
        
            
                
            
        

    
AN UNSCRIPTED ATTRACTION
There was a moment’s silence, and I realized that Mason and I were a ridiculous six inches away from each other—ridiculous because we’d leaned in close to one another, but then what were we going to do with that proximity? From here I could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, his dark amber lashes, a small mole by the bridge of his nose, the sweep of his wavy hair. His usual light stubble was back, dusting his chin, circling his smiling lips.
So I did the only thing I could, under the circumstances.
I sat back.
Oh, I didn’t want to. I had to. Because suddenly my only other option was to go flying across the counter at him. And I really wasn’t sure how he would take that. Hell, I wasn’t sure howIwould take that. I mean, this was Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell—wasn’t there some sort of rule against throwing oneself at one’s co-teacher? Or . . . something? I wasn’t about to risk it. That would have been insane on my part . . .
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For Clover, who taught me priorities:
food, pettings, roaring woodstove fire.
Everything else is just details.
RIP, fuzzball.
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Chapter 1
Usually, grabbing a man’s balls can take you far in this business. I mean, the Hollywood entertainment industry? Please. Far worse has gone down in the name of getting ahead. (No pun intended.) (Okay, maybe a little.) But that particular move came close to ending my career; I just didn’t notice at the time.
But then, I wasn’t really thinking rationally, let alone considering the “consequences of my actions,” because I was having my usual knock-down, drag-out argument with my boss, Randy Bastard (real name: Randy Barstow). And, as usual, we were out of our chairs and nose to nose—well, figuratively, at least; in what I preferred to think of as my don’t-fuck-with-me-or-you’ll-get-a-stiletto-in-your-ear heels, I was half a head taller than he was. So it was more nose to bald spot as I attempted to “explain” myself. That was pretty tough, because I just wanted to slap the smirk off his face instead of using my words like a grown-up. Plus I was finding it pretty difficult to make a cogent point when I was all up in his aura, which reeked of caramelized onions and stale gym sweat.
I did try.
“Okay, let’s put it another way,” I said, exhaling in short, quick puffs. “All that stuff you just brought up? Not happening. Modern Women’s ratings are doing fine without some ass-backward ideas about what constitutes ‘entertainment’ that were outdated two decades ago. So you can keep the donated outfits from your cousin’s lingerie shop, because my female characters aren’t parading around in them for your jollies. And there will be no bouncing-cheerleader scenes for no apparent reason. My characters—and the women who portray them—will never, everbe anything less than three-dimensional individuals. These characters are not just strutting life-size Barbie dolls, and their story arcs will most definitelynot focus only on sex. Have I covered everything to your satisfaction, you perv?”
I probably shouldn’t have called him a perv, but hey, if it walks like a duck and all that—and Randy definitely walked like a duck. He was also president of the unfortunately abbreviated EWW (Entertainment Worldwide) channel, a second-tier cable network that was home to my hit dramedy, Modern Women. The network wasn’t half bad, but Randy? He was another story. Dude made me see red even on my best days. And today was hardly one of my best, with Randy—yet again—challenging me in a meeting with a dozen other suits about creative control, making idiotic recommendations about my show. Mine. I created it, I exec-produced it, I wrote every episode. I knew what direction it was going in; I had every bit of the story planned out for the next three seasons, and longer, if it came to that. Not to mention Modern Women rocketed to success in its first season and saved his lame-ass network—I mean, literally kept it from turning into a 24/7 syndication- and infomercial-fest.
He knew all that, but he conveniently forgot it. Why? Because I was a woman—and, even worse for this type of job, halfway decent-looking, with my chestnut hair often in out-of-control-waves and blue eyes that could pin any slacker on my staff to the wall at twenty paces—and he was one of those dinosaurs who still thought it was cute when women try to be in charge of anything besides baking pies and popping out babies. You couldn’t win with those guys. I knew I should have gotten out of the situation. I knew I should have just sat back down at the conference table, among his startled toadies—I could see their wide eyes, each mouth in an identical “O,” out of the corner of my eye—and thanked my lucky stars that my Little Show That Could was about to complete its third season on his network.
Yep, that would have been the smart thing to do. But then he said it. All the arguments about story arcs and character development we had been hurling at each other for the past ten minutes vaporized as I focused on the one phrase that issued from his fleshy lips, his voice dripping with sarcasm: “Look, sweetheart—”
It was like my appendage had a life of its own. Although if I had known in advance what it was going to do, I’m not sure I would have stopped it. Honestly, I thought I was dreaming—you know, like in those TV fantasy sequences where you see the main character do something outrageous to his or her nemesis, but then the main character blinks, and reality kicks back in with a zoosh sound effect, and you realize it was all going on in her head? This was like that. Except it actually happened. No life-saving zoosh.
I only realized I had his nards in a vise grip when I saw Randy Bastard’s face get small. It was as if all his facial features congregated in the middle of his face, close to his nose, as if they were huddling together to protect and comfort one another.
Everything froze. In all my thirty-eight years on the planet, my senses were never as heightened as they were at that moment. The midafternoon L.A. sunlight coming through the meeting room’s windows was brilliant and blinding. Randy B.’s rank onions-and-sweat odor burned my nose. I fixated on his navy track pants. I never was able to figure out how he could make expensive clothes—in this case, Givenchy—look cheap. On him, even Armani suits look like they came off the rack at Kmart. I remembered thinking that somebody should have told this network emperor that the stripes on the sides of his pants worked about as well as after-market go-faster stripes on the hood of an ’89 Yugo. And that he probably should have just given up and gone for the Pajama Jeans.
It occurred to me that the track pants were a perilously thin barrier between my hand and his nether regions. And that completely skeeved me out. Because it finally sank in, what I’d done. I’d gotten even closer to him, my nose nearly touching his, and . . . grabbed his ballsack. Right through the damp fabric of his track pants and whatever passed for underwear beneath them (I didn’t want to know). And yeah, I squeezed, but only a little. Just to make my point. Which was . . . how did I put it? Oh yeah.
“My show? It’s about women. And you have no right to tell me how to run my show. You know why? These.” And I gave another squeeze, making sure the sharp tips of my manicured fingernails made themselves known to his, er, boys. Of course, a silent scream of revulsion was ricocheting around in my head, and the rest of my body was recoiling with disgust. But my clawlike fingers held on. “They mean you have no opinion. None. Don’t forget that.”
The instant everyone else in the room realized what I’d done, they all sucked in a horrified breath at the same time. It was kind of impressive, really. If it had been a scene for my show, it would have taken several takes and a whole lot of yelling through a megaphone to get a bunch of extras to all gasp on cue like that. But this reaction was spontaneous.
In the silence that followed—miraculously, not even one cell phone chirped or vibrated on the table—it occurred to me that all those people, from the execs down to the assistants to the assistants, figured I had just dug my own grave and jumped right in.
Point made, I let go of Randy Bastard’s moist and, not surprisingly, suddenly quite small package. One glance at his face, which had gone from parchment white to get-him-his-blood-pressure-meds purple once he knew his boys were safe, and I knew what I had to do next. I resisted wiping my hands on my skirt, fought down the bile rising in my throat, squared my shoulders, and grabbed my expensive leather portfolio bag off the floor. Before Randy B. could find his voice—and before any of us could find out if it had gone up an octave—I muttered, “Yeah, yeah. I’m going,” marched to the door, yanked it open, and strode out.
