turned back. “Yeah?”
She activated her phone, googled herself again, and presented her screen. “I suppose the crew’s already seen this?”
Charlie nodded. “Yeah, but isn’t that Britney?”
“It is.” Britney was no stranger to the crew. She had been on set twice and had been McKenzie’s plus-one at season five’s wrap party. “I was consoling her because she caught her fiancé cheating on her.”
“Oh wow, sorry to hear that. She doing okay?”
“Not really, and these photos aren’t helping an already bad situation.”
“Fucking paparazzi,” Charlie huffed.
“Yep.”
“Next time you talk to her, tell her I say hi and that I’m sorry to hear about her situation. Any guy that would do that to her is scum.”
“Yes, he is. At least he showed his true colors before the wedding, but not before Britney fell—”
“Charlie.” An unrecognizable female voice called out over the walkie-talkie.
He held up a finger as he answered. “Go for Charlie.” He mouthed the word sorry to her.
“Fred wants you on set. Now.”
“I’m with McKenzie, in her trailer. Tell him I’ll be right there.” He turned to her. “I gotta go.”
“Yeah, go. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Yep, see you in the morning. And don’t let those photos ruin what’s left of your evening. There’ll be another hot scandal for people to flap their tongues about come morning,” he said before shutting the trailer door and vanishing into the night.
McKenzie stared once again at the photos of her and Britney. “Fucking paparazzi.” She repeated Charlie’s sentiment as she gathered her boots and backpack and gingerly walked to the wardrobe trailer. She needed to put her anger aside. Both Charlie and her agent were right—another Hollywood scandal would be front and center by morning.
“I gather by your desire to be barefoot that the boots look better than they feel,” Ruth said as she cocked a hip.
“In a word, they suck.” McKenzie gladly handed them over.
“Well, that’s not good,” Ruth murmured as she shoved her hand in one shoe. “Maybe there’s enough room in here that I can glue some foam strips to the sides. I’ll do the same for the larger size shoes and we’ll see what works best for you. Show me where they’re rubbing your feet.”
McKenzie hopped in a tall director’s chair and displayed her blisters as commanded. Ruth crunched her face. “Those look painful.”
“They are.”
“Okay, let me see what I can do with the shoes.”
“You know I’d love you forever if you could make them as comfortable as my Docs.”
“Pfft. I’m good, but I ain’t that good. Now let’s get you out of that outfit, so you can get home.”
McKenzie stood as Ruth helped peel the fabric from her body until she was rid of the restrictive material. As Ruth hung up the costume, McKenzie grabbed her hoodie and draped it over her head, then slid her jeans up her legs. She let out a sigh of relief. Man it felt good to be back in comfortable, breathable, normal clothes.
“Did you see the scandalous tabloid pics of me and Brit?”
Ruth chuckled. “I did, and if she’s still in town, bring her to set one day this week. I’d love to see her.”
“She flew back this morning…”
And as McKenzie launched into a recap of the weekend, Ruth grabbed a coffee cup off the counter and settled into the chair next to her.
“Damn. Well you tell her I’m thinking about her and to stay strong. She did the right thing not going back to Eddie, and as far as those photos go, I hope her school sees them for what they are.”
“I hope so too, but you know how it can be. Some people see and hear what they want.”
“Tell me about it. I’ve got an uncle I haven’t spoken to in years because we don’t see eye to eye about anything, especially politics.”
“Sorry to hear that, Ruth.”
“Don’t be. You know what they say about certain people always having their mouths open and their minds shut. Well, that’s my uncle, and trust me, what he has to say is never worth listening to. Now go on.” Ruth shooed with her hands. “Go home and get some sleep. You need it.”
McKenzie nodded, shrugged her backpack over her shoulder, and kissed Ruth on the cheek. “Can you tear down shop and get the hell out of here soon?”
“Yeah. I just need to do a few more things, then I’m gone.”
“Okay, I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Bright and early from what I hear.”
“Yep. Whoever said this business was only about the glitz and glamour never worked a day on set,” McKenzie called over her shoulder as she shuffled out of the trailer.
“Ha!”
Ruth’s snort lingered in the air as she made her way over to the makeup trailer where Annie was waiting for her. She ushered McKenzie over to a reclined salon chair with a headrest, removed the prosthetic scar, scrubbed her face clean, then gently massaged a rich creamy lotion into her skin. The subtle honeysuckle scent made McKenzie smile.
“Mmm, that smells good,” McKenzie said as she closed her eyes and let Annie’s fingers dance around her face and neck with a relaxing applied pressure.
“I’m experimenting and adding essential oils to some of my homemade lotions.”
“Well, this one’s five stars.” McKenzie slurred the words that felt too heavy to properly form under a wave of fatigue. “I love the smell,” she added after a beat.
“Then I’ll mark it as yours.”
“Anyone tell you you’re the best,” she purred through a soft moan as she tried to stay awake.
“Please remind Gail of that the next time you see her.”
Uh-oh. That woke her up. “Trouble in paradise?” McKenzie asked. There seemed to be a ripple of that going around.
“Oh,” Annie sighed as she stopped massaging McKenzie’s face and scrubbed her hands on a towel. “I think the seven-year itch has settled in.”
“Shit, Annie, I’m sorry to hear that,” she said as Annie repositioned the reclined chair to its upright position. “She didn’t cheat on you, did she?”
“Oh no, she wouldn’t. I mean I don’t think she’d do that. It’s more of a noticeable change in our routine. The all night hot sex we used to have is being replaced with snuggles, and Saturday night date night is now the let’s stay home and watch a movie night,” Annie said. “Yesterday I promised to take her to Santorini for two weeks after we wrap this season. I’m hoping that’ll put the romantic spark back in the relationship. But if a Greek island can’t do it…” She paused as if in thought. “I just won’t know what to think,” she said after a beat.
“You know, it could just be that you guys are finally settling into the comfortable stage of the relationship.”
“Please.” Annie crossed her arms and leaned back. “I’m almost thirty. Gail’s thirty-two. We should still be fucking like bunnies.”
McKenzie puffed out a laugh. She sure couldn’t argue with that. “Well, if a romantic trip to Santorini doesn’t do it, I don’t know what will.” Greece was one of the top five destinations on her vacation bucket list after a grip had gushed on and on about his honeymoon trip to the island of Milos and followed it up with an impressive cellphone slideshow of the unique bleached white rock formations and crystal clear, turquoise-colored water.
Josh had offered more than once to go with her, and although she appreciated the gesture, she really wanted to experience the island with that special someone. Which was exactly why that bucket list destination box was left unchecked. For now.
“Yeah, that’s what I’m hoping,” Annie said as she finished wiping her hands on the towel and flung it across her shoulder. “Okay, you, go have a nice rest of your night. Got any plans?”
McKenzie stood. “I’ve got a date with a glass of wine, a warm bath, and several pages of script revisions to rehearse. Plus, my feet are killing me, so the sooner I get off them, the better.”
“Those new sexy boots not cutting it?”
“Cutting into my feet is more like it. Ruth’s going to add some padding, so hopefully that’ll help.”
“I can’t even imagine running around set in those boots for an hour, much less all day. If my feet aren’t in my Chucks, they’re not happy.” Annie’s pink high-tops were her go-to signature shoes as much as McKenzie’s Docs were hers.
“I hear that.” She raised the sweatshirt hood over her head, repositioned her backpack over her right shoulder, and headed for the door. “Have a good night, Annie. See you in the morning.”
“Yep.”
McKenzie flung her backpack on the passenger seat and flopped into her car. Between the lack of sleep, a physically grueling day, and dealing with those damn shoes, she was looking forward to a hot bath and sleeping in her own bed after days on a hotel mattress that was way too firm for her back.
As she fired up her car, pulled out of her parking spot, and glanced in the rearview mirror at the soundstage that was becoming smaller with distance, her mind drifted back to the mystery woman in the cool jacket at the valet and wondered what her story was. “Everyone’s life comes with a hidden story,” Ruth once told her over dinner when the two of them were philosophically dissecting—in that drunken way you do over too many margaritas and nachos—why it was so hard to maintain a relationship past the honeymoon phase. When no earth-shattering conclusion was reached, they shifted topics and began solving all the world’s woes.
She smiled at the memory as she rounded the Blue Sky Tank. The seas were calm, the production crew gone, and a few solitary guards strolled the perimeter. She glanced at the ship, sitting majestically in the still water of the night, its ripped canvas sails flapping in the slight breeze, and she wondered about its fate. Would it eventually sink in a drawn out action-packed fight scene, or would it limp to its destiny as an orchestra crescendo played in the background and the two main characters kissed in front of a sunset backdrop?
She hoped for the latter as she drove through the gates, nudged her way back onto Melrose, and powered down her window. She took a moment to breathe in the chilly evening air, hoping the westward breeze would carry with it a hint of the sea, but instead it smelled of car exhaust and fast-food burgers. Oh well, so much for that, she thought as she powered up the window and mindlessly scanned the boulevard, amazed at how many people were still out and about. Even at the late hour, sidewalks were full, restaurants were packed, and sure enough, as she passed Callie’s, it was still providing a late-night caffeinated boost to all who needed it.
She tapped the steering wheel in thought. A small jolt of caffeine would help keep her awake on her drive home, and their coffee was addictively delicious. One impulsive decision and a quick U-turn later, and she was third in line at the drive-through.
By the time she was snaking her way over Laurel Canyon, her mind was navigating the road on autopilot as she thought about Britney and those damn pictures. “Fucking paparazzi and tabloid trash.” They were nothing but vultures, and the fact that people devoured their shit was something she never understood.
Well, that wasn’t totally true. She had bent an ear to the whispering winds of rumor a time or two. But still. She had never participated in repeating what was a modicum of truth wrapped in salacious lies. She puffed out a breath and with it a silent prayer that Britney’s meeting would go well tomorrow. Surely the school could see past the ridiculousness of the nonscandal. Right?
“Here’s hoping,” she said as she pulled into the three-car garage of her spacious four-bedroom home in Studio City, grabbed her backpack, then reached for the coffee cup in the holder and paused at how light it felt. She shook it, tipped it to her lips, and was amazed she had finished it without realizing as she headed inside. The alarm instantly sounded its thirty second stranger-danger warning tone. She punched in her birthdate and waited for the two beeps that signaled all was clear.
Sylvester, her five-year-old black and white cat, ran to greet her, wrapping his body affectionately around her legs as she tossed her backpack on the kitchen counter. She bent down, hugged him to her chest, gave him rapid-fire head kisses, and carried him into one of the spare bathrooms to view the latest progress in the renovation. She nodded her approval of the wall-to-wall shower tile and was grateful she’d agreed to the darker navy-blue color suggested by the contractor.
“It’s looking good, huh?” she asked Sylvester as she raked her fingers down his spine and headed back into the kitchen. She placed him on the counter by her backpack, grabbed a pouch of moist cat food from the cabinet, tore it open, and squeezed the gravy covered morsels into a bowl. “Here you go, sweetie. Now then”—McKenzie grabbed a bottle of red wine from a wooden rack and uncorked it—“it’s Mommy’s turn.” She poured a large glass, downed a gulp, pulled out the script revisions from her backpack, and headed into her bedroom.
Fifteen minutes later she was reclining in a large jacuzzi bathtub filled with the aftermath of a lavender bath bomb explosion, her wineglass in one hand, script revisions in the other. She repeatedly practiced her lines between sips, until the glass sat empty on the floor, the words on the paper started to blur, and she began to doze off.
She willed herself out of the lukewarm water, wrapped her body in the plush robe hanging on a hook on the back of her door, shuffled to her king-sized bed, and crawled under the covers as Sylvester curled up on the pillow beside her. She still hadn’t heard from Josh, and she frowned at the late night he must be enduring, grateful it was not her.
She stacked a couple of pillows behind her head, hit the remote, and surfed the apps on the large screen TV mounted on the opposite wall until she found the RomCom Channel, where love always won and plots and scenarios were completely predictable and unrealistic, but oh so sweet.
She picked a movie a friend was starring in as Sylvester abandoned his pillow, claimed a spot on her chest, and immediately began making biscuits and purring while she watched a struggling bed-and-breakfast in a quaint small town unfold on the screen as orchestral music and sappy dialogue serenaded her to sleep.




  