He didn’t need to shout after me “You’ll never work in this town again;” it was implied. And he didn’t. So he gets points for not succumbing to one of the millions of clichés that ping around L.A. like so many annoying gnats. Or Mini Coopers. But that didn’t stop him from spewing a few choice epithets at my back, as well as some threat about my being “done” and another tidbit about “charges for assault.”
I wanted to march triumphantly out of the building, with inspiring music swelling in my wake. But I had to make a brief stop at Randy’s assistant’s desk. I smiled as naturally as I could at the poor waif, who was staring at me, saucer-eyed, terrified of what I had done to set her boss off, and said softly, “Heather, please tell me you have some hand sanitizer in your desk.”
* * *
The late-spring California sunshine hit me full in the face when I burst out of the office building at the outer edge of the studio lot. I crossed the road to my reserved parking space near the anomalous clump of pines that were used for many of our forest scenes. I just wanted to get into my Porsche Cayenne, crank up the AC, and put some distance between me and Randy B.’s balls.
My phone rang as I drove through the gate. I glanced down at the screen. Jaya, bless her. I hit the speakerphone button.
“Anybody else and this would have gone to voice mail,” I said as I pulled out into heavy afternoon traffic on Melrose.
“What happened?” she demanded.
“What?”
“What happened just now?”
“Hey, I know we have a psychic connection, but this is a little spooky.”
She sighed, a whufin my ear. “Twitter?” she said, the “duh!” implied. She never wasted words.
Jaya was the greatest. She had started out as an associate producer three years ago on the show, but even before Modern Women hit the big time, I had promoted her to full producer—and my second in command. And why not? She was smart, clever, intuitive, bold, classy—“sharp,” as my mother would say. I admired her, I relied on her. She was my best friend.
“Wow. I’ve always believed in the power of social media, but that might be a record.”
“Tell me you did not actually grab the Bastard’s nuts.”
I paused. “They can get all that into 140 characters? Ooh, let me try: ‘Guess who grabbed . . .’ No, wait, there must be some way to shorten ‘grabbed.’”
“Shut up and tell me!”
“You realize the contradiction in that.”
“Argh!Did you or did you not actually touch his . . . his . . . you know.”
“Er . . .”
“Oh my God.” A call-waiting bip cut into Jaya’s voice. I ignored it.
“And yes, it was as nasty as you’d think.”
“I’m sure. But I meant ‘oh my God’ in the sense of—”
“Is he going to take it out on the show?”
“Something like that, yes.”
Another bip. I ignored that one too. Jaya wasn’t kidding—the word was out, apparently, and everyone was trying to call me to get the scoop.
I scooted through the side streets of West Hollywood just to avoid the 101 freeway. The late-afternoon commute probably hadn’t started yet, but I didn’t feel like chancing it. I’d had enough stress for one day. I decided to take the slow route to my home in the canyon.
Bip. Ignored.
“Look,” I said, “don’t worry about it. It’s EWW’s top-rated show. Randy would be a damned fool to kill it just because he’s pissed at me.”
“If you say ‘the show must go on,’ I will reach through this phone and throttle you.”
“I was thinking of serenading you with the Titanictheme song, actually. ‘My heart will—’”
“Stop it right now.”
“Okay, okay. Seriously? Yeah, the Bastard wants me dead, but just for the moment. It’ll pass. I’ll lie low for a couple of days. In the meantime, save yourself. Launch the lifeboats. You had nothing to do with it, you’re completely innocent, you don’t even know me—”
“I get it.”
“Tell the crew too. ‘Near, far, where-eh-ver you—’”
“I said stop it!” Silence from Jaya for a moment, although I could just about hear her brain working, analyzing the situation. “Are you sure he’ll calm down?”
“Yes, Ms. Singh,” I assured my friend with more bravado than I actually felt. “Totally sure. Can you just, you know, keep things running for a little while, while I hide out in my bunker and wait for the Wrath of the Bastard to pass? When he summons me in a few days, I’ll dutifully beg his forgiveness and we can continue on like nothing ever happened. The only thing we’ll have sacrificed is a little of my pride. Okay? It’ll be fine.”
* * *
The rest of my drive home was punctuated with text pings and my phone ringing nonstop. I ignored it all, especially once I started climbing the twisty road toward home. I loved my little rental off Mulholland Drive. I was always a little too nervous to actually buy a house; I was afraid I’d jinx the success of the show if I forked over a huge amount of money. Turned out I might not have been too far off the mark. But still, my rental was great—a long, low, “mod” affair set back from the road (which was something in that area), built in the 1950s, with lots of clean lines and angular spaces. Plus it had a fireplace in the living room with a slate facing; you could just see the likes of Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, and Ava Gardner sipping manhattans in front of it. It was my haven—nice and quiet, with a beautiful view of, well, okay, other neighbors’ fences and rooftops. But good enough for me.
I pulled my SUV around the semicircular drive in front of the recessed front door and climbed out, eager for only the twitter of birds, not the gossip of Twitter, and got . . . AC/DC thumping and screeching from every pore of my poor old ranch. That could only mean one thing: Jamie, my stepbrother, was in town.
When I went to turn the handle of my front door and found it about six inches ajar, I knew he was in there. My irritating but, lucky for him, basically lovable stepbrother, son of my mother’s second husband (of four, and possibly counting), had this irritating habit of never closing anything he opened—doors, cabinets, drawers—as though he just didn’t have the minuscule amount of energy required to finish any job.
I dropped my bag in the foyer. I couldn’t announce my presence or call his name; “Hells Bells” was effectively drowning out anything within normal hearing range. For about a mile. This part of the house was always in shadow, so I figured a few flicks of the recessed lighting would get his attention. It did; within seconds my stepbrother slouched into view, shirtless, his slight potbelly jutting out above his pajama pants, a half-mangled sandwich in his hand. Lovely.
He said something, but I could tell only because his lips were moving. I shouted back, “What?!” but I couldn’t even hear myself. I mimed a remote, slamming my thumb on the invisible device. After a second he figured out what I was trying to communicate, grinned, and produced the remote in his other hand. AC/DC was reduced to a dull roar.
“Don’t you have any proper bread ’round here?”
“What the hell is ‘proper’ bread?” I snapped, slipping off my shoes. “What’s wrong with the bread you helped yourself to?”
“Well, it’s all . . . healthy, innit?” he said with disdain. “Little . . . chunksand shardsof things sticking out of it. I’m afraid it’s going to cut the insides of my cheeks. Anyway, some nice, smooth, white bread is the only thing that works in a jam sandwich.”
I pushed past him, eager to put my feet up. “That nasty ‘healthy’ bread cost me eight fifty at the organic farmers’ market. It’s stone ground . . . something-something,” I petered out. “Embrace it.”
“I won’t.”
“Then don’t eatit,” I said, giving him a disgusted look. He may have been my stepbrother, and we may have actually cohabited as siblings for only about four years, but the nattering and needling turned out to be eternal.
He followed me into the living room as I collapsed onto my cream-colored, square-cushioned sectional sofa. “Wass wrong with you?”
“Haven’t you heard?” I asked sarcastically. “I grabbed the president of the network’s nuts and I’m probably fired.”
“Oh, that,”he said, dropping onto the L-end of the couch and scratching his head vigorously, making his jagged blond hair stick up even worse than it had been already. “Yeah, Iheard that.”
“Apparently everyone in this half of the state has. Now get away from my couch with your nasty jam sandwich before you stain the cushions.”
“Too late, I’m afraid.”
I heaved a sigh. “Where?”
“Under your bum, I think.”
I snarled, supremely irritated, and pushed myself up off the couch to take that long-overdue shower. “Why are you here, anyway?”
“Back in town, aren’t I? Just for a few weeks, I should think. You don’t mind, do you?”
“Do I have a choice?” I called over my shoulder as I headed down the hall toward my bedroom. “What happened, did you get booted out of your latest posse?”
“Nah, nah,” he called back. “Just taking a break, is all. All that partying is wearying.”
Weary? Him? A likely story. A professional hanger-on, Jamie made his “living” as part of a young male star’s inner circle. But far too often he got booted from said star’s inner circle for being too charismatic, too insane, and too British. Apparently he was never able to take a backseat in a posse like he was supposed to. Instead, he called too much attention to himself; girls gravitated toward that bobbing-and-weaving, melodious accent, and the next thing he knew, the jealous star sent him packing.
Hm. That meant he was without means of support . . . again. I stuck my head out of my bedroom. “What do you need, Tompkins?”
Jamie leaned backward to see me from the couch. “Nothing! Frankly, I’m offended you would even ask.”
I waited.
“Little cash, maybe?” he said around a bite of sandwich. “Just a bit.”
I heaved a sigh and pulled myself back into my bedroom. “Use the MasterCard, not the American Express.”
“Brilliant. Thanks, sis.”
Growling to myself, I padded toward the bathroom, considering dunking myself in a bath for an hours-long soak instead. I needed it. Badly.

Chapter 2
The onslaught of people trying to contact me by phone, text, and e-mail was annoying. But it was worse when it stopped.
I spent a couple of days lying low, waiting for the all-clear from the network—or, rather, a summons from the Bastard letting me know it was time to show up and beg his forgiveness—as I had told Jaya. I checked my texts and voice mails religiously; they were all from friends, coworkers, and minions. Nothing from the Bastard’s office. Not a word.
It was no big deal, though, I reasoned—Randy B.’s snit was going to last longer than usual, but he’d come around eventually. Maybe when his nutsack stopped hurting. In the meantime, I didn’t talk to anyone, not even Jaya, just to protect them from the fallout. Oh, I texted her once in a while to let her know I was alive, and I sent along notes for next season’s story lines and some revised pages of scripts. I couldn’t not—after all, the show was my life, my baby.
Then it was time for the upfronts in New York, so I fired up my tablet to watch the three-ring circus of self-promotion as the network announced its upcoming fall schedule. There was Randy B. onstage, gussied up in one of his custom-made Italian suits so he almost looked respectable. He was “proud” to announce the renewal of my show—without me there, which stung, I had to admit—but what was worse . . . standing next to him, front and center, being devoured by the camera . . .
Jaya.
And Randy B. had just flung his arm over her shoulders and announced that she’d been promoted to executive producer and showrunner. Those were my titles. Operative word being “were,” apparently.
“Son of a bitch!”
My screech was harsh enough to startle even Jamie out of his usual stupor. He sought me out on the back patio, where I was sitting under an umbrella with my tablet. “Wass going on?” he asked, coming up behind me and peering at the screen. “Ooh, who’s that? She’s fit, isn’t she?”
I gave him a withering glare. He took half a step back. “A bitch who just took my job, that’s who.”
“What?”
“I’ve just been replaced.”
Jamie considered. “Don’t you have a contract?”
I muttered something; Jamie ducked his head and cupped his ear. I repeated, a little louder, “My contract was up for renewal when we had our little . . . disagreement.”
My stepbrother winced. “Erm, sorry, of course, but . . . how does that affect my—I mean, your—financial situation . . . exactly?”
“Jamie!” I burst out, divided between wanting to smack him and wanting to pay attention to the webcast. “Will you stop fixating on your drinking allowance? This is serious!”
“Precisely my point.”
“Irrespective of your drinking allowance, I mean. Jaya just stole my show!She stabbed me in the back! She . . . I thought she was my best friend,” I ended weakly, dropping my head into my hands.
“So, to be absolutely clear,” my stepbrother ventured, clearing his throat, “you do have some savings—”
“Jamie! If you can’t tear your eyes away from your own navel and give me a little sympathy for just five minutes, then I’ll thank you to get the hell out of my sight!”
He held up his hands in surrender. “All right then. You seem to be saying that you would like a bit of privacy. I get that. I do.”
My stomach was churning. Not even the way he said “privacy”—“privvissy”—could make me smile like it usually did.
Before I could find something to throw at him, he continued, “But perhaps you might consider, erm, phoning this Jaya person to find out what’s going on, don’t you think?”
“Jamie, stop making sense.”
Visibly relieved that I was a modicum calmer, he picked up my phone and held it out to me, albeit gingerly, at arm’s length. “Go on, then,” he prompted with a small smile. “For what it’s worth, she didn’t look very happy to me.” He nodded toward the screen. “There might be more to it.”
I grabbed my phone from him.
“Jaya Singh’s line. Ashley speaking.”
Damn. Jaya had someone answering her phone for her? She never did that. And—good grief, Ashley? This girl was a total space cadet. What was she doing answering Jaya’s phone all of a sudden?
“Hello?” Ashley prompted in her Minnie Mouse voice.
“Uh, hi, Ashley,” I stammered. “Can you hand the phone to Jaya, please? It’s Faith.”
“Faith?”
Oh no—she did notjust not recognize me.
“Faith Sinclair.” I waited. Nothing. “Your boss.”
Still nothing. Then, “Um, Jaya’s actually my boss,” she said with an upward inflection at the end, making it a question.
“Ashley,” I said, really slowly and patiently, “I’m everybody’s boss for Modern Women. I’m your boss. And Jaya’s boss. Everybody’s boss.”
A pause while this sank in. Finally, a burble of recognition. “Ohhhh!”
“There we go.” I waited for an apology. None came. Mental note to fire Ashley when I got back. That is, if I ever did get to go back. Which brought me back to the task at hand. “Hand the phone to Jaya, please, Ashley.”
“She’s not here.”
“Ashley, don’t mess with me. Jaya is never more than ten feet from her phone at all times. So give it to her. Now, please.” That last bit came out pretty biting, and I was fine with that.
“No, really, she’s not here. She’s with Mr. Barstow.”
I took another peek at the webcast, only to see an image of the network logo on the screen. The upfronts were over, so Ashley might have been telling the truth. Maybe. But I doubted it.
I didn’t want to stay on the phone like a lump, so I said, “Okay, Ashley. Hang up and I’ll call again. Just let it go to voice mail and I’ll leave Jaya a message. Got it?”
“Okay, sure.”
“Good.” I waited again. I could still hear her breathing. You’d think with all the competition to get a job—any job—in show business, even as an assistant, we’d have geniuses at every level. Not so. Other factors came into play. With this one, I recalled, it was double Ds that had turned the head of whatever dude or chick hired her. Now that she was foisted onto Jaya, I was getting the modern version of “Who’s on First?” “Good-bye, Ashley,” I prompted, and hung up for her.
I waited a beat, then hit redial.
“Jaya Singh’s line. Ashley speaking.”
Oh for the love of . . . I took a deep, cleansing breath. I knew how to do that. I had a passable knowledge of yoga, even though I only went on occasion, for networking purposes.
The deep, cleansing breath didn’t work. “Ashley,” I barked. “I said to let the call go to voice—you know what? Never mind. Tell Jaya to call me as soon as she can. It’s important. Can you do that?”
“Oh, I can give her the message.”
“All right then. Make sure you do. If she doesn’t get the message, you’ll be going back to folding T-shirts at Forever 21. Understand?”