CHAPTER FIVE 
    
The first frog that croaked its way into Rylee’s unconsciousness didn’t completely get its message across. It wasn’t until the full army of the amphibians started singing their chorus that she woke from the dream, whose details quickly evaporated from her memory but left enough of a cookie crumb trail for her to know it was a sexy one. She snaked an arm out from under her covers, spider-walked her fingers over to the nightstand, and retrieved her phone. She placed it against her ear and winced from the coldness of the device.
“Yeah?” she said in a voice that could rival her ringtone.
“Rise and shine, sleepyhead.” Erin’s way too cheerful voice pounded its way into her head.
“What…” Her voice cracked. “What, um…” She paused as she swallowed. Her throat was dry, a nasty taste lingered in her mouth, and trying to string a few simple words together to complete a sentence seemed like a monumental task. “What time is it?”
“Four o’clock.”
Four o’clock? Already? Didn’t she just fall asleep a minute ago? She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. With her bed so warm and comfy, and the quiet stillness of the night so peaceful, how easy it would be to just fall back asleep and…
“Ry? Rylee? Oh no, you don’t. Don’t you dare fall back to sleep on me!”
Erin’s escalating voice came charging in, shooing away the beginnings of what could have been another enticing dream. She groaned at the intrusion. “How is it…that you…” She yawned and slowly blinked her eyes open. “You sound so disturbingly awake for four in the morning?”
“It’s because I’ve already had two cups of coffee and a sugar doughnut. And before you ask, yes, I’ll bring plenty of both for you. Now get ready—the van’s loaded and ready to go. I’ll pick you up in twenty.” The call disconnected, and Rylee remained in bed an additional five minutes of her allotted time, wondering if volunteering to help Erin this morning was a good idea.
Last night at Maya’s over pizza and one, okay maybe two, too many beers, Erin shared the news that she would be on the set of Pyper this morning, stocking pastries at the craft service table, because her sister was recovering from food poisoning. In an alcohol-induced haze, the words I’ll help you flew out of Rylee’s mouth before her inebriated brain had an opportunity to remind her that she was not a morning person. At all.
But it had been three weeks since her encounter with McKenzie at the hotel, and she still couldn’t stop thinking about her. In fact, the little rogue butterfly that had been having way too much fun fluttering around her stomach at the slightest thought of McKenzie seemed to be in permanent flight. So the possibility of seeing her again was too enticing to pass up. Even at the ungodly hour of four in the morning.
She stretched, yawned again, and slowly peeled the covers off her body. She shivered as the cooler air replaced the warmth and stumbled to the bathroom with as much grace as a landlubber on a ship that was navigating the high seas in a tempestuous thunderstorm. Note to self: Two drinks were her new alcohol limit. Because holy fuck, her head was pounding with each step.
She fired up the shower, said a silent thank you to Roger for finally replacing her hot water heater, downed two aspirins from an outdated bottle in her medicine cabinet that she hoped still held the medicinal magic she needed, and gingerly stepped into the stall. Ah, warmth. She leaned against the cracked tile wall and closed her eyes as the water spit out an uneven pelting spray. Another note to self: Time to get a showerhead like Maya’s.
She remained in that frozen position for an undetermined amount of time, until her internal clock started pinging that she needed to get a move on. She cracked her eyes open enough to bring the world around her in focus and carefully and oh so slowly extended her arm with minimum movement as she pinched a small chunk of patchouli infused handmade soap to her. She made small, calculated circles around her body, focusing on the essential parts and not much more.
By the time she rinsed, wrapped Maya’s robe around her, and semidried her curls, the aspirins kicked in and she was feeling much better. She threw on her last pair of clean jeans, a maroon-colored hoodie, and of course, her new patched jacket. As she scooped up her phone and placed it in her backpack, it began croaking. “Yeah, yeah, Erin, I’m coming.” She griped without answering it as she locked the front door and descended the stairs of the triplex to the garages.
“You’re late,” Erin scolded.
“How is it you don’t seem the slightest bit hungover from last night?” Rylee dropped into the passenger seat of the powder-blue mini–cargo van that had Sweet Sweets Bakery, written in a wispy white font layered over a multicolored outline of a cupcake, plastered on both sides and the hood. The wafting smell of sugary pastries hit her in blissful delight.
“Because I know how to limit my alcohol.”
“What happened to the days when we could down a shit ton of booze and still be functional the next morning?” she said as she buckled up.
“They disappeared with our youth.” Erin smirked as she pulled away from the triplex and headed west.
“Are you saying we’re getting too old for this?”
“Yes. Add it to the growing list of things that are harder to do in our thirties.” Erin tilted her chin toward the extra-large to-go coffee cup sitting in the holder. “I brought you some coffee, and these”—she jiggled the bag that sat on a console between them—“are for you. I’ve already had my morning quota of both.”
“Don’t suppose there’s a slice of cinnamon walnut coffee cake in there?” Rylee said as she grabbed the cup of coffee and took a welcome sip. The aspirins might have numbed her headache, but the rest of her body still needed a boost.
“Take a look.” Erin gave a half shrug.
Rylee gasped in delight—okay, it was more like a squeal—as she opened the bag because not only was there a thick slice of walnut coffee cake, but it was sandwiched between two blueberry scones. Her favorite. She leaned over and kissed Erin on the cheek.
“Wow, you’re an easy date.”
Rylee fished out the coffee cake and bit through the butter icing for a satisfying extra dose of sweetness as her taste buds came alive. Hopefully the rest of her body would soon follow.
“I wonder if we’ll see any of the actors today. Kathy said she’s met a few, and they’re really nice.”
“I will shamelessly admit, it wouldn’t suck to cross paths with McKenzie again,” Rylee said as she chewed, brushed a few rogue crumbs off her sweatshirt, and settled deeper into her seat, the coffee cup in one hand and the pastry in the other. “I’ve been bingeing Pyper, and I have to say, I’ve developed a major fan crush on that woman.”
“Who hasn’t.” Erin chuckled as she switched the satellite radio channel from country to nineties pop and began tapping her fingers on the steering wheel to the beat. “If we do see her, do you think she’ll remember you?”
Rylee recoiled. “What? No. Why would she? It was just a quick verbal exchange at the valet. Nothing more and nothing memorable.”
“It was memorable to you.”
“Pfft,” Rylee snorted. “That doesn’t mean shit.”
“Why not?”
Rylee turned her upper body toward Erin, leaned against the door, and puffed another snort. “Seriously, Erin. Did you just hear what you said?” she scoffed.
“All I’m saying is she could be as smitten with you as you are with her.”
“Wow, you’re delusional. Super cute looking in your farmer overalls and all, but—”
“Aww, thank you, I love these new overalls.”
“—but you’re seriously out of touch.”
“I’m just saying, you never know,” Erin said in a lighthearted tone as she flashed a big smile and gave Rylee an overexaggerated eyebrow wiggle as though she was channeling her inner Groucho Marx.
“Uh-huh.” Obviously, the delusional reference Rylee made in her previous statement had been dismissed. In a cute and comical way, but still… “Let’s review, shall we, class? First of all, she’s an A-list actress. They’re never smitten with anyone but themselves. Second of all, I’m a nobody, and the somebodies of the world like McKenzie never mix with the nobodies. Ever.” She shrugged in seriousness. “You know how it is with the rich and famous. If you’re not either, then they don’t acknowledge you or want you in their circle.”
“Well, Miss Nobody, Maya and I think you’re a somebody. And to Ashley, you’re not only her world, but you’re a superhero. So don’t cut yourself short when it comes to McKenzie. She’s just a person.” Erin waved a dismissive hand. “Granted, she’s a famously rich, sexy as hell, you can sit on my face anytime person, but just a person.”
Rylee choked on her recently sipped coffee. “Geez, Erin.”
“Oh, don’t go all G-rated on me, you know it’s true. Besides, if you’re going to fantasize about her, you might as well go all-in. I mean—Oh, oh, oh…” She turned up the radio volume and pointed to the dash. “Our song!”
Erin began moving her shoulders and bounce-dancing in her seat as Rylee joined her in a sing-along to a nineties pop song whose female artist sang a catchy tune about broken homes, dysfunctional families, and finding oneself in a world that didn’t look anything like her reflection in the mirror. In high school, she, Erin, and Maya each related to certain sections of the lyrics, so they collectively dubbed the song their anthem.
By the time the gates of Paramount welcomed them in, and a full minute after they parked in the designated loading area in front of stage 32, they remained belted to their seats while the song faded, Rylee strummed the last air guitar cord, and Erin finished up crashing the air drum cymbals.
“Wow,” Erin cooed after a beat. “Haven’t heard that song in, like, forever.”
“I know.” Rylee hopped out and met up with her at the back of the van. “Brings back memories, huh?”
“Yeah, the good kind,” Erin acknowledged as she swung the double doors open.
Between the song, the caffeine, and the sugar rush, Rylee was feeling energized and amped up as she helped Erin pull a dozen powder-blue boxes from customized racks and stacked them on a foldable platform dolly. The one marked Maya was the only one that remained in the van.
A woman wearing jeans, a Barbie-pink sweatshirt, and a black knit hat with Pyper stitched across the front fold approached with a bounce in her step and extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Tiasha.”
“Oh hey, Tiasha, Kathy said to connect with you.” Erin shook her hand. “I’m Erin, her sister, and this is Rylee.”
“Yeah, Kathy let me know you’d be taking her place today. How’s she doing?”
“Better, but she’s still spending a lot of time in the bathroom.”
Tiasha scrunched her face. “Food poisoning’s the worst. I’ll send her a text later with a caring heart emoji and tell her I hope she’s feeling better.”
“I’m sure she’d appreciate that.”
“So, can I help with anything?” Tiasha said.
“Nope, we’ve got it all right here.” Erin referenced the cart as she closed the back doors.
“Cool, then follow me.” Tiasha spun on the tips of her toes and ushered them into the studio. “I hope you brought extra coffee cake and cinnamon buns because, I gotta tell ya, they’re crew favorites.”
“I have plenty of both.” Erin tapped the top two boxes.
“Awesome.”
As Tiasha and Erin talked about all things pastry, Rylee lagged behind and took a moment to glance around. She had never been on a studio lot before, much less invited into a soundstage. She spun in a three sixty. The space was much larger than she anticipated and painted the most interesting florescent blue color she had ever seen.
Off to one side, a handful of people were practicing some form of martial arts on gym mats, others were tending to cable wires that ran ceiling to floor, and in the middle, yet another cluster of people were scattered around flats of plywood that were held up by two-by-four beams with piles of sandbags at the base. She soaked up her surroundings and scanned the area looking for any sign of McKenzie among the masses, but to her disappointment, she was nowhere to be found. Oh well, did she honestly expect to see her? Why yes, yes she did, she chuckled to herself as she caught up with Tiasha and Erin.
“And here we are,” Tiasha announced with a wave of her hand.
Craft service was set up in a back corner on two banquet-sized tables, draped in white linen and offering a variety of breakfast goodies, drinks, and enough pharmaceutical and first aid supplies to rival most medicine cabinets. Four large silver trays sat empty, presumably awaiting their pastries.
Rylee helped Erin open the boxes, and all three of them pitched in and placed the sugary treats neatly on the trays. Crew members emerged like moths to light, and within a short amount of time, two of the four trays sat empty.
“See, told you they love—” Tiasha’s name came across the walkie, interrupting her. “Hold on.” She unclipped the device from her jeans and answered. “Go for Tiasha.”
“Hey, Tiasha, it’s Charlie. Can you bring a bowl of oatmeal, a banana, a burrito, a cup of coffee, and some aspirin to Sam’s trailer. He’s trying to get on top of a headache this morning.”
“Copy that.” She turned. “Sorry, gotta go take care of this. Would you guys mind restocking those trays and putting whatever surplus is left under the table?”
“Yeah, sure, no worries. Go do what you need to do,” Erin said. “And we’ll finish up here.”
“Okay, if I don’t get back by the time you leave, it was nice meeting you.” Tiasha quickly gathered the requested items with the precision of a diner waitress and within seconds had a full plate of food balanced in one hand and a coffee cup in the other as she scurried out of the soundstage.
Erin took the moment to close the distance between her and Rylee. “I haven’t spotted her either,” she said in a low voice as she leaned in.
“Am I that obvious?” Rylee turned to her.
Erin chuckled. “Well, considering you just stacked a scone”—she pointed to a blueberry scone squished on top of a doughnut, its chocolate icing oozing out from the sides—“on that doughnut, making it look like some form of pastry roadkill because you’re looking around the studio instead of paying attention to what you’re doing, I’d say yeah, it’s that obvious.”
“Shit. Sorry.” Rylee lifted the attached pastries, carefully pried them apart, grabbed a plastic knife, and began scraping the chocolate icing off the scone and smearing it back onto the doughnut.
“Tell you what…” Erin reached over and retrieved both pastries. “Why don’t we just consider these unsalvageable.”
“I’m so sorry, Erin. I guess I did get a little distracted, huh?”
“Don’t even worry about it. I’ll go pitch these.” Erin nodded to the trash can at the end of the other table. “If you could grab the three remaining boxes and store them under the table like Tiasha wanted, we can get out of here and over to Maya’s. Okay?”
“Yeah, okay. Got it.” Rylee wheeled the cart around to the back of the table, grabbed the boxes, bent under the linen tablecloth, and began stacking them between cases of water when she heard the voices of two people approaching the table. One voice sent that now familiar butterfly on a morning jog around her stomach. She froze in place as she listened.
“I don’t know, Josh, I mean, Palm Springs is nice and all, but it gets so hot in the summer. Are you sure you want to buy a second home there?”
“Trust me, I have no plans to live there. It would be more of a rental investment, that’s all.”
“Oh well, then yeah, that makes more sense.”
Rylee let out a breath as she took in this new twist to her fantasy. When she’d agreed to help Erin out, she thought that maybe, just maybe, she’d be lucky enough to spot McKenzie doing her Pyper thing somewhere on set, allowing her to gawk at her from a distance. She never expected another up-close-and-personal encounter.
Okay, okay. She mentally cheered. Don’t freak and don’t say anything stupid. You’ve got this. She inhaled confidence, straightened up, but miscalculated the distance the edge of the table was from her head. One loud thud, the shaking of the table, and a nasty stinging sensation to the back of her head later, and she was standing in front of a fully costumed Pyper and her archenemy, Lacer.
“Holy shit!” McKenzie’s eyes widened. She let out a shriek, took a step back, and grabbed at her chest. “Oh my God, you scared me.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” Rylee rubbed the back of her head, hoping to ease the throbbing as her face flushed with heated embarrassment. Smooth move, Rylee, she inwardly scolded as she tried to course correct. “I was just…” she stammered in a bit of a fluster. “I was just stacking a few extra boxes of pastries under the table for Tiasha.”
“Oh, you work with Tiasha? Well then, hi, I’m Josh.” He gave a quick wave as he smiled. Which looked difficult to do, considering half his face was covered in green reptilian scales that continued down his tight fitting, overly muscular outfit and ended at the tips of his right hand. “How’s your head?”
“Nice to meet you, I’m Rylee.” She tapped her chest. “And thank you for asking, my head’s fine.” She shifted her gaze from him to McKenzie. “Just awkwardly clumsy this morning, I guess.”
“It’s a Monday.” Josh shrugged as though the statement said it all as he glanced down and placed a peanut butter and banana filled croissant with chocolate drizzle on a small paper plate. “So, are you her new assistant?” he said as he licked a smudge of peanut butter off his finger.
“Me? Oh no…no.” She waved him off. “I’m…I mean we”—she wagged her finger between herself and Erin, who stood at the end of the second table, holding up a hand and twiddling her fingers in acknowledgment—“are just delivering the pastries from Sweet Sweets Bakery. That’s Erin.”
“Hi, Erin.” McKenzie waved back before taking a step toward the table and extending her hand. “And hi, Rylee, nice to meet you. I’m McKenzie.”
The moment Rylee’s fingers wrapped around McKenzie’s hand, her heartbeat sped up from the touch of McKenzie’s soft flesh. Whispers of chills tickled their way up her body like a feather, and she caught her breath.
“Nice to meet you too.”
They stared at each other as a seemingly silent connection pulled between them, and everything around Rylee blurred, because what was in front of her commanded her only focus.
“We love your pastries,” McKenzie added as she held her gaze.
“Thanks,” Erin said as she joined at Rylee’s side. “We own the business. I mean—”
But before Erin could clarify that the we in that statement referred to her family, and not Rylee, McKenzie cut her off. “Do I know you?” She squinted and tilted her head at Rylee in apparent thought. “You look familiar. Why do you look so…wait, the jacket. You were in Beverly Hills three weeks ago, at the hotel valet the same time I was. Right?” Her eyes seemed to register recognition.
She remembered.
“Yeah,” Rylee said as she continued to stare in those beautiful hazel eyes for—What? A minute? Hours? Time stood still, and for the first moment in her life, she was rendered speechless in the presence of a celebrity. “That was…” She cleared her throat. “That was me.” Wow, was this really happening?
The corners of McKenzie’s lips turned up as she slowly released her grip. “I didn’t recognize you with your—”
“Purple hair.” Rylee patted her curls as she tried to regain her breath and composure.
“It’s a long story.”
“I like it, it’s cute.” McKenzie smiled in that shy adorable way that made Rylee weak in the knees. The subtle golden flecks in her eyes that went undetected in her photos were now discernable as well as the few thin lines etched around her eyes. Her makeup was flawless, her hair was perfectly coiffed, and her outfit left nothing to the imagination. Although her breasts did seem a little bigger than she remembered. “Well,” McKenzie added as she averted her eyes and any further acknowledgment of what had just passed between them, “I have to tell you, your pastries are the best part of my morning.”
“Mine too,” Josh chimed in.
“Oh no, they’re not my—”
“Hey, I thought my coffee was the best part of your morning,” Tiasha said as she sauntered back to the table, interrupting Rylee’s second attempt to correct the misassumption.
“Tiasha, darling,” Josh drawled as he draped his arm around her shoulder, “you know nothing in the world compares to your coffee.”
“Uh-huh.” Tiasha shrugged out from under his arm. “I’m not so sure that was a compliment.”
“Trust me when I say your coffee makes a statement.” Josh took a big bite out of the peanut butter banana croissant and moaned. “This is so delicious.”
“Thank you.” Erin smiled. “They’re one of our top sellers. Repeat customers have told us they’re addicting.”
“Well, you’re making an addict out of me.”
“So,” McKenzie said in a soft voice as she turned back to Rylee, “have you ever been in a soundstage before?”
“No, never.”
“Would you like a quick tour?”
“Are you kidding, I’d love one. Oh, I mean, if that’s okay with…” She looked to Erin for approval.
Erin snorted. “Is that even a question? Yes, of course. Go.” She shooed her. “I’ll text Maya and let her know we’ll be a little late.”
“Thanks.” She caught Erin’s wink before she turned her full attention to McKenzie. She flanked her as they silently strolled to the middle of the soundstage, both tilting their heads from time to time to the other and smiling. How was it that the simplest facial expression could affect her so completely? “So,” Rylee stammered, trying to ground herself, “I have to ask. Why is everything florescent blue?”
“Josh’s character has a lot of green in his scales and on his suit, so we use chroma-key blue as the primary keying color. That way, his suit and scales don’t key out in post.”
Rylee nodded. She had a basic knowledge of green screen usage and keying from watching behind-the-scenes and blooper videos online but still lacked complete understanding of the full process. Instead of asking for clarification, she put a pin in it and moved on.
“I noticed they were doing martial arts when we were setting up. Do you do your own—” She jerked in surprise. “Holy shit, this is your bedroom from the show.”
Dark brown rustic-styled furniture propped out with all the amenities that one typically finds in a bedroom was placed appropriately within the three assembled walls. Rigged lights of varying sizes shined from the same height as the nonexistent ceiling.
A slight twinge hit between her legs. This wasn’t just Pyper’s bedroom, this was the bedroom where, in season three, Pyper crawled into bed wearing nothing but skimpy underwear after a day battling the evils of the world, which Rylee shamelessly reversed and rewatched three times before letting the episode continue to play.
“You’re a fan?” McKenzie’s voice conveyed a piqued interest.
Rylee wanted to say that she wasn’t so much a fan of the show as she was of her. “I am. But I’m embarrassed to admit that I’m a little late to the game. I’m just now finishing the last episode of season five.”
“Don’t be embarrassed. The show’s not for everyone.”
“Well, it’s definitely for me because I’m really enjoying it. So much so that I don’t understand why it’s been canceled.”
McKenzie half-heartedly shrugged. “We’ve had a good run. Better than most shows these days. From what I hear, our numbers are still strong, but declining. And that’s a death sentence in this business.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“Thanks.” McKenzie scanned the bedroom. “You know”—her voice was soft, and she seemed lost in thought—“this character has been a part of my life for almost a decade. I’ll miss her, but truthfully, I’m ready to move on to other roles.”
“Like what?”
“Directing.” McKenzie tilted her chin in acknowledgment when the person who was placing a laptop on the desk in the corner waved to her.
“Wow, that’s cool. Have you always wanted to direct?”
“Not always, but the bug really bit hard about two years ago.”
“Oh yeah? Did something happen?”
“An accumulation of things, but not one in particular.” McKenzie turned to her. “I’ve been acting my whole life. And as glamorous as that may seem, I’m getting tired of everything that comes with being on that side of the camera.”
McKenzie didn’t offer any more insight as to what she was referring to, and although Rylee’s curiosity wanted to unpack that last statement, she left it alone. She had heard the complaints of other actors talking about the burnout of a business that seemed to control and manage every aspect of their life, not to mention the ever-increasing vocal social media audience. It was a combination that Rylee knew she herself could never tolerate.
“So, you’re going to direct sci-fi superhero shows?”
“No, actually, I’d like to direct rom-coms. In fact, I’m writing a script for one now.”
Rylee couldn’t help the lighthearted snort-chuckle that escaped her lips.
“What?” McKenzie asked in a playful tone.
“Nothing. It was just a hard leap for a second there to visualize the woman who blows things up with palm projected fireballs and can kick some serious ass in battles wants to direct rom-coms.”
“You don’t like romance movies?” With a tilt of her head, McKenzie motioned for Rylee to follow her. Apparently, the tour was continuing.
“I do. Very much.” Rylee paced McKenzie’s stride as they headed to the back of the studio. “Most are a bit too hetero for me, but trust me, I can shed a tear or two during the sappy love scenes.”
“Sappy crying scenes are the best. My script has them in spades.”
“Ugh.” Rylee cupped her heart. “Don’t tell me you’re writing a two-tissue-box movie?”
“Try three.”
“Wow, you’re bringing out the big guns.”
“Go big or go home.” McKenzie’s smile brought out the now familiar flutter in Rylee’s stomach as a comfortable silence settled between them, and as they glanced at each other she hoped the vibe she was picking up was that of a mutual interest and not just wishful thinking. McKenzie was beautiful, seemed down to earth, and was easy to talk to. She presented an air of self-confidence, yet Rylee could sense it cloaked an inner shyness. She wanted to take a deeper dive and get to know this amazing woman who was making her heart skip several beats.
“Well then, you’ll have to invite me to the premiere screening of your directorial debut,” Rylee teased but was taken aback when McKenzie’s pupils dilated and the smile on her face widened.
“I’d love that.”
“Really?” Rylee’s voice cracked as it jumped an octave. Was McKenzie saying what she thought she was saying?
McKenzie giggled. “Yeah, really.”
“Hey, McKenzie,” an older man in jeans and a T-shirt said as they approached a life-sized model of the front end of a large pickup truck. It was painted the same florescent blue as the studio, suspended about three feet in the air, and attached to cables on an overhead grid.
“Hey, Marv, how’s it going?”
“Good. All good. We’ll be ready for you.”
McKenzie turned to Rylee. “This morning’s scene calls for Josh to throw a truck at me.”
“A truck?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Here I thought I was having a bad morning because I hit my head on a table, and you’re about to be hit by a truck.”
McKenzie laughed, and Rylee thought it was the most beautiful music she had ever heard. Was there anything about her that was flawed?
“How is your head, by the way?”
Rylee waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine. I’m more embarrassed than in pain. So”—she changed the topic and pointed to the truck—“tell me how this works.”
“Well, a computer communicates with the cables, and Marv preprograms in the speed and angle the truck hits me. This one’s made of a soft gel-like foam, so it won’t hurt. They’ll make it look like a real steel truck in post, after they key it out. And to create the illusion of a major impact, I’ll be strapped into a harness, clipped into a different set of cables over there”—she pointed behind her—“and at the point of impact, my cables will yank me be backward with enough force to look like a real truck just hit me.” She turned to Rylee. “Did that all make sense, or did I lose you?”
The line You had me at harness almost escaped Rylee’s lips, as she tried to reel in those thoughts. Don’t go there, don’t do it. “Nope, you didn’t lose me—I was just trying to visualize it all. So, you said they strap you in a harness and attach you to cables?”
A beat later a playful expression danced across McKenzie’s face as she arched a brow. “Yes. There’ll be a cable on each side of me that they’ll clip to my harness.” McKenzie placed her hands on her hips as she overemphasized the word and Rylee’s focus followed. “Right here.”
“I see.” Rylee continued to stare at McKenzie’s well-placed hands and retracted her earlier thought that McKenzie’s outfit didn’t leave anything to the imagination because, right now, her imagination was pinging. “And none of that hurts?”
“Nah.” McKenzie released her hands and let them fall to her sides. “Sometimes I get a bit disoriented with the motion of the cables, but after a while, you get used to it all. However, last season, I had to stop a train about to run off its tracks. That one stung a bit. They had to hook me up to—”
“McKenzie!” A thirtysomething guy who seemed in a bit of a flutter scurried up to them waving a walkie-talkie. “Sorry to interrupt, but you’re needed in video village. Eric wants to talk to you about something.”
“Okay, thanks. Oh, Charlie, this is Rylee. She’s part owner of the bakery that has been supplying those delicious pastries.”
“Oh yeah? You guys make the best coffee cake,” Charlie said.
“Yes, well, thank you, but I don’t really own—”
“Charlie!” A loud voice blared over Charlie’s walkie, interrupting Rylee.
“Go for Charlie.” His reply was immediate.
“Do you have a twenty on McKenzie?”
“I’m with her now, and we’re heading your way.”
“I need to go,” McKenzie said as she faced Rylee. “Sorry, that wasn’t much of a tour.”
“Are you kidding? It was the best tour ever.”
“It was nice to meet you,” McKenzie said as she took a few steps backward and only broke their eye contact when she turned and let Charlie usher her away.
“Nice to meet you too,” Rylee called out as she watched McKenzie and Charlie join Josh in a huddle of people surrounded by video screens and directors’ chairs. She released a pent-up breath. Wow, she had never felt such a strong vibration from someone. Every receptor in her body was pinging as she continued to gaze at McKenzie from across the expanse of the studio. She was beautiful in ways that defied words, and being around her calmed as much as excited her.
She allowed her mind a few more minutes to wander down some fun avenues before she took a breath and returned to reality. Because, let’s face it, no matter what little attraction she thought they might have shared in the moment, in the real world, the somebodies still didn’t mix with the nobodies. She lowered her head and nodded the reminder to herself as she returned to the craft service table.
“Well, don’t you look all rosy and flushed. I take it you had a good tour?” Erin said in a singsong way.
“As a matter of fact, I did. She’s so nice, and so…” Rylee tried to articulate her feelings as she held on to one last lustful lingering thought.
“Totally into you.” Erin completed Rylee’s sentence as she jabbed an elbow in her ribs, knocking her ever so slightly off balance.
Rylee snorted. “I don’t know, I mean, there were moments when we were talking when we just kinda paused and looked at each other. You know that mutual come-hither look you give someone when you’re both into each other. But I don’t know.” Rylee’s mind and heart were doing a confusing dance. “There was this one point, where I could swear she…Oh shit, what am I thinking, she has a girlfriend.” Guilt quickly replaced the lustful thoughts.
“You don’t know that woman you saw her with was her girlfriend. Maybe they were just hooking up.”
“Nah. You should have seen them, Erin. McKenzie had her arm draped around the woman and was acting really protective toward her. You don’t do that with someone you just hooked up with,” she said, referencing her own experience. Were the handful of women she had one-night stands with wonderful? Of course they were. But none of them brought out an ounce of her protective side, and a total of zero put that little stomach butterfly in flight.
“Well, all I’m saying is, I was watching the interaction between you two from the advantage of the sidelines, and trust me, she’s definitely into you.”
“I kinda felt that too, but I don’t know, something’s off.” Rylee flashed back to the morning at the hotel as doubt crept in when she thought about how McKenzie interacted with her companion. Attentive. Caring. Loving. She had seen all those feelings silently expressed in the brief and beautiful interaction she’d captured between them. “They sure looked like a couple at the hotel.”
“You guys are talking about McKenzie and those paparazzi pictures from a few weeks ago, aren’t you?” Tiasha said as she approached carrying a bag of ice. She bent toward an open cooler, dug her fingers into the plastic, ripped a gaping hole in the bag, and poured the frozen cubed contents over a variety of small bottled juices.
“Um…” Rylee stammered.
“Yeah, well, don’t believe everything you read. Especially from trashy tabloids. That was no mysterious woman.” Tiasha’s air quote fingers clawed at the air as she emphasized the words. “The person she was photographed at the hotel with was her—”
“Tiasha!” The walkie-talkie clipped to the belt loop of her jeans squawked.
“Go for Tiasha.”
“It’s John. Can you bring the first-aid kit to the bedroom set. Mary cut her finger.”
“Holy shit, yeah, on my way.”
Tiasha grabbed a small red duffel bag from under the table. “Gotta run, you guys done?”
“Yep, all done. We put three full boxes underneath for restocking. Kathy should be back tomorrow, but if you need anything else from us the rest of the day, don’t hesitate to call,” Erin said as she grabbed her cart.
Tiasha was halfway to set when she added, “You guys are the best. Thanks!”
“Well, guess that’s our cue.” Erin cocked her head, and Rylee flanked her, but before they exited the soundstage, she glanced over her shoulder for one last look at McKenzie. She was nowhere to be found. Rylee sighed. Their paths had momentarily crossed again, and as before, they ended the interaction going in opposite directions.


    
The group was already in full animated debate over whether Josh should throw the truck at a more heightened angle than previously discussed, which in turn would change how McKenzie should twist her body in reaction, when McKenzie stepped toward the back of the huddle next to Josh.
“Ah, McKenzie,” Eric, the assigned director for the episode, said. “Glad you could join us—this’ll probably affect you.”
McKenzie nodded as a long breath escaped her lips. She tried to shake out the tingles that had been pulsing through her body since shaking hands with Rylee. It was a good thing her breasts were encompassed in prosthetic padding, she mused to herself, because her headlights had been on high beam since their encounter. Her body hadn’t reacted so completely to someone since, well, since the first time she was with a woman. And that, she had concluded years ago, was more of a reaction to finally expressing her true self than the woman she was with.
She glanced over her shoulder. Rylee and Erin had packed up and were exiting the stage. She closed her eyes as her mind replayed the moment she showed Rylee how the harness was positioned on her hips. Did she purposely let her fingers linger in that vicinity longer than was necessary for her demonstration? Maybe. And did she say the word harness with a bit more emphasis after Rylee enquired about the apparatus? Guilty to that as well. But sneaking a glance at the expression on Rylee’s face was totally worth the tease.
She opened her eyes and slightly shook her head. Wow, she mouthed. The chemistry between them was so magnetic that she felt the urge to break rank, run over, and hug Rylee good-bye. She inwardly moaned at the thought of Rylee’s body pressed against hers as another bodily reaction expressed itself. This time, between her legs.
She shifted her weight back and forth as Josh closed the space between them, leaned in, and arched a brow. “So,” he whispered, “I couldn’t help notice that you and the baker were getting pretty chummy.”
McKenzie cocked her hip into Josh. “Stop. I was just giving her a tour.”
“Please. Your cheeks are radiating, and I know for a fact that Annie never puts that much blush on you.”
“Okay, all right. Yes, I’ll admit, I may have wanted to get to know her a little better.” She had been amazed these past few weeks how many times she had thought about the mystery woman at the valet. And now a second encounter? Well, that was definitely the universe telling her something.
“She’s beautiful,” Josh added.
“Yes, she is,” McKenzie agreed and couldn’t help the smile that thought elicited. Beautiful. Charming. Sexy. Rylee seemed to check all those boxes. “And,” she emphasized, “it’s refreshing that she doesn’t have anything to do with the business.”
“Well, I haven’t seen that look on your face since—”
McKenzie held up a hand. “Nope. Don’t you dare say her name. Besides, this time it’s different.” This time, I know who I am and what I want.
“Well, I for one think you should date her. It’ll be a win for you and a win for me.”
“Oh yeah, how do you figure?”
“You get all the sex you want, and I get all the pastries I want.”
“You’re incorrigible.”
“But you love me anyway,” Josh teased.
McKenzie chuckled as she glanced over her shoulder one last time. Rylee was gone, and she was a bit surprised by the disappointment that reality showered over her. But this time, unlike their last encounter, McKenzie knew her name and where she worked. This time—she smiled as she refocused her attention back to the discussion at hand—she had the power to do something about it.
    