The Forever 21 thing was just a guess, but it seemed that I guessed right, because suddenly Ashley was all business, promising me that Jaya would get back to me soon. I didn’t trust her, so I fired off a quick text to Jaya, just for insurance. All it said was “Call me!” At the last minute I added “girlfriend” before I hit send, then immediately regretted it. I was sounding like a dork. I never called her “girlfriend.” Ugh.
* * *
Jaya never called or texted, and I wasn’t really that surprised. It was time—past time, actually—to get on top of this thing, tell my side of the story, take it public and shame Randy into taking me back. I was Faith Freakin’ Sinclair, dammit—nobody, not even the president of the network, was going to lock me out of my show. So I worked up a plan of action and got up at the crack of dawn the next day to compose a press release, make some phone calls, and send some e-mails.
But I might as well have stayed in bed for all the good it did me. Nobody at any of the major entertainment news outlets would take my calls. My press release was sent off into the void, with no acknowledgment that even one e-mail arrived at its destination. Nobody called for an interview. This was humiliating. And it had Randy B.’s stink all over it. Seemed he took “you’ll never work in this town again” to heart.
To add to the fun, Jamie had gone out the night before and hooked up with some aspiring reality show contestant whom I had the honor to run into, barely dressed (her, not me), in my own kitchen, at way too early an hour the following morning. She then proceeded to try to get me to give her audition CD to other TV people I might know. Before I’d even had my first cup of coffee. I was tempted to ask her to swap contacts, maybe shecould get mea job. Because it looked like I was going to need one soon.
I waited around till nearly noon for even the slightest nibble, and the only activity I was privy to was the reality aspirant’s walk of shame to a taxi that I probably paid for. Jamie, ever the gentleman, escorted her outside and gave her a kiss before she left. Ah, young love—or something like it.
Then, finally, my phone rang. It was the studio. I figured it wasn’t Randy B. himself, but I tried to sound upbeat anyway when I answered. It was still important that nobody, no matter who was on the other end of the line, knew how much this whole situation was affecting me.
“Ms. Sinclair? This is Arturo, at the studio.”
“Arturo! Good to hear from you! How’s Connie?” Arturo worked security and had just gotten married last summer.
I could hear the thrill in his voice as he said, “She’s great, Ms. Sinclair. We’re trying for a baby.”
“Great!”
“Yeah, so, um . . .” And here Arturo deflated a bit, regrouped, and came back sounding more professional, albeit reluctantly. “I guess . . . I mean, I was told to call you and let you know that your, um, personal items have been collected and you can pick them up at the front gate. And—sorry—they have to be picked up by Friday. Tomorrow Friday.”
Better and better.
* * *
And they wouldn’t even let me in the gate. My ID was useless. I had to stop my car at the entrance, instead of breezing past the guard post with a cheery wave, like I was used to doing every morning. I had to behave like a goddamned stranger at a place I had thrived at for three years. I got out of my car, letting it block the drive, to talk to the gate attendant.
The guard on duty wasn’t Arturo or another one of my favorites. Still, I did my best to be cheerful. “Bea,” I said brightly, to the short, squat woman with the iguana face. “Good to see you,” I lied.
“Mh,” was Bea’s monosyllabic grunt of a reply, which could have meant anything from “Nice to see you too” to “About time they gave you the ax, you fraud.” I’d never know, however, because Bea didn’t make a habit of offering any elucidating follow-up commentary.
I tried again. “So . . . how’s it going? Haven’t seen you in a while. What’s new these days?”
Bea just blinked at me. God, this was like a bad blind date. But I was desperate. I had to get back on the lot, and I had only a couple of minutes to convince her to let me in. It was going on ten o’clock; that meant, according to Randy B.’s unwavering personal schedule, I’d be able to intercept him on his way to his regular appointment at the on-site gym. He may have been in New York just a couple of days ago, but he always blasted back to L.A. on the red-eye flight and got back to work immediately. And I absolutely had to talk to him, even if it was via ambush.
“Okay then,” I said when she didn’t bother to reply. “Good talk. So if you could just lift this ol’ gate up so I can get by, I’ll just run to my office and grab my stuff—”
“Nope,” she croaked.
“Aw, come on, Bea,” I wheedled.
“Got your stuff here. And your golf cart is property of the network.”
Like I wanted that stupid golf cart. I glanced at the small digital clock on the shelf behind her. I had two minutes. “Oh. Okay, then,” I drew out as I pretended to sidle toward my back hatch to open it up. “I’ll just . . .” And then I did a zigzag move, probably looking like the goofiest football player on the planet, and dodged around the arm of the gate.
I knew that Bea could hardly give chase, but as I dashed down the drive, I heard her sigh, “Really?”
“Sorry, Bea!” I called over my shoulder and ran on.
The executive office building was pretty close to the gate, so it didn’t take long to get there, but I knew Bea had already radioed for security. No Randy yet. What if he didn’t go to the gym today—? No, he always went to the gym (not that the results ever showed—I think he just went there to schmooze with the other executives in the sauna). He’d show; I just had to find a safe place to wait—and avoid security, which would be here any minute. I sprinted toward a small parking lot across from the office building and crouched between a dusty Toyota and a Volkswagen. I peeked through the windows of the Toyota to keep an eye on the building.
Then, suddenly, I was in shadow. I glanced up to my left; a man was leaning on the car, his forearm along the roof, over the driver’s side window, his other hand in his jeans pocket. “What’re we looking at?”
“This is your car, I suppose?”
“You suppose right. Mind if I just get in here—” And he reached an arm across my face, toward the door handle.
I slapped it. “Don’t drive away now!”
“Because my car is providing cover?” he grinned.
“Don’t laugh at me.”
“Sorry. So—”
“And if you’re going to keep talking to me, get down here!”
“Yes’m.” He was still amused, but he crouched down next to me, all the same. “So—”
“Ssh!”
“I thought you said I could talk to you if I—”
“Will you shut up!” I was listening hard for the battery whine of a security golf cart. And there it was. I held up a finger. Neither one of us breathed. And then it zipped past, probably headed to the soundstage where we shot Modern Women—it would only make sense that I was making a mad dash toward my old digs.
I let out the breath I was holding and trained my eye back on Randy’s building. Almost as an afterthought, I tossed to the guy, “Sorry. Can you . . . can you just leave your car here for another minute? I’m waiting for someone.”
“This is a pretty odd way to—hey.”
Dammit. I knew that “hey.” That was a sound of recognition. Sure enough . . .
“Aren’t you—”
“Yes, I’m Faith Sinclair,” I said briskly, to get it over with faster. “But now’s not really a good time for an autograph.”
“I don’t want an autograph.”
“A picture—whatever.” I didn’t have time to argue semantics.
“Nope.”
I glanced over at him, puzzled. He sounded like a fan, but he wasn’t acting like a fan. He was still watching me, his eyes squinted against the sun’s glare. I looked closer. Not bad. Not bad at all. I was particularly impressed by his broad shoulders, covered in a denim shirt faded almost to white, the sleeves rolled up past the elbows. He had a crazy, tousled mess of dirty-blond hair, a touch of stubble on his chin, and sun-freckled forearms, with a dusting of blond hairs contrasted against his slight tan. This guy definitely had potential. Too bad I was a little busy at the moment.
“Are you a psycho stalker?”
“Not even a little bit. Just an . . . admirer.”