“So, aren’t you glad you joined me this morning?”
“I’m sorry, what?” Rylee registered Erin was talking but hadn’t listened to a single word she said. Instead, her mind was stuck in a loop, replaying and dissecting what Tiasha said, or almost said, about McKenzie and her hotel companion.
“Wow, should I even ask where your head’s at?” Erin opened the back doors, lifted, and secured the cart.
“Sorry, Erin, I was just thinking about—”
“McKenzie, yeah, trust me, I could tell by the way you were beaming in there how hot you are for her.”
“Well, yeah, there’s that.” She hopped in the van and pinched her phone out of her back jeans pocket. “But, actually, I was thinking about what Tiasha was about to say about the woman I photographed her with.” She googled the website of the client she sold the pictures to and scrolled their site until she found her photos accompanied by a headline a bit tamer than the sensationalized ones the tabloid was known for writing. “McKenzie Gomann seen checking out of a luxurious Beverly Hills hotel with a mysterious woman on her arm. Could this be love for the reclusive actress?” she read out loud.
“What?” Erin buckled up. “Let me see that.” She commandeered Rylee’s phone and enlarged the screen. “Aww, look how cute they are.”
“I know. I thought the same thing when I was photographing them.” She leaned over Erin’s shoulder. The photo of McKenzie smiling at her companion, lit with the softer light of the hotel and the front desk slightly blurred in the background, created another jolt of the feels.
“These are really nice pics, Ry.”
“Yeah, and I sold them for a nice price too. But, if that’s”—she pointed to the screen—“not McKenzie’s girlfriend, then who is she?”
Erin shrugged. “Don’t know. All we know is that she wasn’t a mystery woman, which rules out the theory of a hookup.” She pinched the screen back to normal as she continued to scrutinize the picture. “Well, whoever she is, I doubt she’s her lover, because I’m telling you, she’s really into you. I could feel it.”
“Was your spidey sense tingling?” Erin had a creepy way of reading a room or situation like no one else she knew, and on more than one occasion, she’d wished she had listened to her advice.
“More like a seismic occurrence.” She flipped her wrist and returned the phone to Rylee when it chimed.
Rylee glanced at her phone. “Huh, it’s a text from one of my tipsters.”
Sylvia Diaz at the Prickly Pancake.
Rylee silently read the information, sympathetically glanced at Erin through the corner of her eye, closed the text, and returned her phone to her backpack.
“Oh yeah, who’s the celebrity this time?” Erin fired up the van, threw it in drive, and retraced her steps out of the lot.
“No one worth worrying about.”
“Really? So you’re saying someone took the time to tip you off to a no one? That seems oddly weird. You’d think your tipsters would know better.”
“It happens.” She shrugged as she averted her eyes so they wouldn’t betray her. Lying in general was always hard for Rylee, but lying to one of her best friends was excruciating. “Besides,” she said as she began fidgeting with a loose thread on her jacket, “we need to head back home. Maya’s probably champing at the bit for her morning fix.”
“Oh no you don’t, Rylee Callison. I can read you like an open book. You’re not telling me something, so come on, spill. Who’s the celebrity?”
Damn it. And this was why she never won when they all played poker. Her tell was always too obvious. She sighed and locked eyes with Erin. “Trust me on this one, you don’t want to know.”
Erin puffed out her breath. “Ry, there’s not a single actor in Hollywood who I wouldn’t want to—” Her eyes widened. “It’s Sylvia, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Rylee timidly confirmed. “She’s at the Prickly Pancake.”
“That’s not too far from here.” Erin powered down her window, unhooked the temporary parking hang tag from her rearview mirror, handed it back to the gate attendant, thanked him, and became one with the many traveling north on Melrose.
“I know, but I’m going to pass on this one.”
“Why?”
Rylee leaned back and gave her the Are you serious? look. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No, I’m not.”
“Erin, you haven’t mentioned her in years, and lately she’s all you talk about. It’s like you’re back in high school crushing on her all over again. Maya and I are both a little worried about you. I mean, how many times have you watched the latest movie she’s in? Hmm? Three? Five?”
“Eight,” came the barely audible answer.
“Eight! Geez, Erin, I don’t get it, what’s really going on here? Why the sudden renewed obsession with her?”
“First of all, there’s nothing going on. Secondly, I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I’m seeing her more and more in movies and on TV, and it makes me kinda miss her, that’s all. I mean, we were friends prior to that night, and before she got all freaky the next day about us sleeping together, she told me she loved me. And before you give me the speech about us all being pumped up on the adrenaline of finally graduating from the hells of high school mixed with way too much alcohol, I get it. It wasn’t a normal night and things happened. I’m just sad one of the most magical nights of my life came at the cost of our friendship.”
“Well, that’s on Sylvia. And why you would even consider being friends with her again seems crazy to me. She was an ass to you, Erin. Remember?” Shortly after they had slept together, Sylvia played the I was drunk, I had no idea what I was doing card followed by the I never want to see you again slash how dare you,
this isn’t who I am speech. It took a year before Erin emerged from her depression cocoon, and once she did, she never spoke of her again. Until recently.
“Yeah, I remember.” Erin paused a beat. “But you know how it is, Ry. She was my first. I guess you never totally forget your first. For more reasons than one.”
“Yeah, I get it.” She thought back to Kelly and their first night together that answered so many questions about herself. And although they only lasted a few short months, every time they were together, it was an expression of love as much as it was self-identity. Her time with Kelly wrote the first chapter in the story of her heart. For those reasons, Erin was right. First loves were about so much more than the act of finally having sex. “All I’m saying is those are past memories of her. They have no place in the present. You know what I mean?”
“I hear you.”
“Sorry, Erin, but it’s for the best. Now then, I’ll text Maya we’ll be there in—” The hard U-turn thrust her against the door as the tires loudly squealed in protest.
“Holy shit, Erin!” It took a moment before she was able to reclaim her seat. “What the…wait, let me guess, we’re headed to the Prickly Pancake, aren’t we?” Disappointment laced the realization of her statement.
“Yep,” Erin said through perched lips.
“You know this isn’t healthy.”
“Yep,” Erin repeated.
“But we’re still doing it, aren’t we?”
“Yep.”
“All right, then.” She let the subject drop, texted her tipster that she was on her way to the restaurant, then grabbed her backpack and pulled out her camera. We all have our shit, Rylee reasoned as she glanced at Erin. Who was she to judge.
They circled the surrounding area three times before they were fortunate enough to find a metered spot on the street directly opposite the Prickly Pancake.
“Here.” Erin handed over her credit card. “Would you mind?”
“Yep.” Rylee grabbed the card, jumped out, and headed to the meter. “There’s an hour still left on it,” she said as she hopped back in the van and handed back the card. “That should be more than enough.”
“Cool.” Erin pocketed the card. “So, what do we do now?”
“Now, we wait.” Rylee settled her camera on her lap, turned her body, and relaxed against the door, keeping an eye out for the moment Sylvia exited the restaurant. Thirty minutes later, with still no sign of Sylvia, her phone chimed. She turned to Erin. “Shit, I didn’t text Maya.” She swiped the screen. “Hey, Maya, you’re on speaker.”
“You girls get lost or what? Because it’s way past the time you should’ve been here. You know how I get when I don’t have my sugar and caffeine bomb first thing in the morning. Plus, I woke up with my period, and that means I need a double of both. Erin?”
“I’m here,” Erin said.
“You got me covered?”
“I have a box packed with your favorites. It’s in the back of the van.”
“What’s your ETA?”
“We’ll be there soon. We’re at the Prickly Pancake right now. Rylee got a tip that—”
“You’re bringing over pancakes too?” Maya enthusiastically interrupted. “’Cause if you are, I’ll have their original five stack, with a container of plum syrup.”
“What is it with you and your sudden love for plum flavored things?” Erin asked. “I thought you were a strawberry syrup girl through and through.”
“I was, but unlike you, my palate has changed and become more sophisticated.”
“Right. And it has nothing to do with your latest crush and the fact that you said she eats peanut butter and plum jelly sandwiches all the time.”
“Like I said, my palate has become more sophisticated, in more ways than one.”
“There she is.” Rylee pointed. “Power down your window, Erin, so I can get some shots.”
“You two on a stakeout?” Maya’s voice held interest.
“Uh-huh,” Rylee grunted as she leaned over Erin, adjusted her lens, and brought Sylvia into focus. She was dressed in tight skinny jeans and an equally tight aqua-blue sweater with matching heels. She was arm in arm with a guy who looked twenty years her senior. He had chiseled features, was dressed in GQ fashion, and the way he carried himself, she assumed he was some Hollywood big shot.
“Oh, I’ve never been on a stakeout before.” Maya’s voice squealed through the speaker. “Who’re you stalking? Some big celebrity?”
“Sylvia.” Erin’s voice was soft and held a touch of sadness.
“Now what the hell are you doing stalking your ex? Erin, that’s just fifty shades of wrong.”
“She’s not my ex. She was a one-night fling. And we’re not stalking her. Rylee got a tip about her being at the Prickly Pancake.”
“Is she alone?”
Rylee lowered the camera and sympathetically glanced at Erin.
“No,” Erin said flatly as she frowned. “She has a guy on her arm. They’re getting in his car now.”
Rylee kept her finger on the shutter button, rapidly firing shots as the guy opened the passenger side of his red Mercedes sports car, and right before Sylvia folded her body into it, she tucked a flapping strand of hair behind her ear, paused, squinted, and cocked her head in their direction.
“Oh shit.” Rylee quickly lowered her camera and repositioned herself in the passenger seat as Sylvia timidly waved in acknowledgment.
“What?” Maya barked. “What’s oh shit? What’s happening?”
“Sylvia spotted us,” Erin said as she waved back.
Wow was the first word to hit Rylee’s brain as she watched the exchange between them. Neither of them spoke a word, yet something was definitely being communicated, until GQ guy interrupted by placing his arm around Sylvia’s waist, ushered her into the car, and drove away.
Rylee grabbed her backpack, pulled out her computer, uploaded the pics, singled out twenty-five, and sent them off to the usual suspects. “How long has it been since you two last saw each other?”
“I haven’t seen her since that day she told me to get out of her life. In fact, I wonder how she knew it was us.”
Maya let out a loud snort. “Are you kidding. In high school you were always bringing her something from your family’s bakery, and I hate to break it to you, Erin, but that van doesn’t really blend in. In fact, it’s a freaking billboard on wheels. The only thing missing is blinking lights. How could anyone not notice it?”
“Yeah, I guess it is hard to miss.” Erin chuckled, then turned to Rylee. “So, why’d you ask how long it’s been since we last saw each other?”
“I don’t know. Just the way she looked at you, like she was glad to see you or something.” Huh. Maybe there was something about that night that lingered in Sylvia as well. Rylee refreshed her screen and waited for a bid to come in. Since Sylvia had noticeable screen time in a film that was just acknowledged by the Academy, her street value had risen. She was still shy of A-list status, but she was now recognizable. And in Hollywood, that was valuable.
“What the hell, Ry!” Maya said. “Don’t go putting that in Erin’s head. What’s wrong with you? The woman broke her heart, then said some mean-ass shit to her. Why Erin still has a thing for her is beyond me, and I say that laced in love, Erin.”
“It’s okay, really. I know I’ve been talking about her a lot lately, but I’m fine. It’s all good.”
But based on their recent conversation, Rylee was beginning to rethink how healed Erin’s heart really was. Ever since Sylvia, she had witnessed the mayhem and destruction that was left in the wake of so many of Erin’s failed relationships, and she’d naively wondered if Erin just wasn’t cut out for a long-term commitment. Never did she realize there could still be a splinter from Cupid’s arrow with Sylvia’s image on it embedded in her heart. The ding from her computer interrupted her thoughts as she opened the email. “Wow, they bid twenty-five hundred for ten. Good for Sylvia.”
Maya whistled. “Damn. Twenty-five hundred for pictures of Sylvia walking out of the Prickly Pancake?”
“She’s moving up in the celebrity ecosystem. Her price will more than double if she lands a starring role.” Rylee hit a button on her laptop. “Sold,” she said in a low voice.
“Then I’m sitting on a gold mine because the other day when I was cleaning out some drawer space, I came across a couple photos of her that I took in high school when she was in the cafeteria doing dumb poses and acting like she was Miss Thing. How much do you think those’ll fetch?”
“It doesn’t really work like that, Maya, but hold on to them. If she becomes a star, then maybe you can get a little something for them.” She returned the computer to her backpack. “Anyway, sorry for the delay, we’ll be heading home now.”
“Oh no you don’t. You’re going into the Prickly Pancake and getting me my stack of cakes with extra plum syrup.”
“You do realize that’s just another name for thick sugary prune juice.”
“Rylee! Shit, girl, why’d you go and say that? Now I’ve got that stuck in my head. Just get the damn pancakes while I put the coffee on.” Maya disconnected.
Rylee shoved the phone in her back pocket and turned to Erin. “Guess we’re eating pancakes for breakfast.”
“I guess we—” Erin’s phone jingled. “Hold on, it’s Mom.” Erin swiped the screen and hit the speaker icon. “Hey, Mom, everything okay?”
“Someone just called here wanting to know if she could leave a message for Rylee, and at first, I was a bit confused as to who she was talking about, but then I remembered you said Rylee was helping you this morning. Was there a problem delivering the pastries?”
“No, not at all. Everything went smoothly.”
“Hi, Mrs. Quinn.” Rylee leaned toward the phone.
“Hi, Rylee, how are you?”
“Fine, Mrs. Quinn, thank you for asking.”
“And how’s that sweet sister of yours doing?”
“She’s fine too. In fact, I’ll be seeing her again later today.”
“Well you just tell that precious soul we’re thinking about her. In fact, I was just telling Ralph the other day we need to—”
“Ma,” Erin interrupted. “The message?”
“Message?”
“Yeah, you said someone called and left a message for Rylee.”
“Oh yes…now where’d I put…it was just right here a moment ago…well, waddaya know. I must’ve misplaced…ah, here it is! It’s from McKenzie Goo-man, or Goose-men. Something like that. I had to ask her twice because your father dropped a bowl on the floor when she was telling me her name, so it was a little hard to hear. It’s the second bowl he’s dropped this morning. I keep telling him to go in and get his arthritis looked at, but do you think he listens to me? No. Instead he insists that doing those crazy finger exercises every morning will cure it.”
“Ma.” Erin pinched the bridge of her nose. “The message.”
“Yes. McKenzie said to give you her number. Two one three—”
The world started spinning and the air felt like it vanished from inside the van. Did she hear that correctly? McKenzie, as in the McKenzie, was giving her, her number? “Hold on, Mrs. Quinn.” Rylee fumbled for her phone. The excitement was almost too much to contain. “Okay, now I’m ready.” Rylee typed the information into her contacts as Erin’s mom slowly and methodically read each number.
“Want me to repeat that?”
“No, thank you, Mrs. Quinn. I’ve got it.”
“How’s Kathy doing, Ma?” Erin asked.
“Much better now that her stomach has settled. She said to thank you for covering for her this morning.”
“Yeah, no worries at all, and that’s good to hear that she’s feeling better.”
“Are you heading back to the bakery?”
“Not yet. I’m going home first to drop off Rylee and a box of pastries for Maya. Then I’ll be there. If you need me to pick up anything on my way in, just let me know.”
“Okay, sweetie, see you soon.”
Erin disconnected the call, turned to Rylee, and waved her finger enthusiastically at her. “Holy shit, girl, I told you. I freaking told you! She is into you. See, my spidey sense is never wrong.”
They hopped out of the van, and as soon as there was a break in the traffic, Rylee danced her way across the street. She had McKenzie Gomann’s number.
“So,” Erin said as she opened the door to the restaurant, “you going to call her?”
“Of course I’m going to call her,” Rylee said as they stepped up to the counter.
“Maya’s going to flip when we tell her. She’s going to make you call her in front of her.”
“Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” Rylee glanced up at the mounted menu that listed twenty-six different types of pancakes and ten flavors of syrup, prickly pear being their signature and the obvious inspiration behind their name.
“Can I help you?” A young woman with prickly pear cactuses embroidered on the front panel of her baseball cap and the bib of her apron smiled her greeting as she stood behind a register, ready to take their order.
“A five-stack of originals with extra plum jelly, a three-stack of banana walnut with maple syrup and…Ry, what do you want?”
“Huh?” Rylee turned to face her.
“What do you want? She’s waiting.”
“Oh…” She glanced again at the menu. Pancakes were the last thing on her mind. She squinted, puffed out her breath, and tried again to concentrate. Nope, her brain was still dancing around in a blissful state. Unfocused and untethered. She gave up and turned back to Erin. “What are you having?”
“The three-stack banana walnut with maple syrup.”
“That’s fine. I’ll have the same.”
As the woman repeated the order and rang them up, Rylee retrieved her phone, scrolled down her contacts list, tapped McKenzie’s name, and stared at the ten numbers that seemed completely out of place.
McKenzie. Freakin’. Gomann.
Wow.




  

CHAPTER SIX 
    
The chime made McKenzie pause sweeping the long fine-tooth mascara brush up her lashes. She glanced at her phone and smiled at Rylee’s text.
What are you wearing?
She typed back as she balanced the mascara wand between her fingers. Are you flirting with me?
Depends, is it working?
Guess you’re just gonna have to find out. McKenzie inserted a winking emoji.
They had communicated back and forth over the course of the past two weeks with text messages and clipped conversations during stolen moments of downtime in each other’s schedule. Deep dive questions were never asked, and long narratives about their lives were never shared. Skimming the surface with lighthearted banter seemed to suit them both. But once a first date was finally agreed upon and on the books, their exchanges shifted to a more flirtatious nature.
Can’t wait. See you soon.
Yep, see you soon.
McKenzie placed her phone back on the bathroom countertop and continued applying the last of the mascara as her phone interrupted her once again. She swiped the screen, then hit the speaker icon.
“Hey, Josh, what’s up?”
“Please don’t tell me you’re dressing celebrity grunge for your date.”
Seemed like the night that everyone was concerned about her wardrobe. “Black jeans, a flannel shirt, and Docs aren’t grunge,” she muttered.
Josh’s laugh made her glance from the mirror to her phone. “What?”
“Look, sweetie, I know that combo is your go-to uniform, but maybe tonight you might want to rethink that, and instead dress a little more—”
“Provocative?”
“I was going to go with sexy, but that’ll do.”
“Josh, all week I have to stuff my body in that ridiculous skintight outfit and those horrendous shoes. Tonight, I just want to feel comfortable and casual.”
“Okay, yeah, I’ll give you that. Plus…” He hung on the word. “It’ll be easier to step out of those clothes after dinner when you two have sex.”
“Wow, that was a quick jump.”
“Please, you smile every time you get a text from her, you talk about her all the time, and you—”
“I don’t talk about her all the time.”
“Yeah, you do. And that’s a good thing because seeing you happy makes me happy for you.”
“Aww, Josh, that’s so sweet.” She capped the mascara, took a step back, and studied her reflection. She was pleased with her hair and makeup, but thanks to Josh’s comments she was now questioning her shirt. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to upscale a bit and wear something a little cutesier. Yeah, she concluded after another examination in the mirror, that would be the better play. “Hey, Josh? On second thought, I’m thinking of changing into my peach-colored sweater, or maybe the blue one I picked up when we were in Ireland last year. What do you think?”
“Definitely the blue one. That sweater hugs you like it’s custom-made.”
“You think so?” She scooped up her phone, walked into her bedroom, stripped off the flannel shirt, tossed it on her bed, and retrieved the blue sweater from her armoire. She slipped it on and reexamined herself in a full-length mirror. “Yeah, you’re right, I forgot how well this sweater fits.”
“Told you.”
“So”—she checked herself one last time before calling it good enough—“what are you doing tonight?” She sat on the bed next to Sylvester and combed her fingers through his fur as he sat on her flannel shirt, loudly purring while kneading it.
“Ben texted me earlier to see if I wanted to do dinner. I’m meeting him at Marcun’s in an hour.”
“Who’s Ben?”
“He was at John and Jim’s Christmas party. Remember, I pointed him out to you.”
She scrunched her face in thought. “The guy in the gaudy green sweater with the drunk Santa on it?”
“That’s him.”
“Thought you said he wasn’t your type.”
“He wasn’t that night because I was there with Pam.”
“Pam? I don’t recall…Oh wait, now I remember her. Tall blonde with the red sequined dress. She was a producer or something like that, right?” Years ago, she stopped trying to commit any of Josh’s dates to memory. There were too many to list, and they rarely, if ever, made a repeat appearance. Which was unfortunate because she’d really liked several of them.
“Script coordinator, but yeah, that was her.” Josh’s tone was dismissive. “Anyway…” He perked up. “I ran into Ben last week at Blend, and—”
“You went to Blend and didn’t bring me a smoothie?”
“It was our day off, and more to the point, Ben and I started chatting, and he seemed smart, articulate, and so much more handsome without that hideous eye-offending sweater on.”
“Well, well, well. Looks like we’ll have to compare notes tomorrow.” She flicked her wrist and glanced at the time. How was it already eight fifteen? “Shit, I need to get going. Have fun tonight, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
“How dare you put such a restriction on me?” he teased. “Now go have a wonderful evening—we’ll talk tomorrow.” She heard a lip smack. “Love ya.”
“Love you too.” She disconnected, picked up Sylvester, and hugged him to her chest. “Come on, sweetie.” She kissed him on the forehead. “Let’s get you a treat.”
She strolled into the kitchen, placed him on the counter, and shook several hard treats out of a container. “There you go, big boy, enjoy, and I’ll see you later, okay?”
Sylvester didn’t bother to look up nor make any attempt at acknowledging her statement as he crunched away on his favorite chicken flavored snacks. She chuckled at his indifference toward her as she grabbed one of several lint rollers off the counter and rolled it over her body several times before shrugging on her backpack and heading out the door.
Last week, when trying to decide where they should meet, McKenzie had suggested a Persian restaurant in West Hollywood that she and Josh frequented. The food was exceptional, private draped rooms could be reserved on the second floor, and the staff was always friendly.
Forty minutes later, she had snaked her way down the backside of the canyon that separated the quieter suburban way of life that she called home from the trendier and more vibrant nightlife and atmosphere of West Hollywood. The pulsing beat from open bars spilled into the streets, patio tables were full of late-night diners, and the sidewalks were packed with tourists and locals ready for a fun night on the town. She loved spending time in this neighborhood more than any other in LA because here, in this little gay epicenter haven, she was one with the majority.
As she pulled up to the restaurant, an unexpected wave of anxiety washed over her. Wow, she hadn’t felt that sensation in a while. Could it be she was actually nervous? It had been…what? She counted the years since her last relationship, marking time by lifting fingers off the steering wheel. Five years. Shit, had it been that long since she had been with Jessica? She shook her head at the thought. What a disaster that was. Note to self: No more dating costars. That was the second time she had been screwed over because they were more interested in her contacts than in her.
Because of the space challenges in an overpopulated city, the restaurant offered valet parking, which was fine by her. She was already ten minutes late, and having someone else park her car was one less thing she had to deal with. She impatiently waited behind two other vehicles before a woman wearing a white polo shirt with the restaurant’s logo embossed on the left chest signaled her to pull forward as though she was guiding a 747 into its parking spot on the tarmac. When the woman crossed her forearms, McKenzie threw her car in park, handed off her keys, and scurried into the restaurant. Maroon silk curtains, teak wood chairs, folkie sounding Middle Eastern styled music, and dimly lit red filtered lights rounded out the vibe.
“Good evening,” the hostess wearing a tailored black pantsuit greeted her. “Do you have reservations?”
“Yes. Two for nine o’clock under the name McKenzie.” She typically didn’t like to eat this late at night because, lately, it seemed to bother her sleep. But what choice did she have? They shot until seven, so calculating the time to go home, shower, and turn it around, nine o’clock seemed like the earliest viable option. Fortunately, she was off tomorrow, and Monday morning’s call time wasn’t until five, so if things did escalate between them this evening, she would have the rest of the night and all day tomorrow to shut the world out, so they could focus on each other.
“Hi.” The soft, familiar voice behind her floated over her ear and tickled its way down to her stomach. McKenzie turned, and heat rose in her chest. Rylee was dressed in light blue denim jeans, a collared white cotton shirt, and a black jacket styled like a lab coat. A multicolored knitted scarf tied loosely around her neck rounded out her outfit. She was stunningly beautiful.
“Sorry I’m late. The traffic’s thick tonight.” Rylee closed the distance between them and stepped beside her.
“No worries, I just got here myself, so that makes us both right on time.”
The hostess stepped out from behind the podium as she grabbed two menus. “Please follow me.”
They strolled to the far end of the restaurant and ascended the stairs to a space half the size of the lower level. It had eight private rooms sectioned off with beautifully carved teak wood accenting the rooms. Each private space was large enough to hold six people comfortably, eight with a bit of a squeeze. They were escorted to the farthest one on the left, and as they settled into the curved booth, the hostess placed the leather-bound menus on the table in front of each of them.
“Samantha will be your server this evening. Enjoy.” The server held her smile and, as she exited the room, released a gold tasseled cord, letting the sheer red drapes enclose them in the small space, and granting them as much privacy as possible.
McKenzie reached for the menu. “You’re in for a treat tonight because their food really is as delicious as I promised.”
“I googled their menu, but I’m really not familiar with this type of food,” Rylee admitted as she glanced at the menu.
A silence settled between them as each took a moment to study the offered cuisine. McKenzie already knew what she was going to order, so she used the time to calm herself from an unexpected, heightened sense of insecurity. The texting and short conversations provided a false sense of intimacy, since they hadn’t been together. Being one-on-one with someone responsible for her butterflies taking flight was a bit unnerving.
“So, what do you usually get?” Rylee asked, head bowed as she seemed to scrutinize the menu.
“Well, the hummus and dolmeh make great starters, and since I’m a creature of habit, I pretty much always get the vegetarian gheymeh bademjan.” She pointed to the item and description written in beautiful calligraphy. “Oh”—she turned a page—“and the baklava for dessert.”
“That all sounds wonderful.”
“Josh always orders some type of kebab, and he’s never been disappointed, so there’s always that.”
“No, I think I’ll have what you’re having.” Rylee folded her menu and slid it to the center of the table. McKenzie mimicked the action and redirected her attention to Rylee.
“So,” she began as she tilted her upper body toward Rylee. There was a lingering question that she had been dying to ask Rylee, and before this night proceeded down the path she had hoped it would, she needed to know the answer. It was time to get personal. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”
“Okay.”
“How close are you and Erin?”
“Super close, we’re best of—oh wait, you’re wondering if we’re together, aren’t you?”
McKenzie nodded.
“No, we’re not together.”
McKenzie let out a silent breath of relief.
“But I do live in a triplex with her and another friend of ours. We each have our own space and life, but every possible morning, we all get together in Maya’s unit for coffee, pastries, and girl talk. It’s been our thing ever since we moved into that place.”
“Is Maya a part of the bakery too?”
“Maya? Oh no, not at all. Although she gave herself the role of the bakery’s official taste tester.”
“So, just you and Erin own the bakery?”
She sensed Rylee shuffling a bit in her seat—and was she fidgeting with her rolled-up cloth napkin? Uh-oh, a small red flag shot up a pole. There was something about Erin Rylee wasn’t comfortable sharing.
“Well, actually, there is something you need to know.”
Yep, here it comes. The confession about them being exes and a speech about how Rylee still had a thing for her. “Let me guess, you two aren’t together now, but you once were.”
“What? Oh no, not ever.” Rylee held her hand out in front of her like she was waving off the notion. “We’ve never crossed that line or even come close. Nope, just friends. But Erin is really the one who—”
The drapes parted and a handsome butch appeared. “Good evening, my name is Sam. I’ll be your—” She stopped and stared at McKenzie. “I’ll…” Sam cleared her throat, never averting her eyes. “I’ll be your server for this evening. Can I start you off with something to drink?”
“Hi, Sam, nice to meet you. I’ll have your house tea, and…” McKenzie motioned to Rylee.
“Oh, yep. I’ll have the same.”
“Excellent. I…can I…” Sam stammered, noticeably flustered. McKenzie thought it was cute. “Can I suggest any appetizers?”
“Actually, we know what we want. We’ll start with a plate of hummus and dolmeh, and I’ll have the vegetarian gheymeh bademjan, and…” Again, she nodded to Rylee.
“I’ll have the same,” Rylee said.
“Wonderful. I’ll have your drinks and appetizers out shortly.” She clumsily gathered the menus, paused a moment seemingly rooted to the ground, and stared transfixed at McKenzie.
“Thank you, Sam, that’ll do it for now,” McKenzie said, gently dropping the hint.
“Oh yes, of course.” Sam blinked and backed away from the table. “Thank you,” she said before parting the drapes and disappearing.
“Does that ever get old?” Rylee asked.
“What?”
“Random strangers overtly ogling over you in public.”
McKenzie shrugged at the thought. Having grown up in the business, she’d never known what it was like to go out in public as a wallflower or to be able to mingle with the masses as one of the invisible ordinary
people no one paid any attention to. So, did it ever get old? Yeah, lately it had. “For the most part, it’s fine and innocent enough. But I’m really getting tired of the paparazzi always sticking their cameras in my face when I’m out and about, or when fans get a little aggressive about wanting my picture or autograph.”
Rylee seemed to fidget in response to that last statement, so she lightened her tone.
“Although it does come with the territory. When I was younger, I will admit, the recognition was a bit of an ego boost. But for the past several years, all I’ve really wanted is to be left alone.” She refrained from talking about the countless dinners and dates that had been interrupted because of a rude fan or paparazzi. The times when she had been out in public, minding her own business, and been yelled at by someone who didn’t approve of her lifestyle, or what it was like to read reviews that were less than flattering, and not to mention the influencers that thought it was okay to post critical rants about anything from her makeup and clothes to her weight.
Or how some days she felt like she was under such a crushing microscope that all she wanted to do was stay inside and not go anywhere or deal with anyone. Or attending an event and smiling to the cameras until her jaws hurt, when deep down inside she was crying over another failed relationship or dealing with the heart-wrenching lawsuit from her mother. She could go on and on, so yeah, being left alone didn’t even come close to the hole she wanted to crawl in at times.
By the time the appetizers arrived, she and Rylee had settled into a comfortable conversation about the latest revelation that they were not only born and raised in the same city but grew up about thirty minutes from each other. They ranted about the good and bad they had seen unfold around LA, and how both thought the world in general was going to hell in a handbasket due to all the recent unrest.
It was a relief not to talk about herself, show business, or anything pertaining to acting, and it was refreshing to have a conversation with someone who didn’t seem interested in her connections or advancing their own agenda and wasn’t associated in any way with the Hollywood scene.
When Sam finally delivered the bill, McKenzie pulled two crisp hundred-dollar bills from her wallet, put Rylee’s protests to rest, and grabbed a favorite five-by-seven promotional picture of herself
from her backpack. It was the one that had been taken on the set of Pyper, where her arms were folded across her chest in a badass stance. She made it out to Sam, signed her name, handed over both, and told her to keep the change.
“Thank you,” Rylee said as they scooted out of the booth. “That was very generous of you.”
“I’ve enjoyed the evening, so it’s my pleasure,” she said as they approached the valet and presented separate tickets. “As clichéd as this will sound”—she turned to face Rylee—“the food was as wonderful as the company.”
“I agree.”
So now what? McKenzie didn’t want the evening to end, but as they stood, eyes locked and unwavering, neither of them made a move to embrace or suggested an alternative venue to go to. Yet everything in Rylee’s eyes told her thoughts of taking this night to the next level were mutual. Say something, she chided herself as they continued to share an awkward silence until their cars pulled up, one behind the other, and forced her hand. Should she offer a hug? A kiss? An invitation to do more? Or was this good-bye? Fuck it, she was going for it.
“Do you drink wine?” She broke the silent debate that seemed to linger between them.
“Wine?”
“Yes. Do you drink wine?”
“Are you kidding, I love wine.”
“Well, it just so happens”—McKenzie smiled—“I have an outstanding bottle of cabernet sauvignon at home, and it pairs exceptionally well with the firepit in my backyard.”
“Really, what a coincidence, because it just so happens my two favorite things in the world are wine and firepits.”
“In the world, huh?”
“Nothing better.”
“Oh?” McKenzie took a step, closing the distance between them. “I could think of a few things.” Her words hung in the air for a moment until she saw Rylee’s eyes widen and the tips of her lips curl up. Damn, she was cute. “I’m in Studio City.” She turned toward her car. “Follow me.”
“I’ll be right behind you.”
McKenzie tipped the valet, slid into her car, squirmed a bit in her seat to address the dampness now building between her legs, and pulled forward but didn’t proceed until she saw Rylee’s car inch behind hers and flash her brights. They were up and over the canyon in thirty minutes, McKenzie constantly checking her rearview mirror, and each time she was rewarded with the sight of Rylee’s car only a few lengths behind hers.
As she pulled onto her street and led the two-car convoy to the far left house of the three that graced the cul-de-sac, she exhaled, releasing both excitement and fear of what was surely to come. She gave a slight eyeroll. She was such a walking contradiction. She had sworn off relationships because every time she embraced love, in all its glorious forms and feelings, she’d been burned. And yet here she was, once again, reaching for that mesmerizing, beautiful dancing flame, hoping this time, the heat wouldn’t scorch her.
“I have to warn you before we go in,” she began as she stood on the driveway by her parked car, “that you may be assaulted by a very needy cat who loves head rubs and butt scratches.”
Rylee approached, and for a brief moment, they both stood gazing at each other and all the second-guessing she was doing was wiped away by Rylee’s radiant smile.
“I love cats.”
She led Rylee up the laid brick walkway. “Sylvester can be a bit over the top at times. I think he gets lonely when I’m away. In fact, I’ve been thinking about getting him a buddy.”
As soon as she opened the door, Sylvester scampered around the corner and wrapped his body around her legs while meowing at a pitch that could rival the security alarm. “Hold on, Sylvester,” she said as she tried to walk to the keypad while he performed maneuvers around her legs like they were poles in an agility course. “Okay, okay.” She dropped her backpack, scooped him up, and quickly punched in the six digits. “Like I said”—she turned around and appreciated that Rylee had kept a respectable distance when she entered her code—“a needy cat.” She gave him rapid head kisses and was rewarded by the rhythmic sound of purring.
“He missed you,” Rylee said as she approached and petted him on the head. “He’s beautiful.”
“Yes, he is, and he knows it.” She returned Sylvester to the floor and grabbed her backpack. “Come on.” She tilted her head. “Let me get him settled, and then I’ll give you a tour.” She placed her backpack on the kitchen counter, where Sylvester now sat waiting. She emptied his pouch of food on a saucer that had a picture of a black and white cat with the caption Love is a four-legged word that Josh had given him for Christmas.
“Now then.” She grabbed a bottle of wine from her rack and presented it. “Can I pour you a glass?”
“Yes, please,” Rylee said as she leaned on the counter.
McKenzie could feel Rylee’s eyes on her as she opened the wine bottle. It was both unnerving and such a fucking turn-on. She filled two glasses, spun around, and handed one to her. They each took a sip, and Rylee nodded her approval.
“Wow, that’s good wine.”
“It was a gift from my agent after we signed the contract to season seven of Pyper. And since my agent likes the finer things in life, I knew this bottle would be nothing less than exceptional.” She took another sip. “Okay, now the tour.” McKenzie ushered Rylee past the entryway, toward a hallway that connected three bedrooms and her newly remodeled bathrooms. Well, technically, one spare bedroom, an office, and Sylvester’s playroom.
“You have a room designated for Sylvester? That’s awesome.”
“But of course. He was such a tiny little thing when I brought him home. One of the crew found him scared and hiding under the grip truck. He was in pretty bad shape. The vet said he was about four weeks old, dehydrated, full of fleas, and malnourished. A trifecta of bad news. They kept him there for a week, and during that time, I had one of the set designers come in and create the ultimate cat room for him for when he came home.” She glanced at the multiple condos, wall shelves, beds, and scattered toys throughout.
“He did a great job.”
“Yeah, Larry’s one of the best in the business. Although at times I think Sylvester would rather have an empty old box and a crinkled-up piece of paper.”
“That’s a cat for you.”
“Do you have any pets?” she said as they meandered back to the kitchen.
“Not right now, but I was raised with a good ol’ humane society mutt named George. The best we could tell was that he was part husky, part Aussie, and probably had about three or four other breeds sprinkled in. He was awesome.”
“Sounds like you need another George in your life.”
“I do, and it’s the first thing on my list for when I can buy a place of my own. But unfortunately, that’s not going to happen for a while.”
Although Rylee’s statement piqued her curiosity, she refrained from following up with the typical probing questions. Instead, she let a beat of silence pass, and when Rylee didn’t fill it, she moved to the topic at hand. Literally. She grabbed the wine bottle, topped off their glasses, and raised hers in a toast. “Well, here’s to hoping that happens soon. Meanwhile, how about we relax by the firepit and enjoy the rest of this night and this wine?”
“I’m all yours.”
Wow, McKenzie didn’t realize how those three words could be so arousing. She felt like marching Rylee straight into the bedroom and skipping the verbal foreplay. After all, the formality and prequel to sex had already been checked off with dinner. Right? She downed another gulp of wine, steadied her hormones, and gave in to the little voice in her head that told her to tap the brakes and savor the moment.
“Follow me.” It took every ounce of willpower to usher Rylee through the French doors and to the patio, instead of her bedroom. She claimed one of the lounge chairs circling the brick firepit and motioned Rylee to take a seat in the one next to her. Years ago, when she had her landscaping team redesign her backyard, an oversized firepit adjacent to the pool was a nonnegotiable item.
With a turn of a knob, the propane-fueled flames roared to life from under scattered lava rocks, creating a yellowish glow of heat. She adjusted the level down two clicks, placed the wine bottle on a small table between them, settled into the memory foam cushions, and tilted her chin to the skies. Unfortunately, due to the spill of the city’s light pollution, the LA sky couldn’t provide the black canvas backdrop that the stars needed to display their true brilliance.
“Have you ever been to Yosemite?” McKenzie asked while searching the skies for the Big Dipper. It was a game she and Josh began playing during long nights of location filming. Whoever spotted it first bought the other dinner.
“No, not yet. But it’s on my ever-expanding bucket list.”
“We were up there on location for a week last season, and the sky at night was so clear and blanketed with stars, it was mesmerizing. And quiet. So peacefully quiet, and the air smelled so clean.” She flopped her head toward Rylee. “Do you ever get tired of living in the city?”
“I think because I haven’t traveled that much, I don’t have a lot to compare it with. But yeah, there are days when the traffic is so unbearable, I do wonder what living in a smaller town would be like.”
McKenzie nodded and returned her attention to the night sky. “These past few years, I’ve really had the itch to move, to get out from under the rat race of this town and buy a place that’s off the beaten path, quiet, and where I can sit out at night with a glass of wine and enjoy watching the sky come to life in all its brilliant cosmic wonder.”
“That sounds like a beautiful life. Do you have any particular location in mind?” Rylee said as she swallowed her last gulp of wine.
“I have a Realtor friend who sends me specs of houses and raw land options up north. There’s a five-acre lot with a nice cabin-style home in Big Bear Lake that’s caught my attention.” McKenzie swung her legs off her chair and reached for the wine bottle at the same time Rylee did. Another jolt pulsated through her body, and she shivered at its intensity. She glanced at Rylee. The glow from the flames danced on her face, as she felt her own heat rise from within. Every nerve in her body vibrated, and she lost herself in those sea-colored crystal eyes that seemed to be searching for something in hers. She held her breath and body, until Rylee began to gently graze her thumb softly across her hand, setting off a soft pulsing between her legs that was undeniable.
“I…” Words failed her as Rylee entwined their fingers, stood, and hovered over her. She sat quietly as she let Rylee dictate the dance. The desire stirring within her now teetered on the verge of desperation. It was an unnerving sensation, to want someone so completely.
In two steps, Rylee had straddled McKenzie’s lounge chair and was now arching her body over her, eyes dilated and focused. McKenzie cupped Rylee’s face, framing it as they held each other’s gaze in a moment of frozen time.
Now it was McKenzie’s turn to lead. She didn’t wait or ask permission as she repositioned her hands to the back of Rylee’s neck and pulled her closer until she captured her mouth in a soft, passionate kiss. A guttural moan released, and a beat later, as Rylee lowered her body against hers and subtly moved her hips, the kiss was released as her breath caught.
“You good with this?” The heat from the breath of Rylee’s question spilled across McKenzie’s cheeks before Rylee leaned back, ever so slightly.
She scanned Rylee’s face, her beauty igniting a flame that had not burned in years. She fisted her hands into Rylee’s curls, gently pulled her closer, and answered by brushing her lips over hers. “More than good,” she said before dipping her tongue deep into Rylee’s mouth. Heavy breathing was the only sound between them, Rylee’s lips, her only focus.
She had no clue how long they kissed before Rylee ever so slowly leaned back. She groaned in protest as the slight chill of the night air took the place of the soft warmth.
“I was wondering if…” Rylee said in a timid voice.
“If we should take this into the bedroom?” McKenzie finished the thought as she tucked a curl behind Rylee’s ear.
“Yeah.” The word was nothing more than a whisper.
She nodded as Rylee pushed herself off the chair and stood beside her, arm extended. McKenzie slid her hand into Rylee’s, accepting her gesture. They stood for a moment, inches separating their lips, neither moving.
“Follow me.” McKenzie broke the silence. The throbbing ache between her legs needed tending to. She shut the firepit off, led Rylee back into the house and through the main room until they stood at the foot of her bed.
“Now then…” She turned to Rylee and kissed her hard as she tugged at her jacket.
Rylee took her not-so-subtle hint and began disrobing, her clothes now a pile gathered at her feet. McKenzie let her eyes graze Rylee’s body. She wanted to memorize every inch of her curvy flesh and the erect nipples that begged to be touched. She would soon satisfy their request.
“You’re so beautiful,” she said as she let her fingers trail down Rylee’s chest until they cupped both breasts.
She gently rubbed her thumbs over the nipples, until Rylee leaned in and trailed her tongue over her ear before whispering the words that sent a shockwave through her stomach.
“Take me.”
McKenzie reunited their lips. The soft warmth of Rylee’s mouth triggered a throbbing between her legs, causing her wetness to release. She lowered Rylee to the mattress, their tongues never stopping their dance as she pressed her body against hers.
Rylee lifted her hand and began peeling off McKenzie’s sweater. Her message was loud and clear. Rylee wanted flesh on flesh, and she couldn’t have agreed more. She broke the kiss, leaned back, and rested her weight on her knees. She crossed her arms over her head, and in one swift motion, her sweater and bra now lay on the bed beside them. After a few twisting maneuvers, the rest of her clothes quickly followed until she finally fused their bodies once again, but this time, she felt the heat of Rylee’s skin.
A hunger stirred within, her breathing became ragged, and an urgency to have her desires satisfied took hold. But before she was able to take the lead in that dance, Rylee wrapped her arms around McKenzie, hugging and holding her tight, an unexpected gesture and one that took her aback. Did Rylee not want to take this any further? Did she misread her? But as she let out a breath and calmed the wave of insecurity that washed over her, she suddenly understood the intimacy of the act, for was there anything more sensual than being physically fused with someone so completely that you could feel your hearts beating together and your breath becoming one?
“I can hear your heart beating with mine.” Rylee’s voice reverberated in her chest.
McKenzie pushed her body up on stiff arms and locked eyes with Rylee. She wanted to tell her again how beautiful she was and how perfect the night had been. Instead, she leaned down and hungrily claimed her mouth. Rylee’s intoxicating moans filled her head, and after a beat, she separated from her lips, pushed herself down her body until she wrapped her wet lips over Rylee’s one nipple and then the other.
Rylee’s breathing accelerated, her nipples were hard underneath McKenzie’s tongue, and McKenzie licked and sucked them greedily before pushing herself down farther, licking a wet path across Rylee’s ribs and down her abs. Rylee spread her legs a little farther apart as McKenzie worked her way down, until her tongue reached Rylee’s center. She brushed the lightest of kisses against it.
“Go in,” Rylee pleaded as she gently placed her hand on McKenzie’s head, her fingers threading through her hair.
McKenzie positioned her mouth firmly against the warm wetness of Rylee’s center and stroked her tongue up and down, teasing and probing. When she heard Rylee’s breath accelerate, she increased the speed and pressure of her tongue as she slid two fingers deep inside her. Rylee pushed against her fingers, seemingly wanting her to go even deeper. McKenzie acquiesced, thrusting harder and sliding in and out while pressing her tongue firmly against Rylee’s clit.
Rylee squeezed her thighs and arched her back. McKenzie knew the signs and increased her pace.
“Right…there.” Rylee’s voice sounded guttural, her hips rocking to the pace. “Right…”
McKenzie felt the throbbing release. She slowed her pace, letting Rylee ride out the wave of her orgasm. After a beat, she slid her fingers out, crawled back up the bed, and fused their bodies once again, her own desires pulsing as fast as her heart rate.
“Fuck me,” she said through a heavy breath as she maneuvered her body over Rylee’s, until she was on all fours. She then leaned back until she was straddling Rylee’s hips.
Rylee reached up and gently ran her hands over McKenzie’s breasts, softly pinching the nipples as her fingers passed over them. The sensation added to her body’s already heightened state. She grabbed Rylee’s right hand and sucked two fingers into her mouth. Every fiber of her ached to feel them inside her.
Rylee repositioned herself a little lower, slid her fingers from McKenzie’s mouth, and ran them down her abs, until McKenzie felt them slide through her wetness. She closed her eyes and arched her back, shifting her weight and pressing her center deeper onto Rylee’s hand. She rocked back and forth with each thrust, pressing harder and harder. She could feel the pressure build. She knew she was coming, and as soon as she felt Rylee’s thumb graze across her clit, she surrendered. Her insides contracted, and her body bucked with each throb. She tightened her muscles around Rylee’s fingers, not ready for her to withdraw, riding out the wave of her climax. A moment passed, then two, before she let out a contented breath, slowly opened her eyes, and smiled.
“That was”—she locked eyes with Rylee—“amazing.”
She slid off Rylee. They were side by side on their backs, breathing heavily as the room’s air cooled the sweat beading on her skin. “You’re amazing.” She turned to her side and planted a tender kiss on Rylee’s cheek. She scooted in a little closer, draping one arm and one leg over her. Even though McKenzie’s body was radiating heat, she wanted to feel Rylee close to her.
They stayed like that, not saying a word, just letting the comfortable silence of the moment blanket them, until she sensed Rylee’s breathing beginning to slow. It had been a long time since she had felt so relaxed with someone. She drifted to Karen, her first lover, then just as quickly dismissed the lingering thought. No. What she’d had then was the heat of finally expressing her sexuality with another woman. Of embracing who she was and finally breaking free of the sexual dogma her mother hammered into her because she thought if McKenzie came out, it would ruin her career and, by default, her mom’s lifestyle. She closed her eyes and tried to block the disturbing thoughts. Those days were gone, she mused as she turned her head and gazed at Rylee peacefully sleeping. How did she get so lucky? So far, Rylee was everything she wanted in a lover, polite, sexy, and easy to talk to—the perfect trifecta. Add the bonus that Rylee wasn’t affiliated with the Hollywood industry, and she could quite easily be The One.
She leaned in and softly planted a kiss on her forehead. Rylee stirred, moaned, and wiggled closer.
“Can you spend the night?” McKenzie asked.
“Mm-hmm.” Rylee nodded without opening her eyes. “If that’s okay?”
McKenzie repeated the kiss. “Yes.” She hoped the one-word answer conveyed the tug now pulling at her heart, as she nestled deeper into her pillow, closed her eyes, and within minutes fell asleep.
    
Was there anything worse than having to pee in the middle of the night while a sexy naked woman was wrapped around you contentedly sleeping? McKenzie didn’t think so as she tried to slide her arm out from under Rylee without waking her. Careful…careful…shit, no such luck.
“Hey,” Rylee sleepily grumbled as she barely opened one eye. “You’re getting up?”
“Only to pee. I’ll be right back. Promise.”
Rylee mumbled something inaudible, and as McKenzie headed for the bathroom, she looked down at Rylee’s pile of clothes as a flash memory of how they got there tickled its way around her stomach. She gathered them up in one big bundle, hugged them to her chest, and as she was placing them on her dresser, Rylee’s phone slipped from the back jeans pocket and landed on the carpet. She scooped it up, and as she placed the device on top of Rylee’s clothes, the screen went live, displaying a text notification that caught her eye. She froze. Did she see what she thought she saw? She brought the phone closer and read the notification.
MarKi$$ is here. Stakeout across the street and you can grab some shots of him when he leaves.
MarKi$$? He was a rapper that joined her every year for the celebrity clear-the-shelter event at the local humane society. But why would his name be on Rylee’s phone? Were they friends? She reread the message and her brain started to swirl as she focused on certain words.
Stakeout. Grab some shots.
What the hell?
Her eyes drifted to Rylee’s jacket, and the loose puzzle pieces that were floating in her mind started to come together. That was the same jacket she was wearing at the hotel valet. The place the photos were taken of her and Britney. The same day that… No. She tried to shake the realization from her head. But Rylee’s a bakery owner. Right? She glanced again at the text as the last puzzle pieces finally locked together. She stomped to the bedside loud enough to wake Rylee and hovered over her as a burst of anger released.
“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” she said with a bite.
“McKenzie?” Rylee mumbled as she woke. “Is everything okay?”
“You tell me.” She tossed the phone on the bed by Rylee’s side and tightly crossed her arms over her chest.
Rylee rubbed her eyes, cocked her head in apparent confusion, picked up the phone, and activated the screen. After a beat she glanced up, a look of panic etching her face. “I can explain.”
“It was you, wasn’t it? You took the pictures at the hotel that day.” McKenzie puffed a disgusted breath as she pointed an accusatory finger. “The ones that were smeared all over the tabloids.” She waved. “It wasn’t just some fateful coincidence that you were at the valet, was it?”
“McKenzie, I—”
“Was it?”
“No,” Rylee whispered as she hung her head.
“Wow.” Once again, she’d been taken advantage of by someone who she thought actually liked her for who she genuinely was, not the Hollywood actress that they could take advantage of. “So, you’re a bakery owner and paparazzi?”
“Not a bakery owner, just paparazzi,” she said in a voice so low McKenzie had to strain to hear her.
“Wait, what? You said you owned that bakery with Erin.”
“No, I never said that. When Erin told you we owned the bakery, she meant her family, not me.”
“Then why didn’t you—”
“I tried to tell you, more than once, but I kept getting interrupted.”
“Oh no…no, no, no.” She wagged her finger. “Don’t you even give me that excuse. I just spent an entire night with you, and you didn’t think for one moment that it was important to clarify that little piece of information? For even one moment, Rylee?”
“McKenzie, I’m so sorry. I didn’t…” She stumbled over her words.
“My cousin was fired over those pictures.” She spat the words with maximum force. There were almost four million people in LA, and she falls for a paparazzo? The fuck. There had to be some sick joke in this, but at the moment, she couldn’t find one single thing that was remotely funny or ironic about the situation.
“Your cousin?” Rylee’s eyes widened. “Fired?”
“Yes, she was the one you photographed me with. The one the tabloids called my mystery woman.” The air quotes came up. “She had just caught her fiancé cheating on her before their wedding. She came out here to clear her head and heal her heart. Instead, she got caught up in a scandal with me and was fired from her teaching position. And for what? Whatever the price was that you were paid for those pictures doesn’t come anywhere close to the price my cousin paid for them.”
“McKenzie, please, I—”
“You what? Can explain why you lied to me? Why you ruined my cousin’s life?”
“I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.”
“You didn’t know you were lying?”
“I didn’t know she was your cousin.”
“It shouldn’t matter. You have no right to invade my privacy. Did that even dawn on you?”
Rylee’s silence said it all. Tears of frustration and hurt began clouding McKenzie’s eyes. All the warmth, heat, and steam they shared only hours ago dissipated. She turned, grabbed Rylee’s clothes off the dresser, and threw them at her. “Get out.”
“McKenzie…”
Rylee approached her in all her naked splendor, and reached her arms out to what? Hug her and make it all better? Nope, she no longer had that privilege. She stepped back out of her reach. “Please don’t touch me.”
Rylee gave a small nod as she stopped and stood as if rooted. “You don’t understand,” she pleaded.
“Oh, really? What’s to understand? Because things seem pretty clear right now. So explain to me what I don’t understand. Explain it like I’m five.”
Rylee exhaled a long breath. “Yes, I’m paparazzi, and yes, I took the pictures of you that day at the hotel, but I didn’t mean for it to blow back and get your cousin fired. You have to believe me. If I had known, I would have never taken those pics.”
McKenzie snorted. “Really? A paparazzo with a conscience? Yeah right, that’s total bullshit.”
“No, it’s not, and that’s not fair. I’m not like that. You know I’m not like that.”
“Do I? After only one night?” She shook her head in disgust. How did this keep happening to her? “Tell me something, Rylee. How many times have you refrained from taking a picture of a celebrity because of the harm it could potentially cause them after the tabloids put their spin on it? Or in any way realized that you could be capitalizing on someone’s pain?” Her voice began to crack. “That they could be really hurting and just wish everyone would leave them alone. Instead of sticking a camera in their face, inviting the world to be a part of a personal situation that they have no business ever being a part of.”
The tears started to flow. Was she projecting anger over her mom’s behavior that she obviously hadn’t completely healed from? Probably. Those had been the worst years of her life, and Rylee had no idea what it was like to have the most private part of your existence exposed for the entire world to see and criticize.
She glared at Rylee, whose own eyes welled with tears, and tried to see her as something beyond the sleezy opportunistic paparazzi she had grown to hate. She closed her eyes as she tried to get a handle on emotions that were spiraling out of control. When she opened them, Rylee was in the process of dressing, her head bowed to her task.
McKenzie wanted to scream to her, to say something that would wake her from this nightmare. That would prove Rylee wasn’t just like any other paparazzo that thought they had a right to invade her privacy just because she was a public figure. She silently pleaded with Rylee to say anything that would redeem the pain she now felt because of her.
But instead, Rylee wiped the tears from her cheek and gathered her phone. She gingerly slid it in her back pocket, and only then did she raise her head. Her puppy dog eyes seemed to be searching for something in McKenzie’s. A statement seemed to form on Rylee’s lips but was too quiet to make it to McKenzie’s ears. After a beat, Rylee turned, and McKenzie followed her out of the bedroom and toward the door. Rylee reached for the knob, and as she turned it, McKenzie spoke up.
“Tell me something, Rylee.” Rylee turned to face her. Was that a glimmer of hope in her eyes? “If we had started a relationship, how could you possibly think it was going to work? And if I asked you if you could ever give up being a paparazzo, what would your answer be?”
“McKenzie, I…” She ran her sleeve over her eyes before gazing once again at her.
“What would your answer be, Rylee?” she repeated.
“I can’t give it up right now, but it’s not what you think. I have a sis—”
“Don’t, Rylee, I don’t want to hear another excuse or lie.”
“It’s not either. For right now, that money goes to—”
She held up her hand. “Stop. Just stop. It was a simple yes or no question.” As she glared at her, Rylee stood frozen, her eyes pleading. The conversation was over. Enough of the almost truths and the I tried to tell you lies. This—whatever this was—was over. It would never work. Could she ever be able to separate Rylee from those that caused her so much pain? Forgive her for the lies? No was the resounding answer.
She closed her eyes, let out a breath, and began the mental process of shutting down all the exciting emotions and hopeful possibilities that had taken hold last night. Unfortunately, it wasn’t the first time she had been down this road. She opened her eyes, and with stern words that masked her feeling of being completely gutted, she delivered her final judgment. “Please, just…go.”
Rylee nodded. “Whatever you think of me right now, I hope somewhere deep down in your heart you know how much you captured mine.”
The words hung in the air and for a moment almost penetrated the wall McKenzie had just built around her heart. So many emotions began resurfacing, and yet mixed into the pain were the feelings of joy, the laughter, and the connection they seemed to share. Damn it. She shook the moment off, raised her head a little higher, and embraced the farewell dance that was the only thing left between them. A dance of what could have been, if only.
“Good-bye, Rylee.” McKenzie’s words were no more than a whisper.
Rylee lowered her head, turned, exited the house, and disappeared into the darkness. McKenzie scurried to the door and bolted the lock, leaned her back against it, and crumpled to the floor. She tucked her knees to her chest as a deep gut-wrenching cry emerged, as though all the emotions from the betrayal of her mom and hurt from past girlfriends crashed into one big ball of pain.
Why couldn’t she find someone who didn’t want to benefit off her in some capacity? Who didn’t drain her bank account because they thought they had a God-given right to, or forge her signature on a studio script delivery one morning while she was in the shower, then proceed to secure the lead role before she and her agent could figure out what had happened?
Another burst of tears brought Sylvester scurrying to her side, and he rubbed against her. She scooped him in her lap and hugged him close. Why couldn’t she find someone who was genuinely honest and wanted to be with her not because of who she was in Hollywood, but because of who she was at her core? Someone who she could easily talk to. Someone like she thought she’d found in Rylee. “Oh well,” she said as she dipped her head toward Sylvester.
She had healed wounds worse than this and recovered. But each left a scar, and each scar left her wondering if it was worth the battle. “I guess it’s just me and you again, huh, buddy?” He started purring as he snuggled against her. She combed her fingers through his fur as she remained on the floor, the will to move beyond her. “And you know what the biggest bitch is of all?” He tilted his head toward her. “I really, really like her.”