“Well then. You’re awfully cute, and as you’re not a psycho stalker—according to you—I might suggest we grab a drink, get to know one another. But not today, I’m afraid. So if you’ll excuse me—”
Randy B. had just come out of the building with two other, younger guys in tow, talking and gesturing, probably pontificating on some “big ideas” he wanted them to get on. Without another look at the guy beside me, I dashed back across the road.
“Aw, geez,” the Bastard muttered when he saw me.
“Randy,” I panted, trying to get everything out before security found me. “Just give me a minute, all right? Just give me one second.”
“I don’t have to give you anything. You know I can have you arrested for assault?”
“I know. I know, and okay, I’m sorry for grabbing your nuts. I was upset, now I’m not. So are we square now?”
He narrowed his tiny eyes at me. “No, we are not ‘square.’ You assaulted me. What part of that don’t you understand?” He turned to his minions. “Call security.” One of them dashed back inside to talk to the desk attendant.
“They’re already on their way,” I informed him. “But I’m not leaving until you say we’re okay.”
“We are NOT okay!”
“Randy! Come on! I want—I need—to get back to the show!”
“Tough shit,” he snapped. “You’ve been replaced. And I want you off the lot now.”
“Randy—”
But the next thing I knew, the security guards pulled up in their golf cart. They positioned themselves on each side of me and reluctantly grasped my arms.
“Sorry, Faith,” one of them muttered.
“Not your fault, Sandra.” I turned, with difficulty, back to Randy and demanded, “So that’s it, then?”
“It’s two minutes more than you should’ve gotten. Now get the fuck out.”
God, he pushed my buttons. And you know, I wasn’t sorry I had grabbed his balls. “Yeah? Well, screw you!”
“Screw you too!”
One of Randy’s worst traits—of oh so many—was that he always had to have the last word.
As our raised voices carried farther, the guy I had left by the cars started to approach. He looked concerned, instead of eager to get this on video, which impressed me. And I had to admit it made him look pretty darned sexy. I wanted to investigate this unexpected—and poorly timed—notion a little more, but it was kind of difficult, what with Sandra and her partner tugging on my arms.
“Stay back, sir,” Sandra ordered. He stopped in the middle of the road, hands on his hips, watching intently. But he didn’t go back to his car, either, as though he planned to wait to see how things turned out.
“You get the fuck out too,” Randy ordered him, which made the guy draw his tousled head back in surprise. Randy’s phone rang; he immediately answered it and walked a few steps down the sidewalk into the shade, indicating he was done with me. He took a moment to snap at the guards, “Get her out.”
I let them lead me to the gate, where I had left my car. As I passed the man, I called, “It’s okay. Thanks, though.”
He stayed where he was, watching me. The guards turned me away from him.
At the gate, they let me go, then stood by as I rounded the barrier and headed for my car. I kept my face impassive, but I was absolutely dying inside.
Bea called after me, “What about your stuff?”
I didn’t know what she was talking about until she yanked my box of personal items out of the guardhouse and dropped it in the doorway with a thud. I thought I heard something fragile shatter, but Bea didn’t bat an eyelash.
She nudged the box forward with her black-sneakered foot. “Whaddya want me to do, gift wrap it for you?”
The dusty Toyota I had hidden behind pulled up on the other side of the guardhouse in the exit lane, and Bea turned away from me. It was like everyone at the studio was done with me; I was suddenly invisible.
Bea leaned closer to the car. “How’d it go, honey?”
Honey?
The driver handed back a visitor pass through the open window. A dirty-blond head followed. “I don’t know, Bea. All right, I guess.”
“What’d they say?”
“They’ll ‘be in touch’?” He squinted up at the guard with a queasy smile.
Applying for a job, eh? Hm. That response could have been a kiss-off, could have been a promise to call soon. I wondered what he’d been interviewing for.
“You keep your chin up, honey,” Bea answered, more warmly than I’d ever heard her say anything in her life. Even “Merry Christmas” sounded like an epithet coming from her.
“Thanks for all your help. You’ve been great.”
Now I’d heard everything.
“Good luck to you.”
“Thanks, Bea.” Then he looked at me. “Everything okay, Ms. Sinclair?”
Aw, that would have been a nice, chivalrous moment, if Bea hadn’t snorted with derisive laughter, then coughed up a loogie that she spit into a tissue she drew from her pocket.
“Fine. Thanks for asking.”
He hesitated, then nodded, rolled up his window, and drove off.
I should have just picked up my box and left too, but I couldn’t help asking, “Who was that?”
Bea turned away and dug a cigarette out of her bag. She mumbled an answer I couldn’t make out.
“What?”
She straightened up, tugged at her blouse, then lit the cigarette. “I said, ‘a nice guy who deserves to be treated better than what he’d get at this place,’” she snapped, blowing the first puff of smoke straight into my face. “What’s it to you?”
“Gee, I dunno, Bea,” I answered, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “If he’s looking for a job, maybe I could help him out.”
“Not anymore you can’t,” she grunted, giving my box one last shove so it was perilously close to teetering over the lip of the doorway. “You got no pull here. Everything you are now is in this one box.”
“You’ve been waiting for this day for three years, haven’t you?”
She eyed me with her lizard squint. “Maybe.”
“Bea, why do you hate me so much?”
“I hate everybody.”
“You seemed to like that guy who just left.”
“He’s not a Hollywood asshat.”
I couldn’t argue with that. I picked up my box of belongings—it couldn’t have been any more clichéd if there had been a giant coffee mug and a sad-looking plant sticking out of it—before it could pitch out of the guard station and hit the ground.
“You think I’m a Hollywood asshat, Bea?”
The woman actually stopped and thought about it for a minute. My hopes rose. Maybe she didn’t hate me. Maybe she saw the good in me—the good that most everyone else recognized. The good in me that I was darned proud of, that I had cultivated over the years, making sure I wasn’t like every other jackass in Hollywood, despite my upbringing, despite the fact that I’d spent my whole life around showbiz people.
Bea delivered her verdict. “Yeah. I do.”
I sighed. “Thank you for your honesty.”
“Still,” she went on, pinching out the end of the cigarette and squirreling it away behind her (she wasn’t supposed to smoke on the job), and my hopes inched up again, “from what I hear, you got dicked around pretty bad.”
Apparently Bea, when she was talkative, liked to use quite colorful language.
“You’ve seen a lot of people come and go, haven’t you, Bea? I mean, in the business, not just in and out of the gate,” I finished lamely.
She grunted assent.
“You probably hear a lot too.”
“I hear enough.”
“So what do you think?”
“About you?” She considered, then let out a strangled sound that I think was supposed to be a laugh. “If I were you, I’d get outta town for a while.”

Chapter 3
I didn’t get out of town—where would I go, anyway?—but I did the next best thing: I put myself under house arrest. I kept the hours of the unemployed, sleeping late, staying in my pajamas till well past noon, availing myself of the delivery service of every takeout place I could think of. I even had my groceries delivered. And I enjoyed it. I also watched a lot of television, sometimes from daytime through prime time all the way through late night, including every episode of Modern Women. I knew it was a stupid thing to do, but I couldn’t resist. I had lived and breathed that show for three years—how could I turn my back on it now?
So I watched, every Wednesday. I monitored. The first two episodes were the ones that we had in the can before I got canned. But then there was the season finale. And what I saw made me want to rip the stuffing out of my throw pillows.
“Look at that,” I shouted, waving my arms around. “Look at that! Can you believe that?”