  

CHAPTER SEVEN 
    
Rylee stood beside her car, wrestled her keys out of her jacket pocket, dropped them, scooped them up, and fumbled them to the ground a second time. She wiped the veil of tears from her eyes and kicked at the pavement before retrieving them a second time. She hit the key fob, opened her door, and flopped inside. She sat for a moment, her forehead propped against the steering wheel. What the actual fuck just happened? One minute she and McKenzie were sharing a night full of passion and all the feels, the next she was being thrown out of her house.
“Shit.” She leaned back in her seat. “Shit, shit, shit.” She hit the wheel and let one more burst of tears release. Tears full of frustration and regret, and of guilt and shame. Did she feel gutted about what happened to McKenzie’s cousin? Of course she did. But she didn’t know. The same couldn’t be said of her keeping McKenzie in the dark about being a paparazzo. That one was on her.
She took a deep shaky breath, started her car, and backed out of the driveway. She slowly shifted gears, hoping beyond hope the extra seconds would bring McKenzie running out of her house and asking her to come back inside and talk. But when that little fantasy didn’t materialize, she glanced one last time at the beautiful brown brick home with the perfectly manicured lawn and said a silent good-bye to McKenzie and a night that opened her heart like never before. She seemed to be everything Rylee wanted in a lover but had never found. Until now.
She drove back over the canyon in a daze, her watery eyes creating rainbows of color from the beams of each passing car, as her mind bounced to the last question McKenzie asked of her. Could she ever stop being a paparazzo? A wave of nausea rolled through her. It was such a layered question.
There was never a plan B for her life. Nothing else to fall back on. Armed with only a high school diploma, she knew the opportunities to earn an equivalent income in another profession were nonexistent. But more than that, the only thing she had ever excelled at was photographing celebrities. It’s all she had ever known. But could she stop? She cocked her head in thought. For the right reasons and if it was only about her, then maybe she could stop and figure out something else to do. That didn’t mean she’d want to, but she could. She sighed as she wiped the wetness from her cheeks with the back of her hand. What did it even matter?
The question was one that would never be answered because it wasn’t about her, it was about Ashley. And there was no way in hell she would sacrifice a job that afforded the care and additional therapy her sister needed. Especially since she was making so many gains at the facility. But McKenzie was right—it shouldn’t come at the cost of someone else’s livelihood. For that, she was truly sorry.
It was the first time she had ever felt the blowback and repercussions from one of her photos. She never went into this business with the intent to hurt anyone. Taking pictures as a child with her grandfather had been nothing more than a day of fun and good memories.
When she had finally struck out on her own and started to make a name for herself, she was praised by her parents for the extra income it provided for the family, an income that was now desperately needed to keep her only surviving family member alive and well. Besides, was being a paparazzo really that bad? Was she the scum of Hollywood, as so many, like McKenzie, portrayed paparazzi?
“Pfft.” She puffed a dismissive breath. If only the public knew how many times agents tipped her off to where their up-and-coming client was dining. The agents would say something like They could really use a little love from the paparazzi, you know, to get their face out there and stir up some attention.
It’s mutualism, an agent once told her. A symbiotic relationship from which they both benefited. It’s marketing 101, and pictures like the ones she took kept the actor’s name and face in front of the buying public. Hell, she even knew of a few actors who willingly had paparazzi follow them around to make them look more important than they were.
Or paparazzi who went on vacation with celebrities, photographing them in glamorous settings. Or how about the times celebrities slowly walked to their cars when they knew paparazzi were around, hoping to create an extra little buzz of attention.
But that wasn’t McKenzie. She was one of the few celebrities that didn’t want, crave, or seek extra publicity. That saw paparazzi—and by association, her—as nothing but lowlifes. It was never easy to be confronted by someone else’s negative vision of herself, and no matter how many times or ways her mind tried to justify her innocence, she still should have been up-front with McKenzie from the start.
As she crested the canyon, she debated going home and burying herself under the weight of her comforter and self-pity, to cry it out as she tortured herself by replaying the disaster of a night that just unfolded. But as the silvery gleam of the full moon glistened through her windshield, it cast a serene effect over her. When she was a kid, she and her mom would have campout junk food reading nights in their backyard once a month under its celestial glow. She let the tranquil memory take center stage in her mind as her phone chimed. She anxiously reached for it, hoping it was McKenzie. But that momentary hope subsided when she glanced down at the screen.
MarKi$$ is closing out his tab.
Ah yes, MarKi$$. She had forgotten about him. She contemplated the pros and cons of following up on the tip as she began tapping her fingers on the steering wheel. After everything that just happened, did she really feel like pursuing the lead? No, she didn’t. Her heart was too heavy to give two shits about work right now. Yet the pro side of her brain equally nagged that not only did Ashley’s care depend on her income, but she’d made a promise that she would always be there for her. That meant physically, emotionally, and of course, financially. And right now, Ashley needed an extension to her wheelchair that the insurance company had recently denied.
She wiped the last of the dampness from her cheeks, then gave herself a little pep talk about putting aside her feelings for the moment and getting to work. There would be plenty of time to continue wallowing in her misery and all the shoulda, coulda, woulda hindsight.
“Okay, then.” She shifted into paparazzi mode and added up what she knew. MarKi$$ was a rapper with several hit songs, known for his bad boy persona and for always having a revolving door of gorgeous eye candy women on his arm. He liked to display his net worth by wearing flashy designer clothes and excessive gold jewelry. However, word on the street was that he was actually a laid-back guy who donated a lot of his money to an assortment of charities, especially those supporting underprivileged youth. He wasn’t top dog in the music scene, but he was high enough in that pack that a few pics of him were definitely worth her time.
As she approached the intersection that would force her hand, she tapped more rapidly on the wheel. A right turn would take her to her favorite spot off Mulholland where she could bask in the full moon and lick her wounds. Continuing straight ahead would take her to MarKi$$. She glanced at her clock. The club was only fifteen minutes away, and at this hour of the morning, she could easily find a parking spot adjacent to the twenty-four-hour members-only club for the stakeout. The whole thing would be a no-brainer and take less than an hour of her time. And that left the rest of the day to feel sorry for herself. Content with her decision, she continued through the intersection, scooped up her phone, and voice texted a quick reply to her tipster that she was on her way. Ashley’s needs came first.
Twenty minutes later, she parked her car on the vacant street directly opposite the entrance to a club designated with nothing more than a gold M on a black door. She fished out the extra camera she kept in her glove box, sat back in her seat, and waited. She wondered what kind of amenities a twenty-four-hour members-only club would provide its clientele, and at what cost. Would they offer anything different from the swankiest bars that were open to the public? Probably not. But then again there seemed to be no lack of Hollywood elite that were willing to pay a steep price for the privilege of privacy.
And on that note, MarKi$$ came strolling out of the club, wrapped in a long black coat, and as per his signature, a beautiful woman was draped on his arm. Time to get to work.
She lowered her window a few inches, pressed the viewfinder to her eye, focused the lens, and fired off multiple shots as they stood outside the club. Seconds later, a nondescript black Mercedes SUV pulled up. A muscular man dressed in a dark suit way too small for his physique opened doors while rounding the vehicle and ushered both inside.
She quickly transferred four hundred dollars to her tipster’s account as the photos uploaded to her phone. She chose twenty, put them in a folder, but hesitated before sending them to her contacts as McKenzie’s voice echoed in her head. On one hand, she didn’t want to cause the woman in the photos any repercussions. On the other, they had been in a club all night, in full view of other patrons. Granted, it was a members-only club, but still, it wasn’t like they were checking out of a hotel room. She decided the scenario was different enough from McKenzie’s to justify sending the pics to her clients. She hit send, returned her camera to the glove box, and as she fired up her car to head to the beach, the croaking sounds of frogs greeted her with a serenade. She glanced at the screen and froze. It was Ashley’s facility, and if they were calling at this hour of the morning, something happened.
“This is Rylee,” she said in a frantic breath.
“Ms. Callison, this is Victoria from CP Stein Rehab facility. I need to inform you that Ashley has had an accident, and—”
“An accident, what do you mean an accident, what happened?” She said in one breathless question as she hit the speaker icon, threw the car in drive, whipped a U-turn, and headed for the facility.
“She fell.” Victoria delivered the answer in a tone so flat, nothing in her voice hinted at the severity of her sister’s condition.
“Fell! How the hell did she fall? She can’t walk.” Her heart pounded, and the air around her suddenly felt suffocating. She lowered her window.
“Apparently, she wiggled her way out of her bed. Nothing is broken, and her injuries do not warrant her going to the hospital, but the staff doctor is tending to a cut on her left forearm right now. We just wanted to inform you of—”
“I’m on my way.” She disconnected the phone while Victoria was in the middle of reassuring her of something or another, but she’d stopped listening. All she could hear echoing in her head was that Ashley had fallen and therefore needed her. She flicked a glance at the clock. The facility was twenty minutes away.
She raked her fingers through her curls as anxiety gripped her. Okay…okay…just relax, Ashley’s going to be fine. It’s just a cut on her arm. She replayed the statement in her mind, hoping it would calm her nerves. She exhaled a long, slow breath but found it didn’t help alleviate her anxiety. Ashley was her world, her stability, her life in so many ways. She was the one who had taught Rylee to see the world through better eyes.
Her tires screeched as she pulled into a spot in front of the facility. She threw her car in park, cut the engine, and rushed to the front door. She hit the after-hours call button and impatiently waited to be admitted.
“Come on, come on, come on.” She shifted her weight from one foot to the other trying to alleviate the jacked-up feeling pounding in her chest that exceeded a triple shot of espresso.
“Yes?” a female voice answered.
“Rylee Callison here to see my sister, Ashley,” she said in a rush. “You called and said she—”
A soft buzz was heard, followed by the front doors sliding open. She jogged to the reception desk. “Hi, I’m here for Ashley Callison. How is she?”
“Hi, Rylee, I was the one who called you, and Ashley will be fine. She’s with the doctor now,” Victoria informed her with what seemed like such calm indifference, Rylee wanted to scream. “I’ll take you to—”
She was in full sprint toward the east wing when she called over her shoulder, “Thanks, but I know where it is.” Seconds later, she barged into the small brightly lit sterile-looking room at the end of the hallway. Her breath caught when she saw Ashley sitting in the middle of the room, a portion of her left forearm wrapped in white gauze.
Tears clouded her eyes as she approached Ashley, bent down by her wheelchair, leaned in, and tightly hugged her.
“I’m fine,” Ashley mumbled. “It’s just a scratch.”
“It’s a bit more than just a scratch—you have a laceration that required three stiches,” a male voice interjected as she released her grip on Ashley. “And you are?” the same deep voice added in an annoyed tone, as she sensed a figure hovering over her.
“That’s my big sister,” Ashley told him as Rylee stood.
“You sure you’re okay?” Before Rylee addressed the doctor, she needed reassurance from Ashley.
“I’m fine, I’m fine. It’s no biggie.”
Rylee turned to the doctor and said in an accusatory tone, “How did this happen? Was she not put to bed properly?”
“First of all, hello, I’m Dr. Johnson, the night physician. And second, according to the staff, she was Hoyer lifted to bed, just like she has been every night. Thirty minutes ago an attendant who was making the rounds heard a commotion in her room. He rushed in and found her lying on the floor. We’re guessing the cut on her forearm is from the metal clips on the bed wheels. The stitches can come out in seven days, and in the meantime, we’ll keep a close eye on it for infection. Overall, she should be just fine.”
“I still don’t understand,” she bit back. She paid too much money to have a situation like this happen, and she was putting all the blame squarely on the staff. “How’d she manage to fall out of her bed?”
“I’m not invisible. Everyone knows I’m still in the room, right?” Ashley piped up and they turned to her. “Why don’t you ask me?”
“I’m sorry, Ash, of course you’re not invisible.” Rylee knelt beside her wheelchair. “Sweetie, how’d you fall out of your bed?”
“Anna and I thought it would be fun to sneak out of our rooms and go outside because of the moon.”
“The moon?” Rylee glanced at the doctor for clarification but was met with a blank stare and a shrug. She returned her focus to Ashley. “I don’t understand.”
“Anna told me that her mom told her there was going to be a blue moon in the sky, and since neither one of us has ever seen a blue-colored moon, we decided we would sneak out and look at it. Anna told me if we wanted to keep it a secret, we had to do it without anyone knowing, so I tried to wiggle out of my bed by myself and get into my chair,” Ashley blurted out in one long breath. “But it didn’t work.”
“Ash, if you wanted to be in your chair and go outside with Anna, why didn’t you just call for an attendant?”
“Because it was a secret!”
“Ash, you know better than to—”
Ashley crossed her arms in a huff, lowered her head, and dramatically pouted.
“Ash?” Rylee dipped her head down so she could see her face. Ashley turned away. “Ashley, what’s really going on here?”
Silence.
“Come on, Ash, you can tell me anything.”
“No.” Ashley tightly closed her eyes, squinty face and all.
Rylee glanced over her shoulder. “Could we have a moment?”
The doctor opened his mouth, closed it, then nodded. “Sure, I’ll be right outside the door.”
“Thanks.” Rylee repositioned herself on the floor in front of Ashley’s wheelchair, sat patiently quiet, and waited. After a few minutes, Ashley raised her head. Tears streaked her cheeks.
“I didn’t want an attendant to get me out of bed, I wanted to do it myself. Anna can get in her wheelchair all by herself, why not me?”
“Ash, you and Anna aren’t totally alike, which is a good thing, because that means that each of you has your own beautiful uniqueness.” Rylee knew Ashley was getting to that point in life when she was starting to see herself through the eyes of others, and the chameleon effect was taking over.
“I don’t want to be unique—I want to be like Anna. I want to be able to do the things I want!”
The words were not new. She had noticed Ash mimicking the mannerisms and gestures of others more and more, Anna’s being the most prominent. “I know, Ash, but—”
“No, you don’t know,” Ashley said as she folded her arms tightly across her chest and huffed a breath.
“You’re right, I don’t know.” Rylee could relate to what it felt like when she was a teenager, those awkward years in her life when self-identity, peer relationships, body image, and independence came into play. “So why don’t you tell me what you want.”
Ashley nodded. “I want to get into my wheelchair by myself.”
“I can’t promise that one, but your therapist keeps telling me how well you’re doing and how much your strength has improved. Maybe one day you’ll be able to do that, but I honestly don’t know. For now, let’s keep to the rules and stay the course with what we’re doing, okay?” She kept her voice soft and reassuring. “Now, what else?”
Ashley unfolded her arms, her defense loosening. “I want a dog. Anna’s mom brings her dog Feebee here to say hi all the time. Why can’t I have a dog?”
“Now that one, we can do something about. You know I’m not allowed to have a dog in the apartment I’m renting, but I’ll make you a deal. As soon as we move into our own house, the first thing we’re going to do is go to the humane society and adopt a dog.”
“When’s that gonna be?”
“Soon, Ash, soon. There are some things in life I can’t promise you, but that’s one I can.”
It was time to crunch the numbers again and cast a wider net in her real estate search. This time, farther inland. The commute to Hollywood would be horrendous, but if she could find a small, more affordable house, it could work.
The sound of the doctor’s throat clearing made Rylee turn. He was in the doorway, and in obvious need of his office back. She nodded acknowledgment.
“Hey, Ash, what do you say we take this conversation outside and look at the moon?”
Ashley’s eyes widened. “Hopefully, Anna’s still waiting for me.” She beamed as she put her wheelchair in motion.
“Well, if Anna’s not there, then you can tell her all about it over breakfast,” Rylee said, then addressed the doctor. “Are we good here?”
“All good. I’ll fill the morning physician in when she gets here, so expect a visit from her later today.”
Rylee mouthed a thank you as they passed.
“Do you think the moon will still be blue?” Ashley asked as they entered the lobby.
“Actually, the moon doesn’t turn blue on a blue moon night. It’s not about the color. Instead, it means we’ve had two full moons this month.”
“Nuh-uh.”
“Yeah-huh.”
Ashley scrunched her face in apparent thought. “Well, that’s silly.”
“You’re right, I guess it is.” Rylee chuckled as she motioned to Victoria that they were headed into the courtyard. Victoria nodded, and a beat later a click was heard and the door automatically opened.
Ashley wheeled her chair up to the end of the first wooden picnic table they approached, and Rylee dropped in the seat next to her.
“I don’t see the moon,” Ashley said through the full tilt of her chin.
Rylee scanned the sky. “There it is.” She pointed as she fished her phone from her back pocket and opened a stargazing app, pointed it to the skies, and let her screen fill with identifying markers of the constellations and planets. She then placed it in Ashley’s hands and told her to extend her arms. Ashley did, and her gasp warmed Rylee’s heart. “When I was a kid, Mom and I would go outside on a full moon night, and she would read me books about the planets. Maybe you and I can start coming out here every full moon and do something similar.”
Ashley glanced over. “Really?”
“Yeah, really.”
As Ashley returned her attention to the screen, Rylee focused on the moon. She wondered if McKenzie was sitting outside by her firepit, wrapped in a blanket and staring at the night sky. Or tucked back in bed, Sylvester warming the same spot she’d held only hours ago. Another wave of sadness sprinkled down on her as she realized that it didn’t matter what McKenzie was doing, because it would never again include her.




  

CHAPTER EIGHT 
    
Frustrated, McKenzie flopped in the director’s chair, unzipped her boots, kicked them off her feet, and as much as she wanted to massage the throbbing from her head, she didn’t dare for fear of messing up her makeup.
“Here”—Josh took the seat beside her—“take these.” He presented two aspirins in one hand and a cup with a chamomile tea label dangling over the side in the other. McKenzie glanced down, pinched the aspirin from his hand, popped them in her mouth, took a sip, and swallowed.
“I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’ve never missed my mark four times in a row.” McKenzie sighed. She had always prided herself on her uncanny ability to precisely step on the strip of gaffer’s tape that marked the exact spot she needed to stop to be in focus before delivering her lines. “Shit, Josh, when has that ever happened?”
Sure, there were times when they had to redo a take because she and Josh got a case of the giggles when one or the other screwed up their lines, or the multiple times a prop that was vital to the scene failed to work, or that time when the cables didn’t bring her in for a smooth hero landing, causing her to look more like a bird crashing on its first flight. All the stuff that made for a great bloopers reel had happened and contributed to the multiple times they’d had to redo a take, but not hitting her mark? That never happened.
“After everything that went down between you and Rylee, please, I’d be a mess too if it was me,” Josh said, reassuring her.
“True, but still.” She was better than that. She learned at a young age to mentally count the steps during rehearsal that she needed to hit her mark when entering a scene. She couldn’t even blame it on lack of sleep. She’d come to set exhausted more times than she could count, and it had never messed with her timing. It had to be the mindfuck from learning Rylee’s true identity that was causing her lack of concentration. Even Tiasha’s Here, drink this, it’ll help sharpen your mind extra kick coffee wasn’t helping.
“If you want, we could have another code red day this Sunday,” Josh said. “It seemed to help.”
Code red was a signal she had only used a few times, and each time it meant that something bad had happened to her that could only be resolved with carbs, caffeine, and a shoulder to cry on. So, yesterday, when she had received the morning text from Josh asking her how the evening went, she replied with the Bat-Signal: Can you come over and bring a bag of bagels, schmear, and coffee. He was at her door with all the above within the hour.
Two bagels and an extra-large almond milk cappuccino later, and Josh was up to speed. To his credit, he never once interrupted. Instead, he displayed his thoughts through shocked expressions and concerned facial gestures as he gave her the one thing she needed the most, a stage of her own to verbally reenact the scenes through a plethora of emotions.
Six hours later they had sat relaxed in lounge chairs in a private candlelit aromatherapy room, each sipping on a signature herbal tea that claimed it promoted detoxification and better mental clarity. The sounds of the ocean lapping against the shore softly played from surround sound speakers, and McKenzie had to admit it was just the type of day she needed.
Josh had paid for the deluxe pampering package, which included a ninety-minute hot rock massage, a European herbal wrap, salt glow exfoliation, a seaweed body wrap, and a honey based facial toning. For the most part, it worked. She could honestly say there were moments she sat relaxed, her mind void of heavy thoughts, and the intense emotions that had kept her frozen in a state of hurt and anger had mostly melted away. That being said, forgiveness was not the replacement feeling, more like numbness, an ache that thumped at her heart and returned an echoed hollow sound instead of her heartstrings vibrating in a beautiful musical melody from the wings of fluttering butterflies.
“Thanks, Josh, but let me see how the week goes.” A blanket of sadness was something that couldn’t be pampered and massaged out of her heart, but maybe a good night’s sleep would help.
Blake, the director of the week, strolled over, interrupting her thoughts. He was one of a pack of young up-and-coming Hollywood directors that the network was trying out. So far, he seemed laid-back and easygoing, but also noticeably less seasoned than Fred. He deferred to Charlie too many times, losing the confidence of the crew, and didn’t seem to have a good feel for the rhythm of the characters. In her opinion, he was too green to take the helm of a show the scope of Pyper. But she could tell once he finally found his footing, he’d have a bright future in the business. “How are you feeling?”
“Better, thank you. Sorry about everything, I guess I’m just feeling a bit under the weather today.” She knew all too well, when it came to a multimillion-dollar production, only death of a family member, dismemberment, or a broken bone stopped production. And even then, a workaround was instantly put in place. Not feeling well was delegated to the tough shit category with an unspoken, and at times spoken, expectation to suck it up. After all, the show must go on.
“No worries, it happens,” he said with what McKenzie perceived as a forced smile on his wrinkle-free face that had yet to show the customary deep worry lines from the stress of getting a huge production in on time and under budget. Given a few years, that youthful glow would fade, a testament to surviving in a business whose bottom line meant more to the executives than he ever would.
McKenzie straightened her posture and returned a smile. No matter how bad she was hurting on the inside, she was still a highly paid actress, and right now, she not only had to act the role of Pyper, but for everyone else whose livelihoods depended on this gig, she also had to act like all was well. “Thanks, Blake, I’ll be fine. Now then, should we talk about the next scene?”
His face lit up like a child who was just handed a lollipop. They had one more scene before they broke for lunch, and she needed to hit her mark, nail her lines, and put aside her sadness long enough to get through not only today, but the next couple of episodes. In a few days, she could have all the Code red! I’m never getting out of my pajamas while I eat a shit ton of carbs days she wanted. For now, she needed to concentrate on Pyper’s life, love, and final superhero acts that defied reality. After that, she would focus on her own.
    