“No indeed,” Jamie responded dutifully. The fact that he was rubbing his forehead with his thumb and forefinger was the only sign that he was weary of my ranting, which had been going on since the cold open. “Can’t believe it. Er, what can’t I believe?”
I gaped, incredulous. “Are you kidding? That . . . all of that! That’s not my show! That’s not my season finale! They . . . they . . . Marcel would never act that way!”
“Which one is Marcel, now?” he dared to venture.
“The older dude. The one played by Larry.”
“Larry—?”
“Lawrence Witherspoon! Only one of the most venerated veteran actors of . . . of . . . the past four decades! You don’t know Lawrence Witherspoon?”
Jamie shrugged. That was all the fodder he was going to give my tantrum. I barely noticed.
“Well, Marcel—that’s who Larry plays—he’d never talk to Sasha that way! That is totally out of character!”
“Oh.” He nodded, trying to appease me.
Even worse, Raine, my toughest, most independent, most confident character, suddenly had a crisis of confidence in her relationship with hunky but intellectual (and perpetually devoted) Stephen. So she went to his workplace after hours wearing naughty lingerie under a trench coat!
“What the fuck!” I burst out, practically jumping out of my seat.
This was not my script, these were not my plot arcs. This episode had someone else’s fingerprints all over it. Not Jaya’s. And usually we were the only two who wrote the scripts. No, these were obviously male fingerprints. So that meant . . .
“Randy Bastard,” I snarled.
“Think so?”
“No doubt. This was the kind of crap he was trying to get me to put in—actually, this was exactly what he was trying to get me to put in when . . . er . . .”
“You grabbed his plums?”
“Do we have to keep bringing that up?”
“Well, it is rather relevant.”
I dismissed my stepbrother with a wave of my hand. “The point is,” I continued, “that with Jaya ‘in charge,’ he’s free to mess with the show. She’s not going to stand up to him and . . . and . . .”
“Grab his plums?”
I shot him my best stink-eye, then turned back to the TV. “And all because he wants to see Lisle—that’s the actress playing Raine, if you’re keeping score—in slutty underwear,” I muttered. “And where did they come up with that stuff about Teeney making a move on Roman?”
“Wasn’t in the grand plan?” Jamie asked patiently, although he already knew the answer.
I made a tchuh noise. “She’d never give him the time of day after how he treated Elspeth! . . . Her cousin she grew up with,” I filled in, since it was clear he had no idea what I was talking about.
At a commercial break, as my blood pressure dropped about half a point, I studied my stepbrother. “You told me you watched my show.” I meant to ask a question, but it came out as an accusation.
“Here’s an idea: ice cream.”
“Jamie?”
He leaped up, eager to escape to the safety of the kitchen, but I pinned him with a suspicious glare.
“Well, that is, erm, I do. Of course. But . . . well, you know, Faith. My line of work—”
“Is that what you call it?” I snorted.
“Doesn’t really leave me time to watch every episode, does it?”
“I know you know how to work a DVR.”
“Is there any chocolate sauce?”
“Don’t think you can buy me off with chocolate sauce!” I shouted to his retreating back.
Traitor. My own flesh and blood—well, by association, anyway—didn’t even watch my show. Fired by Randy, betrayed by Jaya, and now my favorite ex-relative had milked me of cash, raided my fridge, and messed up my house, and yet he wasn’t a fan of my work.
I muttered and grumbled while I ate all the ice cream Jamie handed me, but I was stung. For the first time in my life, I felt like I was completely alone in the world, like absolutely nobody was on my side. And that really, really hurt.
* * *
In accordance with my new routine, I slept late the next day, shuffling out of the bedroom only when my stomach demanded food. I stopped in the foyer and sifted through the day’s mail. I didn’t expect to find anything worthwhile in the stack; however, there was one official-looking slim envelope buried under a bunch of catalogs and coupon flyers. Return address: the network.
“Fuck a duck,” I muttered as I scanned the letter.
“Redundancy letter?” Jamie said as he entered the foyer.
“How’d you guess?”
“Iss all over the trades. Aren’t you checking?” he asked, taking a swig from a can of Coke.
“No need. I mean, I was pretty sure this was coming. They have . . . ‘opted not to renew my contract,’” I read from the letter. I tossed it on the pile of junk mail. “Nice of them to make it official. Gives me a sense of closure.”
“A messenger brought this. Looks important.”
He handed me a small envelope. It did look pretty impressive. Nothing on the outside of the heavy, cream-colored card stock—if it were any bigger I’d think somebody was getting married—but inside was a note that said, “Need to speak with you. Come to Evie’s at 4:00.”
Like a dimwitted protagonist in a bad movie, I flipped the paper over, looking for more information, a signature—something. I wondered if I should hold it over a candle to see if invisible writing showed up.
“What is this?” I asked Jamie, even though I knew it was pointless. “Did the messenger say anything?”
“No.”
“Did Evie send him?” I couldn’t imagine Evie, one of my cast members, engaging in any cloak-and-dagger stuff.
“Dunno. He just handed me the envelope and walked away.”
This was ridiculous, but if I wanted to find out what the note meant, I had to play along.
* * *
I had no idea what to expect when I was buzzed through the gate at Evie’s house. She lived high up on a hill on the inland side of the Pacific Coast Highway, with a breathtaking view of the coastline. I kind of felt like I was part owner of her incredible house, since it was the paychecks I generated that helped her buy the place. Well, that, and a record number of cleavage-baring magazine covers and cosmetics ads she did in her spare time, along with, it was rumored, quite a few foreign product endorsements.
I found Evie in the living room, draped upside down across a low, wide sofa with enormous square pillows, their neon colors popping against the neutral upholstery. Her head was hanging about an inch from the floor, and one leg was bent at a strange angle.
“Somebody call the paramedics,” I deadpanned. “She’s snapped her neck.”
Evie ignored me and instead adjusted the phone she was holding high overhead so she was framed perfectly on the screen.
“What’s new, Evie?”
“Just a sec,” she said. Once the phone let out its old-fashioned whizz-snap shutter noise, she sat up and shook out her impossibly huge mane of dark hair. “’Sup, Faith?”
“That’s it? No ‘oh Faith, how I’ve missed you, the show hasn’t been the same without you’?”
She gazed at me sleepily, as if her false eyelashes were so heavy she couldn’t keep her eyes open. “Well, yeah,” she said. She checked the photo she’d just taken. “Hey, does this look good?”
She turned the phone toward me. What the hell—of course it looked good. Every photo of her looked good. All the time. Picture in a cell phone? Looked just like a retouched shot for the cover of Cosmo. “It’s great,” I said, holding down my impatience with a virtual boot on its neck. “Look—”
“Just a sec,” she said again, all her attention on the phone. She pushed a couple more buttons. I wasn’t sure how she did that with her two-inch-long nails in the way. It was like watching a gorilla—albeit a very attractive one—do cross-stitch. Eventually she managed it. “’Sup, Faith?”
Before we got caught in a conversation loop, we were interrupted by Chasen, Evie’s boyfriend, who wandered into the room staring at his own cell phone. I was practically blinded by the glare off his Ken doll-shiny waxed pecs and six pack framed by an open cotton shirt; I couldn’t help but wonder if these two clacked when they embraced.
“Babe, that one was righteous.”
“Chasen . . .” I ventured.
He barely glanced up. “Oh, hey, Faith. ’Sup?”
“Did Evie just send you a photo of herself?”