“Knock, knock.”
McKenzie opened her trailer door, and Josh stepped inside carrying two plates full of a variety of Mexican food.
“I let Charlie know we were eating lunch in your trailer.” Josh placed the plates on the table as they both settled into the kitchen nook. “I got us some fajitas, cheese enchiladas, and gooey nachos.”
“Thanks, Josh, but I’m not really hungry.” Thankfully, once the aspirin kicked in, the throbbing in her head subsided. But unfortunately, the ache in her heart remained.
“Well then, just nibble. That’ll leave more for me.” He unwrapped the paper napkin from the plastic utensils and dug in. “Mmm.” He stabbed at the enchilada. “That’s good. Sure you don’t want a bite?”
Cheese had always been McKenzie’s kryptonite, so she surrendered to its power, grabbed her fork, brought a stringy bite to her mouth, and moaned in agreement. It was delicious.
“So, how’re you feeling?”
“Better.” She grabbed a nacho dripping in queso and cupped it to her mouth. “Thanks for the aspirin,” she said as she chewed.
“You’re welcome, and I was referring to your heart.”
“Oh, that. Not so good, and not to sound like a broken record, but I really liked her, Josh.”
“I know you did, and I’m so sorry about everything that happened.”
“On the surface, she seemed to be everything I wanted in a lover.” She took another big bite. The cheddar cheese now worked its salty, creamy magic on her taste buds, releasing her food fasting logjam. She now wanted to eat her way through her grief. “Instead, she’s a liar, and she ruined Britney’s life.” She stuffed two more nachos in her mouth.
“Not to defend her, but I don’t think she set out to ruin Brit’s life.”
McKenzie squared her shoulders to him. “Please, she had to have known those photos were going to cause a bit of a scandal. And even if I was with a mystery woman, it’s no one’s freakin’ business.”
“I know, I know, and trust me, I’m not defending her. But let me play devil’s advocate here. If she wasn’t a paparazzo, how would you feel about her?”
McKenzie puffed out a breath as though the question alone was too absurd to answer.
“Just humor me,” he said.
To fully answer that question, she would have to look past the huge elephant in the room blocking her view and mentally return to visions of that night. The gorgeous smile, the bouncy purple tinted hair, the easy conversations, and the oh so amazing sex. Damn it. Why did the sex have to be so goddamn good? “She would have been everything I’ve been looking for,” she reluctantly said as she surrendered to her thoughts.
“Wow. I’ve never heard you say that about anyone. Do you think she feels the same about you?”
McKenzie closed her eyes and remembered what it felt like to be touched by Rylee. The moments in the night when they paused their lovemaking, and Rylee looked into her eyes as though she saw her soul. When their connection was so strong it began to pull at her heart and dictate its beat. When every essence of her body felt like it woke from a long slumber. And now that it was awake, she was having a really hard time putting it back into hibernation where it belonged.
“What are you getting at?” she scoffed, fearing her thoughts of Rylee’s touch were weakening her resolution.
“If you gave her a second chance, do you think that—”
“No. No second chances. Plus, besides all the other huge red flags I’ve told you about, I’m. Not. Dating. A. Paparazzo.”
Period.
“You remember how ruthless they were when I was going through the court proceedings against Mom. They wouldn’t leave me alone. And they did it again, after Sheri publicly outed me.” She shivered at the painful memories. “They didn’t give two shits about my privacy or what I was going through at the time. All they cared about was selling the photos to the tabloids and celebrity magazines, so they could profit from my situation. They’re fucking parasites.”
“Do you think if you asked her, she would put down the camera for the sake of the relationship?”
“I already did, in so many words, and she just looked at me dumbfounded, as though she couldn’t even comprehend the thought. Besides, there is not and never will be a relationship with her. No matter how good the sex was, I will never date someone who—” The soft wind chime tone from her phone interrupted her. She glanced down at the screen. “It’s Brit.”
“Put her on speaker. I want to say hi,” Josh muttered as he chewed.
“Hey, Brit, you’re on speaker. I’m sitting with—”
“Hi, Britney. It’s Josh. McKenzie filled me in on everything and I’m so sorry. The next time you’re in LA, I’m taking you out for dinner.”
“Well, I might take you up on that sooner than you think. In fact, that’s why I’m calling,” Britney said.
Uh-oh. What happened now? “Brit, is everything okay?” Rylee said with concern.
“Actually, yeah, it is. Remember Liam, that guy I dated in college? The one who moved to Arizona for a job offer and asked me to go with him?”
“I do.” She also remembered the guilt trip Aunt Mary put on Britney about moving away, and how disappointed McKenzie was when Britney acquiesced to her mom’s wishes. And she was doubly disheartened when one year later Brit started dating Eddie, the—coincidence slash not a coincidence—son of Aunt Mary’s boss. “And I always liked Liam so much more than Eddie.”
“Yeah, actually, me too. Anyway, he saw those photos of us online, and it prompted him to reach out, since we kinda lost touch after I started dating Eddie.”
“Oh really?” Josh said with interest as he nudged McKenzie.
“Yeah, in fact, we’ve been FaceTiming. A lot.”
“Oh really,” Josh repeated with raised brows as McKenzie rolled her eyes and nudged him back.
“Stop it,” she whispered to him.
“Yep, and check this out,” Britney continued. “He’s a professor at a community college in Phoenix, and he pulled a few strings for me. I’m flying out there next week for a job interview and to, you know, spend a little extra time with him.” McKenzie could hear the smile in her voice.
“Britney, that’s awesome,” she said, her heart full of joy for her. Liam was funny, charming, laid-back, a hell of a cook, and treated Britney like a princess. She had always thought they were each other’s soulmate, and she was convinced they would have married, had it not been for her aunt meddling so much in Britney’s life.
“Thanks. And since I’m unemployed and have the time, I’m going to stay a couple of weeks with him. So, when I suggested we take a road trip and drive over to LA next weekend, he was all in. He even said he’s looking forward to seeing you again.”
“You’re coming here, next weekend?”
“That’s what we were thinking. I know you’re still shooting Pyper, so we’ll just get a hotel room and—”
“And you will do no such thing. The bathroom remodeling is completely done, and I would be upset if you didn’t stay here.”
“Thanks, cuz.”
“So, how’s your mom taking the news about Liam, your interview, and a possible move to Arizona?”
“Mom threw a fit worthy of a five-star Oscar performance. The guilt she tried to put on me was thicker than molasses, but you know something, I’m getting really tired of her controlling my life. So I told her I’m pursuing this, and she can either accept it, or get out of my way.”
Halle-fucking-lujah. Finally, Britney was getting loose from the grip of Aunt Mary, stretching her wings, and hopefully starting to make her own mark on this world. “I am so proud of you.”
Even though McKenzie’s mom and her aunt hadn’t split from the same egg, they definitely shared a lot of overlaps in personality. Both had a short fuse and could go from calm to the sky is falling in seconds, both were controlling as fuck, and each had mastered the fine art of wearing you down and guilting you into anything that benefited them. At times, they could really be each other’s dark reflection. She also knew her aunt was the reason Britney stayed tethered to the tiny rural Southern town all these years, even though she desperately wanted out.
“Thanks, McKenzie. And check this out, after three days of dealing with mom’s drama and over-the-top whining about how she wouldn’t know what to do with herself if I moved halfway across the country, and another two days of tolerating her silent treatment, I still stood my ground. I told her this is what I’m going to do, that I was tired of this stupid tiny town and its conservative ways, and like it or not, my decision had been made. Period.”
“And she said?” She could just visualize the look on Aunt Mary’s face because it was probably similar to the shocked expression on her own mother’s face when McKenzie finally stood up for herself.
“She said she’d look into moving to Phoenix if I get the job.”
McKenzie groaned. “Yep, that sounds like your mom.” Her aunt really needed to cut the tether and let Britney branch out on her own and be the person she was meant to be, without her suffocating influence. “Well, first of all, yay for you for standing up for yourself, and of course that college is going to hire you because you’re brilliant and amazing. Plus, I selfishly want you in this neck of the woods, so we can see each other more.”
“Thanks. I hope they hire me too. I’ve already been online looking at apartments. There’s a nice complex really close to where Liam lives.” She giggled. “Anyway, just wanted to give you a heads-up about coming out there.”
“I’m really, really happy for you, Brit, and I’m looking forward to seeing you and Liam soon.”
“I’m really happy too. I mean, it’s kind of ironic if you think about it. Several weeks ago, my life was falling apart, and now everything is falling in place. Kinda weird how things work out, huh?”
“Yeah.” She glanced at Josh, who was giving her his I told you so face. “I guess so.”
“Anyway, I’ll text you when we’re on the road to LA. We’re planning on getting in sometime next Saturday afternoon around one or two and leaving Monday after lunch. I know that’s a quick turnaround, but he has a lecture Tuesday morning, so he needs to get back and prep.”
“Brunch at Spingulleez.” Josh threw out the name of the well-known gay restaurant in West Hollywood that served huge portions of food and was locally famous for fifteen different varieties of eggs Benedict and just as many choices of citrus juice mimosas.
“Oh my God, it’s been like forever since I’ve been there. Can’t wait!” Britney said.
“I’m really glad things worked out for you, Brit. You sound so happy.”
“I am. If ever I run into the paparazzo that took those photos of us, I’ll probably kiss ’em. Who would have guessed that was the catalyst that reunited Liam and me. Anyway, gotta go. I’m meeting Mom for lunch, and you know how she is about promptness. See you next Saturday.”
“You still have the key to the house?” McKenzie quickly added before they disconnected.
“I do. Is the code the same?”
“It is. Make yourself at home until I get off work.”
“Sounds good. Bye.”
McKenzie stared stunned at the phone as the call disconnected. Wow, she sure didn’t see that coming. Of all the things that she assumed Britney could be calling about, that didn’t even make her top one hundred list.
“Well.” Josh smirked as he took another bite. “She sounds great. Guess what seemed like the worst thing that could ever happen to her turned out to be the best.” He gave her the side-eye.
“Don’t you even go there.” She wagged her finger at him.
“All I’m saying is that—”
“No, Josh.” She cut him off. “I’m really happy for Britney, but that doesn’t negate the fact that Rylee still lied to me about who she is.”
“But—”
“No.” She didn’t want him reminding her how much she gushed to him about how cute Rylee was, or how she got such a great vibe from her that day when she gave her the tour around the soundstage. She knew all that. She was also well aware of the contradiction that still raged inside her, from wanting to call Rylee and talk things out, to wishing she had never met her. Both pulled at her heart with equal tension, and the slightest change in the wind could tip the scale from one to the other.
Or how a song, a certain scent, or the phantom tingles that flushed her skin from thoughts of her touch all haunted her. But none of that nullified that she was lied to. Still, she conceded as she glanced at Josh, who was holding up his hands in surrender, he did have a point. Maybe this latest twist did warrant processing.
“Fine, I won’t bring it up again—in fact, change of subject. Let’s talk about me.” He settled back into the cushions and started munching on the nachos. “Wanna hear the latest news about me and Ben?”
“Wait. You’re still talking to him? What happened to your one-and-done policy?”
“Ben happened.”
“Wow. So follow-up question, will there be a second date?”
“Oh yeah.”
“Damn,” she said with a twinge of envy. “I’m really happy for you.”
Josh had always held the philosophy that dating should be equivalent to traveling. The world has too many amazing people, places, and things to experience, he had told her multiple times. Think of all the opportunities you’ll be missing out on if you stay in one place more than a night. Could it be that the bachelor of all bachelors had finally found someone worth sticking around for? “You have my undivided attention,” she said as she twisted her upper body toward him.
But shortly after he began his monologue about all things Ben, her attention took a turn, and she started thinking of Rylee. Of how her eyes sparkled every time she smiled, or the endearing snorts that accompanied her deep resonating laugh. Or the way her long, sexy fingers caressed her wineglass when they were sitting by her firepit, and how those fingers felt when they were inside her. She crossed her legs and squeezed her thighs in response to the throbbing sensation now pulsing between them. Damn it, how the hell was she supposed to get over Rylee if her body kept betraying her every time she flashed back to that night?
“So”—Josh held on the word, and she realized he was coming to the end of his waxing lyrical about his newfound love, and he would be expecting her reply, so she course corrected her attention to him—“I’m not saying he’s the one, or anything like that, I mean after all, we’ve only had one date, but I will say I can’t stop thinking about him, and when has that ever happened?”
“Never.” Could she have said the same about her date with Rylee prior to the big reveal? Yes. She could have not only matched but easily one-upped his gushing.
“Exactly.”
“Well, I for one am super happy for you.” Seemed like it was the day for everyone to find their special someone, except her.
“Thanks, and we’ll see. Meanwhile, we gotta get you—” The loud knock on the trailer door startled him.
“Come in,” McKenzie said.
Charlie opened the door and leaned against the doorframe. “So, heads-up, there may be a bit of a change to the shooting schedule.”
“What happened?” Josh asked.
“Well, apparently, Blake feels like the explosion that’s to take place in scene fifty-one isn’t dynamic enough. He wants it to be bigger.”
“Bigger?” McKenzie scoffed. “How do you get any bigger than the entire side of a building blowing up?” This season they were swapping the witty writing the show was known for and replacing it with mindless gratuitous effects. No wonder the viewership had dropped.
Charlie shrugged. “He didn’t specify, but he did mention he wanted more pyrotech.”
“Oh yeah, and what’d the producers say?” Josh asked. “Are they going to sign off on it?”
“To say his request has caused a bit of a pushback is an understatement. Especially this late in the game. They’re talking it out with him right now, so just hold tight.”
“Yeah, sure thing, Charlie. We’ll be here.” So much for McKenzie hoping they would wrap early so she could get a good night’s sleep. If Blake stood his ground and the producers caved, then this was going to be one long-ass day.
“Thanks, guys,” Charlie said as he turned and closed the door behind him.
“Blake’s going to shoot himself in the foot if he goes over budget. The producers will blacklist him,” Josh said as he slid his fork into the enchilada.
“Yep.”
“Think we should warn him?”
“Nope. I’m staying out of the drama.” She returned her focus to her meal. “Let the producers who hired him deal with it. All I care about is getting through the next couple of weeks. Then I’m checking out for a while and taking a nice long break.”
One that didn’t include any aspect of Hollywood. In fact, she had called her Realtor friend yesterday and told her to put in a bid on the five-acre parcel with the cute cabin in Big Bear Lake. Now more than ever, she just wanted to isolate herself, finish her rom-com script, and be one with nature. She had given her entire life to the business, and in exchange it rewarded her with a monetary and social status most could only dream of. Which was kind of ironic, because right now, the one thing she could only dream of was a quiet life away from all things glitz and glamour, and anything that reminded her of Rylee.




  

CHAPTER NINE 
    
“Well?” Erin leaned in as she sat across from Rylee and Maya, eyes wide with anticipation as they chewed the latest tasty treat Sweet Sweets was about to debut to the public. Erin refused to tell them what ingredient was added to the chewy moist brownie they were eating but assured them her family gave it a resounding thumbs-up.
“I like it.” Rylee nodded her approval as she swallowed her last bite. “I can tell there’s something a little different about it, though, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. There’s a flavor I don’t totally recognize, but it’s good, Erin. Really good. Definitely five stars.”
“Yes!” Erin drumrolled her fingers on the table then turned her focus to Maya. “So?” She raised her brows.
Maya sat silent as she took her time finishing the last of the gooey treat, licked her fingers, scrubbed a paper napkin across her lips, and sat back in her chair.
“Four…nope, wait…” She smacked her lips twice. “Four and a half,” Maya said definitively as she nodded and took a sip of coffee.
“Okay, Erin, spill. What did we just eat?” Rylee said.
“A black bean brownie,” Erin proudly announced.
Maya grabbed the napkin and scrubbed her tongue with it. Twice. “The hell, Erin, you trying to poison me with that shit, or what? Black beans should never get that close to a pastry, much less procreate with one. What the fuck were you thinking? I retract my earlier rating and return a one-star verdict.”
“Well, believe it or not, people are gravitating to pastries that have a more nutritious slant to them.” Erin grabbed a square from the plate and took a bite out of it. “Mmm, I think they taste great, plus they’re gluten-free, dairy-free, and are high in fiber and protein. I’m telling you, there’s a demand for this kind of dessert.”
“Not in my place there’s not. Now gimme the real goods.” Maya twiddled her fingers as Erin slid a pastry box stuffed with the usual suspects to her. “I need to cleanse my palate.” She grabbed a chocolate filled croissant, took a huge bite, and moaned. “Never do that to me again,” she said. “Do I look like someone who gives two flying fucks about nutrition?”
Maya’s antics made Rylee smile, and for a moment, she almost felt like herself again. Thank goodness for her chosen family of friends, she mused as she sipped her coffee and watched from the sidelines as they debated the future role of beans and all things healthy in the bakery world. They were her companions in times of loneliness, voices of reason when she needed guidance, and whom she tethered her anchor to when she felt unmoored and adrift in life.
“Rylee liked it,” Erin countered as she pointed.
“Yeah…well, we all know Rylee’s not in her right mind right now.” Maya turned to her. “I say that laced in love.” She patted Rylee’s hand.
“It’s okay.” Rylee placed her mug on her forehead, hoping the heat from the coffee would soothe the low-grade headache lingering from a night of too many beers mixed with a lack of sleep from mentally flogging herself over lying to McKenzie and ruining the possibility of something that could have been everything she had always wanted. “I know what you mean.”
True to yesterday’s promise, she’d stayed the rest of that night and most of the afternoon with Ashley. It was only after Ash had fallen asleep during a movie that she said her good-byes and took Maya up on her offer to get her ass over to her place to eat lasagna, talk, drink beer, and play video games. She thought that combination was just what the doctor ordered. With a six-pack in hand and a special circumstance hold on her two-drink limit, she walked in on them just as they were pulling the pasta from the oven.
Over dinner she painted a detailed picture of what happened, and Maya and Erin both agreed she should have been up-front about being a paparazzo, but just as equally thought McKenzie overreacted. Two hours later, after contradictory opinions were expressed, Maya delivered the final consensus in pure Maya fashion: Gurl, you royally fucked up, and I say that laced in love. She agreed and knew she had to accept the fact that the one-page chapter in her storybook romance with McKenzie was over. In time, hopefully she could turn that page and move on.
“Ain’t that right, Ry?”
“Hmm? What?” She floated back to reality and the conversation about pastries. “Sorry, what did you say?”
“I was just telling Erin that I don’t want to spend my morning farting around the house because someone gassed up my brownies. Hell no, that’s just not right on so many levels. As far as I’m concerned, pastries should never stray from the five essential food groups: sugar, butter, flour, eggs, and—”
“Please don’t say plum jelly.” Rylee interrupted Maya’s endless rant.
Maya leaned back, a solemn expression washing over her face. “Nah, I’m over that. I was going to say creamy chocolate.” Her voice softened, the spark now gone from its previous fury.
Uh-oh, that couldn’t be good. Plum jelly was synonymous with her latest crush, which meant the feelings Maya had developed must not have been reciprocated.
“Wanna talk about it?” Rylee said.
“Nothing to say.” Maya shrugged. “I’ve just moved on.”
Rylee nodded and left the subject alone. As opinionated as Maya was about everyone else’s life, she could be very quiet about her own. Maya had on more than one occasion told her that pain was personal, and Rylee knew if Maya wanted to share her feelings, she’d do so in her own time, if at all.
“Well, if you ever—” The ding from her phone interrupted her. And just as it had every time a text came through in the past twenty-four hours, that little butterfly in her stomach stood at hopeful attention, ready to launch itself if McKenzie’s name was the one that graced her screen. It didn’t. She shook her head and answered the unspoken question as Erin and Maya leaned in. “It’s not her, it’s Joe. I told him I’d take him to dinner this week, and he’s just letting me know he’s off this Wednesday and Thursday.”
Erin settled back in her chair and drummed her fingers on the table as though she was mulling something over. “I think you should call her once the dust settles.”
“What?” Rylee puffed a breath. “Um, what part of she threw me out of her house didn’t you get? She doesn’t want anything to do with me, and to repeat Maya’s eloquent phrase, I royally fucked up. It’s over. Done. Moving on.”
Maya stood, placed her hand on her shoulder, and gently squeezed. “Sorry, Ry, I know how much you liked her,” she said as she headed to the coffee pot for a refill.
Rylee fought back the tears that were on the verge of making an encore. She shook them off and nodded. “Yeah, I do…I mean, did.” She took a sip of coffee and once again drifted into a memory of that night. “You know, there was this one moment, right after we made love, when we locked eyes, and we just stared at each other. Like we were seeing each other’s soul, and I felt like I had finally met someone I could entrust with my heart.”
“Mmm, you’re talking about the postorgasmic bliss.” Maya nodded her head as she returned to the table. “That moment when everything is all kaleidoscope colors, unicorns, and sparkly fairies.”
“Unicorns and fairies?” Erin scrunched her face. “What the hell kind of sex are you having, Maya?”
“The kind I’ll never tell you about.” Maya chuckled as she grabbed a doughnut. “All I’m saying is that postorgasmic tingle is magical.”
They silently nodded their heads in an amen to that statement. Maya was right, and that’s exactly what she felt the entire time she was making love with McKenzie. When every part of her body came alive in a heightened state that she had never experienced before. When the slightest touch from McKenzie could command her attention as though it was responding to an enchanted spell, and how a single fleeting thought of that night could transport her back in time to relive the moment over and over again. Yes, magic was the perfect word. The problem was, how to break a spell that had already been cast?
    