He grinned. “Yeah! So cool. Now it’s my turn.” And he held out his phone at arm’s length and struck the round-shouldered pose so popular with chiseled male models these days—one that made them look vaguely Neanderthal . . . and that would have made my mother snap, “Stand up straight!” I shuddered when I realized I wanted to say the same thing. The last thing I needed was to start turning into my mother. I had enough problems already.
Instead, I said carefully, “You’re . . . sending each other sexy photos . . . even though you’re . . . in the next room?”
Chasen broke his pose. “Cool, right?”
I was at a loss for words. I glanced at Evie. She was texting someone. I hoped it wasn’t Chasen, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was. “You know what?” I said, with an encouraging smile, realizing I was talking to Chasen in the tone adults adopt when they tell small children to go play and let the grown-ups talk. “The natural light that comes in the skylight of the master bathroom upstairs is really . . . righteous.”
His eyes lit up. “You’re right! Babe, I’m gonna get a shot in there. So cool.”
“’Kay,” she muttered, not moving her barely parted, highly glossed pale lips, as she typed out another text with her thumbs.
“Evie.” I waited. No response except the ticking sound of her nails on her phone. “Evie.” I snapped my fingers. “Up here. Don’t make me confiscate that phone like I do when you’re on the set.”
That got her attention. She sighed, put the phone next to her on the couch, and looked up at me. “Sorry, Faith. ’Sup?”
Oh no, no—not the loop again. “You tell me. I got your note that said to come here, so here I am. What’s going on?”
Her glossy lips parted a bit more, showing off the tips of her brilliant white teeth. “Oh,” she breathed in realization. Then she shook her head. “No,” was all she said before she picked up the phone again.
I crossed to her, grabbed the phone, refrained from throwing it at the far wall, and sat down next to her on the couch. “‘No’ what, Evie?”
“I didn’t send you a note.”
My impatience struggled under my virtual boot. I pressed down harder. “Okay,” I said slowly, carefully. “Then who did? The note—”
I stopped at the sound of the front door opening. The next moment, Jaya was in the room, followed by Ashley, who was apparently her new, permanent shadow. Jaya looked nervous in large sunglasses and a baseball cap (Ashley just looked vacant, her huge eyes staring around at nothing in particular). Jaya paused to get her bearings, probably because she couldn’t see much behind her huge, dark shades, despite the light of the late afternoon sun coming in the floor-to-ceiling, wall-to-wall windows, then crossed to me, her hands outstretched. “Faith . . .”
Good grief, had my once down-to-earth bestie gone Hollywood? Did she expect me to grasp her hands in mine and do an air kiss beside either cheek? I’d do something on either cheek, but I was pretty positive a kiss—even an air kiss—wasn’t at the top of the list.
I stayed where I was on the couch, at a loss for words. What was I supposed to say? “Good to see you?” “Show looks great?” What I wanted to say probably wouldn’t sound anywhere near that polite. So I stayed silent.
Jaya tucked her hands at her sides and looked appropriately jittery. “I’m so—I mean—it’s good to see you.”
“Hi, Faith,” Ashley peeped. I just frowned at her. She’d been a fixture on our set, much to my displeasure, for quite a while, bouncing from job to job and excelling at none of them, mainly because she had the IQ of a baby squirrel that had fallen out of the nest onto its soft little head. Although I probably should have been pleased that she’d finally found her niche catering to Jaya, it just pissed me off, like she’d been rewarded for her incompetence.
“Can we . . . ?” Jaya gestured behind me, toward the kitchen.
Evie took her phone back and started texting again. I didn’t think she would pay attention to our conversation even if we came to blows right over her bowed head, but you never knew what random stuff was going to sink into that girl’s cranium and come flying out later. So I got up and headed into the other room, followed by Jaya, who was followed by Ashley. Once through the doorway, I stepped to one side, let Jaya through, then shoved Ashley backward.
The girl looked at me, bewildered. I glared. Jaya was more polite. “Ash, why don’t you hang with Evie, okay?”
Ashley blinked mildly, then drifted back to the living room. Once Jaya and I were alone, I let out a breath and leaned against the counter, watching Jaya expectantly. I’d be damned if I was going to speak first. But I was ready for a battle.
The last thing I was ready for was what Jaya actually did. She took off her sunglasses and stared down at them while she folded and unfolded them. Click clack. Clack click. I waited. When she finally looked up, her eyes were glassy and red-rimmed. “I’m so sorry, Faith,” she rasped, her voice husky with tears.
Was I supposed to cave? Was I supposed to be charmed by the humility in my former best friend, run to her, hug her, and reassure her that whatever she’d done was all right, that I understood?
“Faith?” Jaya prompted. “Please say something.”
Before I could speak, Evie called from the living room, “Jaya? Ask Faith about my bulimia story line.”
Bulimia? I gave Jaya a suspicious look. This I could handle. This was a concrete issue I could grasp, to keep from being blown off the cliff into the bottomless pit of emotions I couldn’t sort out. “What about bulimia?”
Jaya shrugged, then took a quick swipe at the corners of her eyes. She murmured, “We’re thinking of having Ariel struggle with bulimia. You know—the character’s modeling career and all.”
Shaking my head, incredulous—and suddenly furious—I stammered, “No. Absolutely not. We decided ages ago that Ariel would never have that kind of a problem. I’m not against body dysmorphia awareness, but—”
“But it’d be a really great opportunity for Evie to show off her acting chops and—”
“Shehas no acting chops, and you know it,” I hissed. “That’s why her character is a brain-dead model. Art imitates life. You think she can convey the emotional impact of such a loaded topic? Seriously?”
Jaya shrugged again and studied the tile floor, and everything became crystal clear. As I suspected, she wasn’t calling the shots. She hadn’t stolen my job—not willingly. She was in over her head, and she knew it. I didn’t know how Randy B. had convinced her to take over, but at this point I didn’t care. I needed to reestablish the integrity of Modern Women before he turned it into just another nighttime soap with sensational plots that were cheap excuses to put my female characters in lingerie and have them vomiting over their toilets. Just what he’d always wanted.
I shook my head again. I was well and truly disgusted. “And another thing—what’s with the ‘we,’ Jaya? This all sounds like Randy talking. Just him.”
Her head snapped up. “How do you know it wasn’t my idea?”
“Because you’re too smart for that. And because ever since Bridesmaids came out, Randy thinks that for any movie or TV show to be ‘cutting edge,’ it has to have a gross-out scene with diarrhea or vomit. Preferably both. Featuring women. So this is his chance. But I’ll be damned if he does something like that with my show.” Jaya opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off. “Don’t you daresay it’s not my show anymore. It’ll always be my show.”
“I know. I know.” She took a step toward me, her words tumbling out. “Faith, I swear, I didn’t go behind your back. I didn’t want any of this. Randy came to me after he fired you and said he needed a showrunner or Modern Women was off the fall schedule. It was just before the upfronts—I had to act fast or he was going to yank us on the spot. And then everybody on the crew would be out of a job.”
That stopped me. If Jaya was telling the truth—and I’d never known her to lie in all the time we’d worked together—then she had done the right thing. Everybody knew I put the cast and crew first—especially the crew, who didn’t do this for any glamour, just a steady paycheck and health insurance.
“I just wanted to save the show,” she whispered.
“Is that what you call it?” My words still came out hard and bitter.
“Yes!” she protested. “And . . . and Randy said he would charge you with assault if I didn’t step in and keep the show going. I wanted to keep your name out of the papers.”