If the speed of sound was measured as Mach 1, then the speed of gossip was half a breath behind it, a truth Rylee knew all too well, especially when it came to celebrities like Tim T, one of country music’s hottest sensations. Today, he and his wife were in front of the upscale seafood restaurant they owned in Beverly Hills addressing the latest rumor that he had an affair during his latest tour. The accusation stemmed from somewhat blurry photos that were posted online that showed Tim T a little too up close and personal with a mysterious blond woman backstage.
As Rylee stood, huddled amongst a handful of press, taking a multitude of pictures for the tabloid publication that had hired her to be their boots on the ground, Tim T vehemently denied the claim. Instead, he insisted that he barely remembered meeting the woman and couldn’t recall why she was backstage but did emphasize the reason they were so close in proximity was because he was talking to her over a loud sound check, and the photos had obviously been taken out of context.
As she listened to his heartfelt statement, his wife clinging to his side and periodically dabbing the wetness from her eyes, she felt sorry for the woman. He was a huge celebrity, and she could only imagine what she’d had to endure as starstruck fans constantly threw themselves at him, which was why cheating scandals and breakups were a dime a dozen when it came to celebrities. More than likely, today’s hottest couple would be tomorrow’s hottest divorce. And through it all, the public would devour each whisper of juicy gossip, savor every last tidbit, and never tire of the dish.
As Tim T wrapped up the press conference with a concluding statement that he would be taking a break to spend more time with his wife and kids, she wondered if this would stain his shining star. Her grandpa once told her fame was fleeting because People love it when those that are deemed untouchable fall. Then again, this could also be a catalyst to boost his career. The final judgment would come from the court of public opinion, and if enough of them displayed a thumbs-down verdict, those that made their money off Tim T’s brand would drop him like a hot potato.
As Tim T and his wife were ushered into an awaiting limo and security began dispersing the crowd, Rylee returned to her car, uploaded her pictures, and sent the folder. Upon confirmation of delivery, she glanced at her watch. She had to be in Muscle Beach in an hour. It would be tight, but doable.
“Siri, call Stacy,” she said as she fired up her SUV and headed to Venice.
“Hey, Rylee, please tell me you’re not there already.” Stacy’s soft voice held a frantic undertone.
“Not yet. Tim T’s press conference just ended, so I’m about an hour away.”
“Okay, good. We just started my hair and makeup, so I’m hoping to be there about that same time, but I might be a few minutes late.”
“No worries, depending on traffic, I might be too. See you soon.”
She disconnected the call and smiled as she thought about Stacy, her bodybuilding tipster, who after much encouragement finally entered her first competition, which required participants to send in three photos of themselves along with their entry fee. Last week, she asked Rylee if she would photograph her, and in exchange, the next few celebrity sightings she would tip her off to would be free of charge.
Rylee declined that offer and instead told her it would be her honor to be her photographer, and no, she would not accept any form of trade for her services. This was on her. She thought of the shy waitress she’d met five years ago, who worked the night shift at the deli around the corner from her triplex. The small family-owned restaurant was open until midnight, which made it the perfect place to grab a late-night dinner, after a long day of cruising the streets looking for celebrities.
Because Rylee was a regular, they soon began chatting it up and swapping stories about their lives, and for Stacy, about her future goals. Two years ago, Stacy shared the news that she had accepted a job at Mega Muscles, the legendary gym in Venice, and that one of the perks of employment was free membership, which gave her the chance to mingle with some of the best bodybuilders in the business. To supplement her income, she tipped Rylee off to the celebrities that hung out at the gym from time to time, working with trainers trying to lose weight or get buff for an upcoming role. Today, it was Stacy’s turn to be the subject of her camera.
As she drove through the narrow neighborhood streets of the iconic beach town, already laced with too many cars and equally as many signs threatening to tow if you thought about parking for even a minute, she got another reminder of why she lived in the hills. Well, that, and the outrageous cost of beach real estate.
After twenty minutes and not a single empty spot to be found, she ponied up the forty-dollar daily fee to the elderly man who sat next to the parking sign and was obviously the gatekeeper to the small parcel of unevenly paved land. She parked in the tight space he directed her to, grabbed her backpack, and squeezed out her door, trying her hardest not to put a scratch or dent in the red pickup truck only two feet away, at most.
“I should have taken an Uber,” she mumbled to herself as she hurried out of the parking lot and texted Stacy that she was about ten minutes from meeting her at the designated spot.
Stacy’s reply was immediate. I’m fifteen minutes away, max.
Grateful she had just been granted the gift of a little more time, Rylee slowed her pace, exhaled a breath, and calmed the rush of adrenaline still coursing through her body as she headed toward the beach. She meandered around a cluster of slow-moving people who were doing more talking than walking, dodged a few Rollerbladers, and passed an impressive new graffiti mural honoring women’s rights, until she was on the boardwalk heading in the direction of the Muscle Beach Gym.
To her left were colorful shops selling everything from the typical touristy souvenirs, henna tattoos, scooter and bike rentals, and of course, all the varieties of junk food you could imagine. To her right, beyond manicured patches of grass and a sizeable stretch of beach, was the ocean. She shielded her eyes, squinted at the sun through her polarized sunglasses, and calculated they had less than an hour before the golden light of the sunset would grace them with the perfect backdrop to Stacy’s pictures.
Time was ticking.
Five minutes later, she was standing barefoot in the sand, her sneakers by her side, as she leaned against a section of the metal gate that enclosed the iconic outdoor free weight area that separated the handful of shredded bodies that earned the right to be gawked at from, well, bodies like hers. Another reminder she really needed to start working out more, and by more she meant join a gym.
“Some of them are pretty ripped, huh?”
Rylee smiled at the familiar voice as she turned around. There, standing in front of her and shouldering a gym bag, was all five foot eight inches of an overly tanned, bleached-blond Stacy, wearing running shorts and a tight T-shirt that pulled at the seams from her bulging muscles. Her eyeshadow seemed excessive, but Rylee knew the latest makeup craze was never meant to be mistaken as natural or subtle.
“Wow.” It had been about a year since she last saw Stacy, and the difference in her physique, skin tone, and hair made her almost unrecognizable. “You look great.”
Stacy’s grin displayed teeth as bleached as her new hair color. “Thanks. Sorry I’m late. A friend of mine was doing my hair and makeup, and it took a bit longer than I anticipated.” Stacy patted her long locks that were now twisted in a bun on top of her head, with wispy strands hanging down, framing her face.
“No worries at all. We still have time to get the shots in, but we should probably jump right into it. You good with that?”
“Yeah.”
Rylee grabbed her shoes, and the two of them headed the short distance to the sand pit located behind the gym. As the name implied, it was a sandy area where gymnastic rings, bars, and ropes were on display for public use.
“Okay, let’s set up here.” Rylee motioned to a spot in front of the equipment. As she started assembling her camera, Stacy dug in her gym bag and pulled out a small bottle of oil and a handheld mirror. She then slipped out of her clothes, exposing the smallest maroon-colored bikini Rylee had ever seen, and began rubbing the oil over her body.
Rylee paused for a moment and focused on Stacy’s hands slowly massaging the glistening fluid around flexed muscles. She was ripped. She had six-pack abs, sculpted legs and arms, and she was down a good twenty or so pounds since she last saw her. She didn’t know what the judges looked for when scoring a body builder’s physique, but to her, Stacy was a perfect ten.
“Would you mind?” Stacy interrupted her thoughts as she held out the bottle and pointed to her back.
“Yeah, sure.” Rylee placed her camera on her backpack, grabbed the bottle, and squirted a dollop of oil in the palm of her hand. Stacy turned, exposing her back, and as Rylee spread the oil around her skin, she noticed a small tattoo of a blue butterfly on her left shoulder.
“I like your tattoo.”
“Thanks. I got it two years ago when I really started taking bodybuilding seriously. The butterfly symbolizes transformation, and the blue represents calmness and clarity.”
“How beautiful.” Last year when Erin went to get her fourth tattoo, Rylee went with her with the intent to get her first. She had settled on a tribal outline of a flying dragon after she read somewhere that one of their attributes was protection, something that sounded like a good thing to permanently have around. But before a single drop of ink marked her skin, she flopped her head toward Erin, who sat in the chair next to her, the outline of a cougar forming on the inside of her forearm, her face scrunched in what look like a pain level of eight out of ten. Rylee’s pain tolerance topped out at about a three, so yeah, no. The next day she bought a silver dragon pendant necklace, a painless alternative and one she hoped would bring as much protection.
“Okay.” Rylee stepped back and checked her work. “I think you’re covered.”
“Thanks, Ry. There’s a towel in my bag and a container of wet wipes to get the oil off. Oh, and hey, I was thinking,” Stacy continued as Rylee wiped the greasy film from her hands. “Afterward, we can grab something to eat, my treat. I’ve cut back my food and liquid intake the past few days to get leaner for this photo shoot, and I’m fucking starving right now.”
“You’re on. I’ve heard some pretty good things about a vegan restaurant that’s not too far from here.”
“The one by the canals?” Stacy said as she swung her arms around in a circle, warming up her shoulders.
“Yeah, that’s the one.”
“Sounds good.” Stacy grabbed her hand mirror, checked herself, tossed it back in her bag, and nodded. “Okay, I’m ready.”
“Perfect. Now then, why don’t we start with you going through your poses.” She turned around and glanced at the angle of the setting sun. “We’ll need to be set up by the water in about twenty minutes, which will give us about five minutes here. You still good with that?”
“Yeah, for sure. It only takes forty-five seconds to go through my poses.”
What? Was she kidding? Her years of hard work came down to just forty-five seconds of flexing. How wild was that? “Okay, Stace, ready when you are,” she said as she raised the viewfinder to her eye.
The moment Stacy began flexing her muscles, Rylee became one with the zone. Photography was her drug of choice, and having the opportunity to set up a shot in a beautiful setting gave her the feels more than any celebrity pic ever did.
“Good, Stacy…good.” Rylee gave encouragement as she moved around her with precision, leaning in and out, capturing the right combination of framing and light. The oil glistened off Stacy’s bronze skin with a radiant sheen, and with each strained pose that displayed her sculpted muscles in perfect artistry, a twinge of something aroused in Rylee. Was it sexual? Stacy had let her know more than once that she would be interested in hooking up. Was it finally time to take her up on it? But if she did, it would be nothing more than a selfish act.
It had been just shy of two weeks since the McKenzie incident. Her sleep was better, her mood a little lighter, and she was making it a point to spend more time with Ashley. But her heart still ached for McKenzie’s touch, to taste her mouth on hers and feel their naked bodies pressed perfectly together. She wondered if that deep-seated want would ever truly go away. She hoped for it as much as she feared for it.
She finished up the shots, gathered their stuff, and moved closer to the shoreline. The sun was setting, and the reflection off the water was perfect. She figured she had a fifteen-minute window to capture a backdrop that could never be replicated. She pulled out a few small lights, set them up, and positioned Stacy perfectly with the setting sun.
An hour later they were seated at the restaurant. Rylee uploaded the shots to her laptop, and they reviewed them over dinner. She made a folder of all the pictures Stacy liked and sent them to her, a gift to someone she not only admired but considered a good friend. She wondered to herself as Stacy perused the dessert menu: If things ever slowed down in her paparazzi world, could she make a living doing portraits? And would she be happy? “Yeah,” she said, as much to Stacy in agreement over the apple crumble tart she was pointing to, as to herself. And maybe even to McKenzie, and the question she had asked her weeks ago finally had an answer.




  

CHAPTER TEN 
    
The parking odds were ever in McKenzie’s favor as she pulled into the spot directly in front of the CP Stein Rehab Center just as its previous inhabitant pulled out, turned off her car, and sat for a moment as she collected her thoughts. It had been almost two weeks since her grandmother called and left a message that she had tripped and fallen while trying to hopscotch her way down a sidewalk-chalked diagram she happened upon while on a morning stroll and was taken by ambulance to the hospital.
An X-ray confirmed she had broken her knee, and according to her grandmother, the doctor who needed to brush up on his bedside manner said if she ever wanted to walk again, much less hopscotch, they needed to surgically implant four screws to hold the bone in place. The minute McKenzie was released from set that day, she rushed to the hospital and stayed the night with her. Three days later, they transported her to the CP Stein Rehab Center to begin the months-long process of her physical therapy and rehabilitation.
The worst was over, the surgeon had told McKenzie that night. Now all her grandmother had to do was take it easy, heal, and strengthen the muscles around the knee. Not the simplest of tasks for an eighty-two-year-old who spent her recent milestone birthday skydiving and was an active member of It’s Just a Number, her neighborhood exercise studio for senior citizens. McKenzie knew that being grounded in a rehab facility for six to eight weeks was going to challenge a person who strongly identified with her physical independence.
She sighed. “Poor Grandma,” she said as she flicked a glance at the facility and took note of the meticulously manicured lawn and the perennials planted in raised beds displaying a variety of brightly colored blooms.
At least the surrounding grounds were beautiful, something she hoped her grandmother would take joy in during her stay. She always liked to drink her morning coffee out by her flower garden, McKenzie mused as she
flipped down her visor, gave one last look in the vanity mirror, and groaned at her reflection. She looked as tired as she felt. They had wrapped their latest episode at one this morning, she was asleep by three, and her neighbor’s landscapers provided the unwelcomed You’ve got to be fucking kidding me alarm at seven thirty with an over-amped duet coming from a lawnmower and leaf blower.
Maybe she should have opted for the double instead of the single espresso shot when the bubbly voice of the morning barista gave her the option before instructing her to pull up to the second window. Oh well. She grabbed her backpack and the large vase filled with white lilies that graced the passenger seat and headed toward the entrance.
She shuffled through the front doors as they slid their welcoming arms open and was pleasantly surprised by the facility’s beauty. Her grandmother said the place was nice, but this was nothing like she envisioned. There wasn’t the typical sterile feel or overused disinfectant smell she usually associated with medical facilities, and there were no patients unattended in their wheelchairs, slumped over and drooling on themselves.
Instead, the place had wall to wall marble flooring, the color patterns were earthtone and calming, and the sun was shining in the floor to ceiling windows. Floral arrangements and pleasant perfumed scents were everywhere, and from what she could tell, everyone seemed in a pleasant mood. No Nurse Ratched in sight. Maybe she should have trusted more completely in the doctor who told her this place was one of the best. Then again, nothing was ever too good for her grandma.
“May I help you?” a young woman with a gleaming smile asked from behind the cherrywood check-in desk. “And what beautiful flowers.”
“Thank you.” She set the vase on the dark granite counter. “I’m here to see Esther Gomann.”
“Please sign in.” The woman nodded to the clipboard and pen, as the blue light from the computer spilled onto her face, her eyes fixed on the screen. “Ms. Gomann is in room 218, north wing. Just go past the coffee kiosk”—she pointed to the left—“until you reach the—”
“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt, but did you say coffee?”
“Yes. The kiosk will be serving until the dining room opens for lunch at ten thirty. The elevators you’ll want to take are just past the kiosk to your right. Once you arrive on the second floor, the signs will direct you the remaining way.”
“Thank you,” she repeated as she hugged the vase to her chest and headed toward the adorable purple and black stand with an equally cute brunette barista. She scanned the small, chalked menu displayed on the counter in a picture frame and was already giving her order as she approached. A beat later, her double Americano was working its magic as she headed to the elevators that would take her to her grandmother.
“Knock, knock,” McKenzie said, and as she entered the room her breath caught. Grandma Esther, the woman who was her strength in so many ways, was sitting in a wheelchair in the corner of the room staring out the window. There was a frailness about her, and when she twisted her upper body around to face her, there was a sadness in her eyes that caused McKenzie to falter in her step. How had the few days since she had last seen her aged her so much?
“McKenzie.” Her grandma beamed as she stretched out her arms and smiled.
McKenzie deposited the vase on a small mobile cart that sat to the side of the medical bed and melted into the comfort and reassurance of her grandmother’s arms, the same arms that had scooped her up with accompanying kisses when she was a child and hugged her even tighter when tears of protest streamed down her face because her mom kept pushing her to act when all she wanted to do was play outside like all the other kids.
“How are you doing, Grandma?” McKenzie asked as she broke the embrace, scooted over a chair, and sat next to her.
“I’m fine.” Her grandma waved a dismissive hand.
“How long are they saying you have to be in here?”
“Possibly three months, but I’d like to see them try to keep me here for that long.” She snorted. “I’ve got too much going on back home to spend my time lollygagging in here.”
“Do you not like this place? If so, I can request to transfer you anywhere that—”
“It’s not the place,” her grandma interrupted with a firm shake of her head. “The staff has been wonderfully kind to me, the food here is delicious, and I’ve already made several friends.” She paused a moment as her eyes misted. “It’s just…” She averted her eyes and wiped the wetness from her cheeks.
“Grandma?” The word was laced in concern. In all the years McKenzie had been around her, she could only remember one other time she witnessed her shedding tears.
She was twelve, her grandma was over for dinner, and halfway through the meal her mom announced that, unbeknownst to McKenzie, she’d signed a contract on her behalf to co-star in a TV pilot that was to begin shooting that next month. Which just so happened to be the same month her grandma had booked and prepaid for a two-week family fun cruise for just the two of them.
When they both voiced their protests, her mom shut them down with an all too familiar display of angry aggressive words and told them she didn’t give two shits about their cruise. Her mom had stressed, like she had in prior arguments when her grandma brought up McKenzie’s childhood well-being, that McKenzie needed to work while she was still in demand, not spend time playing on some ridiculous cruise while another child actor was cast in the role that could lead to McKenzie’s big break.
The final blow came when her grandma accused her mom of sacrificing McKenzie’s childhood to satisfy her out of control ego and failed career. McKenzie equated the breath of silence that followed as the equivalent moment right before the flame on a fuse ignited a stick of dynamite, and the explosion of expletives that came out of her mom’s mouth was just as devastating. In the end, her grandma was told she was never again welcome in their home, or in McKenzie’s life. The words Get out, now were repeated three times, each at a higher pitch than the one before, until her grandmother scooted her chair back from the table, silently stood, and walked toward the door.
Before she left, she turned to McKenzie and with eyes completely glazed over with tears, mouthed I will always love you to her
before vanishing into the night. It wasn’t until after the lawsuit was settled with her mom that McKenzie reached out and re-established the connection that had been severed between them for more than a decade.
“You know something”—her grandma patted McKenzie’s hand, inadvertently transferring some of the dampness—“when you’re young, you have no real understanding of mortality. At least not your own. And your placement on the conveyor belt of life is a concept of a future you have no reference to because when you look in the mirror, all you see is youth, an outward reflection of a time frame that people desperately cling to, because of what it represents.”
McKenzie wasn’t sure where her grandma was going with her philosophical rant, but she did understand Hollywood’s obsession with youthfulness. More than a handful of her friends had recently been taken off the lead actress list and moved over to the inconsequential and less respected costarring mom role.
“As you age,” her grandmother continued, “you start to understand all the clichés about how short life is, or how youth is wasted on the young. And the day you realize you have more life behind you than in front of you…you start looking at time very differently. Being in here is a reflection in the mirror that I’ve never wanted to see. Because it means I’m entering a stage of life that threatens my independence. And that, my dear”—she repositioned her hands and softly cupped McKenzie’s face—“scares the living hell out of me.”
McKenzie nodded and leaned in to give her grandma a reassuring hug. The tide had officially turned in their relationship. It was now her turn to comfort her grandma and repeat the exact words she was told as a child by this amazing woman. “Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll always be here for you.”
“Thank you” were her grandmother’s soft words, and as they lingered in the air, she pulled out of the hug. “Now then, enough about me. How are you doing, how’s the show going, and how’s Josh?”
For the next two hours, McKenzie filled her grandma in on the good, bad, and wacky that encompassed her life until her grandmother suggested they finish up their conversation in the dining room. It was lunchtime, she was getting hungry, and today was lasagna day—the tastiest of all the meals, according to her. McKenzie eagerly agreed. Now that she was substantially caffeinated, food might be just what the doctor ordered to get rid of the low-grade headache she had yet to shake.
“You drive, I’ll direct,” her grandma instructed as McKenzie followed her verbal directions, until she wheeled her into a large bright room with peach-colored undertones. Circular tables that seated six were covered in white linen, each with a small vase of fresh cut flowers in the middle, were scattered throughout and full of residents who were indulging in the meal of the day.
“Wow, it’s packed in here,” McKenzie said as she slowly wheeled her grandma farther inside the room and scanned the area for an empty table.
“That’s ’cause it’s lasagna day. You should have seen it Tuesday. They were trying out a new pasta dish that had anchovies and brussels sprouts in it. You could have heard a pin drop in here.”
“I bet.” McKenzie scrunched her face at the two foods that were on her most disliked foods list, right above oysters and cilantro.
“A bunch of us ordered pizza that day from the little shop down the way.” She pointed in a direction that meant nothing to McKenzie. “One of the ladies ordered a few large cheese pizzas and splashed a little contraband brandy on top.” She winked. “Best damn pizza I ever had.” Her accompanying chuckle was a loud high pitched staccato that sounded more like spastic hiccups. “Anyway,” her grandma said after a few calming breaths. “Head for the back corner. Those are always the last tables to fill up, so there’s usually seats available there. And if not, most of the outdoor patio ones are always empty.”
McKenzie nodded and did as she was told, pausing every few tables when her grandma sparked a conversation with a resident that inevitably led to her introduction. Twenty minutes later, they approached a table in the back corner where a girl with purple hair sat in a wheelchair by herself.
“Hi, Ashley,” her grandma said.
“Hey, Esther! It’s lasagna day.”
“Best day of the week. Are you eating with Julie and Anna today, or is your sister here?”
“Anna’s with her mom today, but my sister’s here. She’s getting me some soda.”
“Oh really?” McKenzie noticed a spark in her grandma’s eyes as the corners of her lips turned up. Uh-oh. Her grandmother was about to meddle in something. “Well then, mind if we join you?”
“Okay.” Ashley pointed to the remaining empty seats.
As much as McKenzie would have preferred dining at a table by themselves, it would be nice to get to know some of the residents that were hopefully making her grandma’s stay that much more pleasurable.
“Hey, Ashley, McKenzie’s the granddaughter I told you about. The big-time Hollywood movie star.”
“Grandma, stop.” That was the fifth time she’d been celebrity-outed during this visit, and each time created a flush of embarrassment.
“What? You are a big-time star, and I’m proud of you.”
“Well”—McKenzie scooted a chair out of the way to make room for the wheelchair—“maybe today I can just be your granddaughter, okay?” she said as she glanced around the wheelchair. “Grandma, how do you lock the wheels?”
“With these clip things right here.” She pointed to the small levers positioned over each wheel. “And I can tell you this, whoever designed them didn’t have an eighty-year-old’s arthritic fingers in mind because the other day when I thought I had locked both brakes, I sneezed and shot myself damn near halfway across my room. So would you mind, dear?”
McKenzie puffed a laugh as she bowed her head, and as soon as she flipped the one lever in place, a familiar voice tickled its way up her body. No, it can’t be her. Her back stiffened.
“Hey, Ash, you’re in luck, they had your favorite flavor of…oh, hi, Esther, are you and your friend going to join us for lunch today?”
Unexpected goose bumps bloomed in the wake of dormant feelings reemerging as McKenzie’s heartbeat synced to the rhythm of the voice. The same way their hearts did when they were pressed together as one. But how could it be? She squeezed her eyes shut, inhaled a steady breath, stood, opened her eyes, and sure enough, standing before her in all her purple-haired cuteness, and with an almost comical shocked expression frozen on her face, was
Rylee.
“McKenzie? Wow, hi. What are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same.” She knew her tone was a bit accusatory, but what the hell? What was she doing at her grandma’s rehab facility? Was she stalking her? How was it that Rylee kept popping up when she was sharing private moments with her family? Thoughts of another paparazzi ambush turned those tingly goose bumps into a searing flush of angry heat. What the actual hell?
“Wait a second, you two know each other?” her grandma said as she arched a brow and cocked her head.
“We did, I mean do,” McKenzie said in a measured tone as she continued to lock eyes with Rylee.
“I see,” her grandmother said. “Well, it’s apparent by your expressions that there are a few blank spaces that might need to be filled in. Rylee, this is my granddaughter, and McKenzie, this is Ashley’s sister.”
“Your…granddaughter?”
“Her…sister?” they said simultaneously as they turned their attention to her grandma.
“That’s correct, and now that we have that little formality out of the way, let’s eat. I’m starving.”
Oh hell no. Just because Rylee was here under innocent circumstances didn’t mean she had to sit with her and play nice. “Actually…” McKenzie grabbed the handles on her grandma’s chair and tried to spin it around but forget one wheel was locked, and inadvertently tipped the chair a bit to its side. Her grandmother gave her the side-eye but held her thoughts. “Shit, sorry, Grandma.”
Flustered and feeling totally off-center, she just wanted to disappear to anywhere Rylee wasn’t. She bent, flipped the brake level a bit more forcefully than she intended, and repeated her motion, this time, successfully. “We’ll let you two have your privacy,” she said over her shoulder.
“McKenzie, please,” Rylee pleaded. “Can’t we just sit and talk? I’d really love for you to meet my—”
“Don’t, Rylee, just don’t.” She quickly wheeled her grandma away from the table, out to the courtyard, and up to the first empty table they came to. She swiped her arm across the top of the table, clearing the few scattered leaves, but when one persistently remained embedded in the thin tablecloth, she angrily grabbed it, flung it to the ground, and stomped on the little dried leaf until it was pulverized into the grass.
“Mind telling me what this little show of road rage was all about? I like Rylee, and her sister is wonderful,” her grandmother said as she folded her arms.
McKenzie dropped down in a seat next to her in a huff as she tried to calm her racing heart. She had never felt so completely unnerved by someone. “She’s the woman I told you about. The one that took the photos of me and Britney.”
“The one you gushed about going on a date with before you knew she was paparazzi?”
“I didn’t gush, Grandma.”
“Please.” She held up her hand. “Save the deflective talk for others. I know you too well, and our relationship is better than that.”
McKenzie let out a sigh. “Yes, she’s the one.” And she was also the one who captivated her heart for a brief magical moment in time that falsely let her believe that maybe, just maybe, romance fairy tales like the one she was writing really did come true.
“I see.” Her grandmother sat back in her chair, obviously lost in thought.
McKenzie knew no matter what thought bubbles were swirling around in her grandma’s head, she would refrain from projecting them onto her. If McKenzie wanted advice on life or love from her grandma, she’d ask, and they would have a respectful conversation about it. Feelings, her grandma had once told her, are never to be minimized or judged. The emotion behind them can only be felt by the one experiencing them. Who am I to tell anyone what they’re feeling is wrong?
“You know,” her grandmother softly began, “sometimes you can’t see the forest for the trees.”
“Grandma, it’s not like that. She betrayed, manipulated, and lied to me.”
“Are we talking about Rylee, or your mom?”
She flinched at the question. Has she ever truly grieved, processed, and healed from the wounds inflicted by her mother? Or past lovers? Or did she put all of those jumbled up emotions in a box and consciously keep herself busy so she would never have enough time to unpack those feelings? Maybe Rylee was the catalyst to the intense raw feelings that had surfaced these past few weeks, and not the cause.
“You know, before I married your grandfather, we were high school sweethearts. After graduation, he came over to the house one day, dropped to a knee, and proposed.” Her grandma turned to her. “I told him no, and it about broke him in two.”
“Wait…what? I’ve never heard this story.”
“That’s ’cause I’ve never told you this story.” Her grandmother paused as her eyes danced in apparent memory. “I was quite the bohemian back then,” she added in a distant voice. “Henry worked for his dad’s automotive shop that had been rooted in Springfield since his granddad. If I had said yes, I knew that was going to be my life, and I wanted so much more. So for the next five years I went searching. I experienced big city lights, saw things I had never seen before, and shacked…I mean, dated a few fellas here and there.” Her grandma spared a glance at her and displayed a mischievous grin.
“Grandma,” McKenzie playfully accused.
“Anyway.” Her grandmother flicked the back of her hand at her. “You know the ending to the story. I returned home, walked into that auto shop, and sure enough, Henry was still there working on an engine. The moment he looked up at me, I felt whole in ways I couldn’t describe. So you see, my dear, I was looking for myself out there”—she extended her arm—“but not in here.” She placed her hand over her heart.
McKenzie folded her arms across her chest, cocked her head, and squinted. “Is that story for real?”
“Why would you doubt it?”
“Because Grandpa told me one night when he had too many nightcaps that he got you pregnant right after high school, so you two ran off to Atlantic City and got married to cover for it.”
“He told you that, huh?” Her grandmother averted her eyes.
McKenzie nodded.
“Well, shoot. I didn’t know he squealed to you.”
“So you did run off to Atlantic City to get married because you were pregnant.”
“Of course we did. Back then stuff like that was frowned upon.”
“So why make up a story like that? No one cares about that stuff nowadays, Grandma.”
“I didn’t make the story up, I saw on a soap. Thought it was a good one, but I may have embellished a bit here and there to get my point across. Which is, when you find someone who makes you happy, don’t lose them. And that woman in there”—her grandma pointed to the window that separated the dining room from the courtyard—“makes you happy.”
McKenzie glanced in the window and stared at how Rylee tended to every need of her sister as they sat engaged as they ate. “So, what’s the story with Ashley?”
“Ashley?”
“Yeah.”
“If you’re referring to her medical condition, I don’t know. One day while Rylee was waiting for Ashley to finish therapy, I suggested we grab a coffee from the kiosk. She told me how happy she was that her sister was making friends in here and that all she’s ever wanted for Ashley was that she be seen as a person and not a label or a constellation of health issues.”
McKenzie nodded in agreement. Good for Rylee to let Ashley shine in her own light.
“She also said putting Ashley here was the hardest thing she had ever done, but after their parents died in a car crash, she was at a bit of a loss,” her grandmother added.
“Her parents died?”
“That’s what she told me. She said she used the settlement check to move Ashley in here. I’ve sat with them at lunch a couple of times and may have pried a bit here and there.” She gave a coy smile. “So I also know Rylee covers all Ashley’s bills.”
“Rylee pays her bills?” How was that even possible? She knew firsthand that the facility came with a hefty price tag. She had seen Rylee’s weathered car, and a unit in a triplex in Hollywood wasn’t real estate that would break the bank. How in the world could she afford…?
Ah yes, the paparazzi photos. Of course.
Huh, if that was really true, then… She thought back to a statement Rylee tried to make before she asked her to leave her house. The one where she said she couldn’t stop being a paparazzo because of someone else in her life, or something like that.
“Yes, which I think is a noble thing, don’t you?”
“Yeah.” She nodded. She had no clue what it would be like to sacrifice so much of her life to care for someone else. To put another’s needs so completely before her own. She glanced again into the dining room and locked eyes with Rylee as heat flushed her body and those darn phantom feelings of Rylee’s wet warm lips on hers, kissing their way down her naked body until they found their way to her…
“You know I would never tell you how to live your life.” Her grandmother’s voice penetrated her thoughts. She slowly turned to her, as the vision that moments ago danced in her mind and over her body dissipated. “I think you are doing a wonderful job at that, and I’m very proud of you. But I’m starting to worry about you.”
“I’m fine, Grandma.”
“Really?”
“Yes, Grandma, really. I’m very happy with my life.”
“But are you?”
“Stop.”
McKenzie rolled her eyes as her grandmother leaned in and gently squeezed her hands.
“Yes, she’s paparazzi, and yes, you hate them. But you don’t hate her. When a ring catches your eye above all the others but doesn’t feel just right when you first slip it on your finger, you don’t walk away from it, you figure out a way to make it fit. There’s always a solution.”
“Dialogue from another soap opera scene?”
“Nah. It’s an Esther original. Why, did you like it?”
“Eh.” McKenzie gave a slight shrug, but she caught the meaning behind the analogy. Was she willing to throw away what she thought was possibly the best thing that happened to her without first seeing if there was a way to make it fit? The endless parade of questions seemed impossible to sort through. She placed her elbows on the table, framed her face between her hands, and slowly began massaging her temples.
“Headache?”
“It was a long night at the studio and—”
“Nice to see you again, Esther.” A perky attendant approached carrying two full plates of food. “Here you go.” She placed the meals and two rolled up napkins with utensils in front of them.
“Thanks, Sally.” Her grandma unfolded her napkin and reached for the fork. “Extra cheese and sauce on both?”
“Yep, extra of both,” Sally assured her.
“We have to fill out a ticket for our next day’s meals. Since I knew you were coming, I checked those boxes on your order too.”
“Thanks, Grandma.”
“Do you want me to grab you ladies a drink, or are you going to the beverage bar?” Sally asked.
“Tea,” they said simultaneously.
“Two teas coming right up.”
“Thanks, Sally.”
McKenzie sliced her fork through the cheesy pasta and took a moment to enjoy the savory flavors. Her grandma was right—for facility food, it was excellent. “What do you think about Britney getting that teaching job in Phoenix and moving next month?” She wanted to get on top of the conversation and control the direction before it veered back to Rylee.
“I think it’s wonderful, and I want to be out of here by then so I can help with her move.”
“Grandma, you’re not going to help her. I’ve already told Brit I’d hire a company to handle every aspect of her move, so she’ll be fine. You, on the other hand, have a broken knee and need to concentrate on healing. You’ll be outta here soon enough, just don’t push it, okay?”
“Did Britney tell you Mary’s already put her house up for sale and is moving out there too?” Her grandma paused a moment in apparent thought. “I always wondered how old Britney would be before Mary finally cut the tether and let that child fly free. Apparently, Britney has yet to reach that age.” She shook her head and murmured a tsk-tsk.
“Apparently.”
“It’s a blessing her and Liam’s paths crossed again. Eddie was never good for her, and I hated that her mom seemed to force that relationship on her. You’ve got to let the universe guide the way, or it isn’t going to work, ’cause like I always say, paths in life cross for reasons. They don’t always reveal themselves at the time of the intersection, but always trust the universe, McKenzie. Your and Rylee’s paths have unexpectedly crossed twice now, and you know how I feel about coincidences.”
“Actually, our paths have crossed three times.”
“Three! Well now, that is truly interesting.”
“Don’t go there, Grandma. It’s not going to happen between me and Rylee, so promise me you’re not going to meddle in this.”
“I won’t dream of it, dear,” she said in a tone that seemed to convey just the opposite.
    
McKenzie pulled in front of the restaurant, exited her car, and took the valet ticket from the young woman’s extended hand.
“Hey, gorgeous,” Josh called out as he leaned against the brick wall of the establishment, looking all suave and debonair in his skinny jeans and tight lightweight beige-colored sweater. She approached, wrapped him in a warm embrace, and silently approved of his new cologne. Musky yet subtle. “Don’t you look all casual and put together for this.” He referenced her clothes with a tilt of his chin.
“Yes.” She glanced down at her blue collared shirt, black jeans, and Docs. “As you can see, I went all out for tonight.” She laced her arm around his cocked elbow. “Shall we get this over with?”
“Let’s do it,” he said, and the two of them sauntered through the doors as though they were presenting an award onstage.
Tonight, the executive producers had booked an upscale restaurant in Culver City to privately host their farewell wrap party. It was fully catered, with an extensive open bar, and it gave everyone one last chance to say good-bye to friends and colleagues and a show that most had dedicated almost a decade of their lives to.
Last week, after the last line of dialogue on the final script was spoken, Charlie announced in his booming voice, “That’s a wrap, people,” and cheers filled the studio as tears flowed. Most of the crew hugged it out in several emotional embraces, and she and Josh made it a point to personally thank each and every crew member.
Show merch was distributed, bottles of champagne were uncorked, and every one of the executive producers made complimentary speeches. Afterward, and as per custom, the actors were allowed to take whatever they wanted from the set of the show. She commandeered her costume, a few props from Pyper’s bedroom, and the boots, which she ceremoniously tossed in a dumpster on her way out of the lot. Good riddance.
In the days that followed, her agent had sent over several scripts from studios who wanted her to sign on as a lead. One was a horror film, another a sci-fi that was set entirely in space, and the last of the three was about a shark with a bad attitude and a remote island full of unsuspecting tourists to take it out on. No, no, and definitely no.
She reiterated to her agent’s repeated grumbles that she was really, yes really, taking a break from acting so she could finish her rom-com script. Josh had already signed on to be the male lead in her film, and she had a contact list full of other actors she could pull favors from when the time came for casting. She just needed the one thing her life always seemed to lack: uninterrupted time. And maybe she could finally unpack that box of feelings and sit with all the emotions that always seemed too overwhelming to deal with.
“Josh, McKenzie!” Fred waved them over to the bar, hopped off a stool, and without letting go of his drink, wrapped his arms around them. She could tell he was already half inebriated. “I just wanted to tell you”—he leaned out of the embrace—“what a pleasure it was to work with you both. Seven fucking years, can you believe it?”
“It went by like a blink,” McKenzie said as she flagged down a bartender and ordered a glass of merlot for her and a gin and tonic for Josh. The drinks came within a minute.
“Well, here’s to one hell of a final season. I hope the ratings are off the charts and the network regrets cancelling the show.”
They clinked their glasses, and each took a sip in silence. She was actually glad the show was over. It had run its course, and if she was honest, the writing and plots were getting a little stale and stupid. As far as she was concerned, the network was right in pulling the plug on the show. It was time.
“So.” Fred was the first to chime in. “What’s on the horizon for you guys?”
“I signed on to a dystopian action film that’ll be shot in Canada, but it won’t begin shooting until early next year,” Josh said, then turned to McKenzie.
“And I’m taking some time to just chill. How about you?”
“I just signed on to direct some shark thriller,” Fred said with excitement.
McKenzie about spit up her recent gulp of wine. “You’re shitting me. Is it set on a remote island with a bunch of tourists, a shark with a nasty attitude, and a female scientist that saves the day?”
Fred cocked his head as confusion played across his face. “Yeah, that’s the one.”
She snorted, thankful she had given the script a hard pass. She could just see herself bobbing for hours in a studio tank, totally waterlogged, trying to fight off an imaginary shark as Fred wanted take after repeat take. No thanks. “It’s making the rounds,” was all she offered in explanation.
“McKenzie! Josh!” They both turned as Ruth, Annie, and their entire makeup and prosthetics crew wrapped them in a warm embrace. For the next couple of hours, they ate, chatted, drank a little more, and swore to stay in touch. But McKenzie knew that would soon become a false promise. She had seen it before. Work and life would get in everyone’s way, and in the end, Josh and Ruth would be the only ones that would remain constant in her life.
As the night wore on and the crowd thinned, she teared up more than she expected as people made the rounds with their final good-byes and parting words.
“Ready to call it?” Josh approached.
“Yep. Should we circle and do one more round of good-byes?”
“I’m good-byed out. Let’s just announce our departure and go.”
McKenzie nodded and, over the chatter, they called out their good-byes and thanked everyone one final time before heading outside.
“Where you headed?” Josh asked as they handed over their valet tickets.
“Home. I’m tired. You?”
“Ben texted. He wants me to come over for the night,” he said as his Porsche pulled up next to him and a middle-aged man stood, driver’s side door open, waiting for him.
“You know it’s really going to kill the ladies once your relationship gets out.”
“Yeah, well, by then I’ll…” His focus shifted to something over McKenzie’s shoulder.
“What? What are you looking at?” She turned around as Rylee stepped from the shadows and approached. Her breath caught and she stood frozen. Rylee was wearing distressed jeans and a tight white V-neck T-shirt. Damn, she looked good. “How did you know I was…? Wait, let me guess. Someone tipped you off,” she said, a bit annoyed.
Rylee held up her hands. “I’m not here as paparazzi, and yes, someone tipped me off, but it’s not what you think. Esther told me you’d be here.”
“Grandma?” She was taken aback.
Josh leaned in. “Talk to her. You’ve been moaning around for weeks, you’ve been distracted as hell, and I think she’s done her penance.” He gave her a peck on her cheek. “I gotta go. Text me if you need to talk. If not, I’ll catch up with you tomorrow.”
“Yeah,” she said in a whispered breath as she continued to stare at Rylee, who held her gaze. “Okay.”
“Hi Rylee, bye Rylee,” Josh called out.
“Bye, Josh,” Rylee called back as her focus remained on McKenzie. “I won’t keep you.” She finally broke the awkward silence between them. “I just wanted to see you again and to tell you once more how sorry I am. I…I know we only had one night between us, but I miss you. A lot. And every now and then, I swear I can still feel you in my arms.”
McKenzie stayed speechless as a silent debate raged inside her. How easy it would be to close the short distance between them and pull her into a deep kiss and repeat those same words back to her. And yet, she remained rooted in her spot and conviction. The two of them would never work.
“Anyway, that’s all I wanted to say. I’ll leave you alone now.” Rylee bowed her head, turned, and headed back into the shadows.
“Your car, ma’am.”
McKenzie heard the voice but barely registered the words. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the same young valet as before, holding her car door open, waiting. She took a step toward her, then reclaimed her previous position. Rylee was gone, and she already ached from her absence.
“Rylee.” The word came out more desperate sounding than she meant it to as she jogged in her direction.
“Ma’am, your car?” the valet called out.
“Rylee!” she called again, and as she approached, Rylee turned and stepped toward her. The two of them stood so close, their breath had to fight for the space between them. Neither spoke a word as their eyes focused on the other in a searching dance. McKenzie brought her arms up and gently framed Rylee’s face in her hands. Slowly she leaned in and kissed her. Soft at first, then she took her deep. They remained like that, frozen in time, until McKenzie broke the kiss and leaned back.
“You know, I have another bottle of wine at home that also pairs spectacularly with my firepit.”
“Really?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Funny thing, I was just thinking that a firepit and a glass of wine would make this night perfect. I’m parked around the corner.”
“Want a ride to your car?”
“How about I meet you at your place.”
“The door will be unlocked. I’ll be waiting for you.”
    
“I’m in the kitchen,” McKenzie called out when she heard the front door open. As Rylee approached, she took a deep breath, held it, and slowly released the air, hoping it would calm the flutter rapidly building in her stomach. As she poured the wine, she sensed Rylee’s presence behind her. Another deep breath in through her nose. A slight shiver. A slow steady exhale. “Thanks for coming over.” She calmly turned and handed off a glass.
Rylee took the glass and a small sip, subtly nodded her approval, then closed the distance between them. She returned her glass to the counter and did the same with McKenzie’s. They stood inches apart, eyes locked, the anticipation of who would make the initial move the best turn-on in this silent game of foreplay.
The slight rise of Rylee’s brow signaled she was first. She wrapped her hands around McKenzie’s, rubbing her thumb softly against McKenzie’s skin, and slowly, ever so slowly, brought McKenzie’s hands to her lips. Rylee softly kissed each finger. McKenzie held a breath, her senses heightened as the warmth of Rylee’s lips lightly pressed against her flesh.
Rylee paused on her last digit, sucked it into her mouth, and let her tongue dance around McKenzie’s finger. McKenzie closed her eyes and let the jolt course through her body and settle between her legs. It was time to take the lead. McKenzie took control of her hands, letting her fingers glide over Rylee’s smooth skin to the back of her neck until they fisted her hair. Rylee tilted her head back and moaned. McKenzie pulled her closer, but not close enough to take her. Not yet.
“Kiss me,” McKenzie whispered, her mouth hovering mere inches from Rylee. Their merlot breaths mingled, and the subtle floral scent of Rylee’s perfume stirred her.
Rylee leaned into McKenzie, brushed past her lips, and rested her cheek on hers. “Does this mean you want to give us another shot?”
Rylee’s question was nothing more than a whispered breath that lightly danced over McKenzie’s ear as the words tickled their way down to her stomach. Did she want to give Rylee and whatever they started that one night another shot? McKenzie answered by digging her fingers deeper into Rylee’s hair. She pulled back and leaned her forehead against hers. “I know we have a few things that we still need to figure out, but yeah, I think we can make it work.”
Her body confirmed that statement as a warm and very wet sensation emerged between McKenzie’s legs and her body signaled a desperate desire to be touched. She kissed Rylee hard, extending her tongue into her mouth, searching and finally wrapping around hers. She moaned from somewhere deep inside. When she broke the kiss, she locked eyes with Rylee. There were so many things she wanted to say, so many feelings she wanted to convey, yet the only statement that seemed the most urgent was carried on one word. “Bedroom?”
Rylee nodded.
Conversations were put on hold as their fingers entwined and they silently padded their way to the bedroom. Clothes quickly scattered the floor as they brought their bodies together as one, and polite formalities were replaced with urgent needs as an intoxication took hold. Strong arousal played out, and the lines of lovemaking blurred as the energy they shared began merging as one. Their bodies danced in tandem as the sensations of giving and receiving became impossible to distinguish. When McKenzie finally entered Rylee, she felt the full sensation of Rylee’s fingers moving inside her, harder and faster, until she came as intensely as Rylee did. They were one, desire matching desire.
Every nerve ending was releasing mini shocks throughout McKenzie’s body, and only when they calmed their heavy breathing and lay in each other’s arms did McKenzie’s voice return to her. “Holy fuck.” She had never experienced lovemaking of that caliber. Or an orgasm with such intensity.
“My sentiment exactly.” Rylee brushed her thumb over McKenzie’s erect nipple, causing her butterflies to once again take flight.
Conversations still needed to be had, and decisions still needed to be made. But they would figure it out in time and unbox everything…together. “You know,” McKenzie said softly, “it just so happens, I’m recently unemployed, so I can sleep in tomorrow morning if you’d like to spend the night.” She trailed her fingers down Rylee’s back. “And the next night, and the one after that.”
“Mmm, sounds like you’ll have a lot of time on your hands to fill. Whatever will you do?”
“I’m open for suggestions.”




  

EPILOGUE 
    
Eighteen months later
“Babe, did you move my camera?”
McKenzie leaned out of the bathroom, toothbrush sticking out of her mouth like a cigar. “It’s on the bed.” She tilted her head as she pulled the brush from her mouth and talked around a mouthful of toothpaste suds. “Under the clothes.”
Rylee tossed aside several shirts until she unearthed the camera from under the pile. “Yep, found it.”
“Sorry about that,” McKenzie said as she walked out of the bathroom. “I was going to hang the shirts back up after I brushed my teeth.” She leaned in and gave Rylee a kiss.
“Mmm, minty fresh.”
“How do I look?” McKenzie took a step back and with open arms and a slight twirl, displayed a tight-fitting dark maroon suit and matching-colored Docs.
“Is that even a question?” Rylee closed the distance and leaned in. “You”—she kissed—“are always”—another kiss—“beautiful.” She leaned back and gazed at McKenzie and wondered for the millionth time how she ever got so lucky.
“Well, you’re biased, but thank you. Now how are we doing on time?”
“Actually, we need to get going. Hey, Ash, you ready?” Rylee called out as she shoved the camera in her backpack.
Six months ago, she took McKenzie up on her offer and moved in with her. Two months later, they brought Ashley home to live with them, designating one bedroom for her and another for her physical therapy equipment, and Sylvester’s cat room became the newly christened spare bedroom for guests.
Prior to Ashley’s arrival, McKenzie hired the prop master from Pyper to transform her bedroom into a pirate cave because according to Ashley, mermaids were so yesterday’s news. Calista was out and Priscilla the Pirate was in. What she lacked in superpowers, she made up for in cool outfits and swashbuckling prowess.
“I’ve been ready for the past ten minutes,” Ashley called back.
Rylee extended her hand palm up, and as McKenzie placed hers on top, they strolled out of the bedroom and into the main room.
“Wow, Ash, you look fantastic,” Rylee and McKenzie gushed as Ashley wheeled her chair up to them and spun it in a circle, as though she was at the end of a catwalk, showing off her outfit. She had on a poet shirt, black slacks, and boots that came up to her knees. Her purple hair was now dyed a dark shade of brunette, just like Priscilla’s.
“I know.”
“Thanks again, Alecia, she really looks great.” Rylee addressed the caregiver who stood in the kitchen gathering her purse.
“She picked the outfit out herself, so all credit goes to her,” Alecia said as she jingled her keys. “Okay, I’m outta here. See you in the morning, Ashley.”
Ashley waved good-bye. “Yep, see you tomorrow, and don’t forget the lip balm kit.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”
“Lip balm kit?” Rylee enquired as she walked her out.
“My daughter has one and loves it. I told Ashley I’d bring it over tomorrow, and she can make her own lip balm for the wedding. She can pick her own flavor and color. Hope that’s okay?”
“Absolutely. That actually sounds like fun.”
“According to my daughter, it’s all the rage.”
“Well then, if Ashley likes it, we’ll definitely need to get her a kit.”
Alecia nodded, and as she exited the house, Rylee saw the paratransit van coming down the street. “Our ride’s here,” she called over her shoulder.
Ashley wheeled next to her, Sylvester on her lap and settled in. “Oh no, big boy,” Rylee reached over and extracted him. “Now’s not the time. Let’s get you a treat instead.”
“Are we still going to the humane society to get Sylvester a friend on Sunday?” Ashley asked as she followed her into the kitchen.
“Yep, we sure are.” Rylee opened the jar of treats as Sylvester jumped on the counter. True to her promise of getting Ashley a dog after they moved into a house, this weekend they’d make it happen.
A text from the driver conveyed he was in their driveway ready to transport them down to Dana Point and the rehearsal dinner, set at a quaint little resort that overlooked the ocean. Tomorrow, they would repeat the same trip for Britney and Liam’s wedding. The ceremony would include the three of them as part of the six-person bridesmaid clan, with McKenzie holding the honored position.
With Ashley loaded on the van and her wheelchair safely strapped to the floor, she and McKenzie took the seats next to her. As they merged on the 101, Rylee stared out the window at the passing scenery as she thought about the past year and a half.
McKenzie had finished her script and secured a distribution deal with the same network that produced Pyper. Filming was set to begin in four months. In a nod to their relationship, Rylee switched her occupation from paparazzo to legit photographer. Her one tabloid client still hired her to photograph all the red-carpet events, but she had scored a full-time gig as an in-house photographer for one of the major Hollywood studios. Although her income dropped to almost half of what it once was, the rest of her life was so much richer.
Two hours later they were on the second-floor balcony of the resort, gazing at the ocean, waiting for someone to guide them into their positions.
“How’s my favorite gang of people doing?” Esther approached using a walker.
“Hi, Grandma.” McKenzie leaned and kissed her on the cheek, and Rylee gave her a hug.
“Esther!” Ashley reached up as Esther leaned down and embraced her.
“I have to say, I’m really liking your new look.”
“Thanks. Next time you come over, we have to watch Priscilla the Pirate. She’s the best and she wears the coolest clothes,” Ashley enthusiastically said as she referenced her outfit. “Anna has an outfit like this too, but I like mine better.”
“How is Anna these days?”
“She’s fine. She’s coming over this weekend after we go to the humane society.”
“Oh, that’s right, I heard you were getting a dog. How wonderful.”
“Yes, it’s going to be—”
“Attention everyone!” A man in a black suit approached, one arm held high. “My name is Jack, I’m the wedding officiant, so if everyone could please gather over here, I’ll walk you through what to expect for tomorrow’s wedding.”
They joined the small crowd of people of all ages that would make up the bridesmaids, groomsmen, flower kids, and parents. The only one not in attendance was McKenzie’s mom. When Rylee had asked McKenzie about whether or not she thought she would attend, McKenzie informed her that she was in Barbados with her latest boyfriend, but she sent her best. The subject was dropped, and neither she nor Esther bothered to pick it up again.
As Jack began his speech by thanking everyone for being there, McKenzie wrapped her arm around Rylee’s waist. Was that a hint that one day soon it would be them getting married, at a beautiful place by the ocean surrounded by loved ones? Or was it nothing more than a simple intimate gesture? She hoped it was the former as she glanced over the ocean and focused on a yacht anchored offshore. Maybe if she and McKenzie did get married, they would have the ceremony on a ship and somehow weave a magical pirate theme into the celebration. But then again, she thought as she pressed herself deeper into McKenzie’s arms, she couldn’t imagine anything more magical than what she already had.
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