“Well, mission accomplished. Practically overnight, I’m nobody,” I muttered, but my mind was racing. I studied her; she looked pretty vulnerable and downright afraid. “So you’re going to stand there and swear to me that you never had your head turned by the thought of being the one calling the shots? Not even a little bit?”
She shook her head, eyes wide. “Never.”
“Bullshit.” But I couldn’t prevent the corner of my mouth from turning up, just a bit. Jaya noticed it, and she visibly lightened up, probably relieved that I wasn’t going to kill her here in Evie’s kitchen with one of the unused knives in the wooden block by the similarly unused oven. Still, I wasn’t going to let her off that easy. “Show’s going straight to hell, you know.”
She pressed a hand to her temple and smiled ruefully. “Oh, I know it, Ms. Sinclair. Nobody knows that better than I do. See my new crop of gray hairs?”
“You do look like crap, woman.” I shook my head. “This is why I wanted Randy’s paws off completely. This is what he does: makes a mess.”
Jaya crossed the kitchen to lean against the counter beside me. Her voice low, she said, “I need you back, Faith. The show needs you back.”
“Well, that ain’t happening, is it?”
“The finale is being savaged online; the fans are pitching a collective fit. If we don’t come back strong after the hiatus . . .”
“I know. Randy’ll cancel the show. And he’ll blame you. His hands stay clean and he can act all outraged and disappointed. Hello, scapegoat.”
“I don’t understand why he’s setting us up to fail.”
“It’s my fault. I’ve always been a pain in his ass. Now he also wants to get revenge for, uh . . .”
“You grabbing his balls?”
“Why does everybody keep saying that?”
We both managed a wry laugh, and Jaya leaned sideways and bumped my shoulder with hers. “I miss you, Faith. It’s just not the same without you there.”
“Finally somebody says it!”
Jaya hesitated, then blurted out, “I’ve got an idea to make sure we come back strong in the new season.”
“Well, let’s have it!”
“I’m not sure you’re going to like it.”
“Will it help the show?”
“Yeah, but . . . this would be all on you. Nobody else can do this.”
“Er, I’m off the show, remember? I got a letter to prove it and everything.”
“But if you pull this off, I’d bet you could get reinstated.”
“Good lord, woman, what is it? Establish world peace?”
“That’d be easier.”
Now I was completely puzzled . . . and intrigued. “Lay it on me.”
She hesitated, then said gingerly, “Bring back Alex.”
“No.” The word was out of my mouth almost before my brain had even processed what Jaya was suggesting, and well before it parsed what the implications were. All I knew was that my body had a visceral reaction to that name, Alex—one I hadn’t heard in a while, mainly because I had forbade anybody from uttering it within a hundred yards of me, for a lot of reasons, only some of which were known to the cast and crew. The rest were locked in my own personal emotional vault.
“Faith—”
“Don’t ‘Faith’ me. I said no.”
“Just listen. Bringing back Alex would—”
I opened my mouth to snap at her for daring to say that name again, when Evie wandered into the kitchen and said, “Alex is coming back?” I think she said it eagerly, but I wasn’t sure—all the Botox treatments had neutralized her expression so completely that I was never sure what type of emotion she was feeling. “Can Ariel sleep with him?”
“No!” I repeated, even more vehemently. “Evie, your character is fine the way she is. And Alex is not coming back. Put it out of your heads, both of you.”
My mouth was dry and my face was hot all of a sudden. To avoid Jaya’s and Evie’s eyes, I bolted for the giant stainless steel fridge across the room, yanked open the door big enough to be the portal to a commercial meat locker, and stuck my head into the cool depths, looking for something to drink.
Behind me, Jaya kept up her campaign. “Faith, listen. I know how you feel about the whole Alex thing. I do. But try to put it in perspective. He’s been gone more than a year. If we bring him back—okay, maybe not in time for the start of the fall season, but maybe November sweeps . . . just think of the buzz.”
I grabbed a bottle of water—almost the only thing in the fridge that wasn’t a shriveled-up bit of fruit or a bottle of champagne. I toyed with the idea of appropriating a jar of maraschino cherries as well, but decided against it. I took a deep breath before I turned to face Jaya and Evie.
“When Alex left,” I said, working hard to keep my voice calm, “I told him there was no way we’d ever have him back. And I’m sticking to that. It’s non-negotiable.”
Jaya studied me. “Things change, Faith.”
“Yeah, well, not this.”
“Look, I know he hurt you—”
“The show,” I insisted, a touch desperately. “He hurt the show.”
“Okay.”
Jaya’s thinly veiled sarcasm did me in. “I’ve gotta go.” I pushed past her and Evie (who was texting again) but stopped on my way out of the kitchen. “Evie,” I said, snapping my fingers. She looked up. I’d trained her well. “Not a word about Alex to anyone. Got it?”
“Who?”
I wasn’t sure if she was trying to be clever or if she really had forgotten already, but it didn’t matter. “Good girl.” I paused. “Jaya.” My former BFF’s face lit up hopefully. “Keep an eye on Hector.” He was our props master. “Don’t let him self-medicate—he always forgets what he’s taken and what he hasn’t.” I wracked my brain for whatever else I was supposed to have taken care of. I thought of our pregnant editor, and one of our favorite grips. “Make sure that Jennifer’s maternity leave paperwork is filed—she’s going to be ready to pop in a couple of months. And don’t forget Bob’s Birthday Burrito Breakfast—right after hiatus ends. It’s on the calendar.”
I saw her swallow with difficulty before she rasped, “So that’s it, then?”
“That’s it,” I said mildly, even as a dozen emotions wrestled with one another to be the first to break the surface of my calm exterior. Screw my cast—Ideserved an Emmy right about now. “Go get ’em, tiger. I’m pulling for you.” And I meant it.

Chapter 4
The late-afternoon temporary parking lot that was the 405 freeway made my attempt to get home so freaking futile I thought I was going to lose my mind. I sat . . . and sat . . . inched forward . . . then sat again. My stomach churned; I hadn’t eaten all day. A hunt through my glove box produced only an energy bar that, from the feel of it, had completely melted. I wasn’t that desperate. I shoved it back in and slammed the door shut, a little too hard. For a second I thought I’d broken the latch.
Yikes. Didn’t know my own strength when I got agitated about certain subjects. I still couldn’t believe that Jaya had brought up the one topic, the one person, she knew never to mention in front of me again. I hadn’t allowed myself to think of Alex for the better part of a year, and now the equilibrium I had established was all blown to hell.
Desperate for a voice of reason to help me get my head straight, I took the next exit and headed for Wilshire Boulevard. It was finally time to check in with my agent, Susan, the one person I could trust to give me a straight answer. Even at this late hour, I knew she’d still be in her office and, workaholic to workaholic, I understood and approved.
“Susan?” I pushed open the door to her office. No assistant for her—she preferred to take care of everything herself. Fiercely old-fashioned, which I loved, Susan was the opposite of all the slick, shiny, über-cool agents who populated L.A. like tribbles—open up a cupboard and a dozen fell out (all texting on their smartphones while downing green tea smoothies, of course). I could have gone with one of those, sure, but instead I actually listened to my mom’s advice for once and chose this old, craggy, wouldn’t-touch-a-yoga-mat-with-a-bargepole pit bull with a lousy haircut. I’ve never regretted it.
“Well, look at that—she lives. Get in here.”
Just being in my agent’s presence made me feel a whole lot lighter all of a sudden. Dropping into her guest chair with a sigh, I said, “In a manner of speaking. I’ve been . . . reevaluating.”
“You’ve been a goddamned idiot.”
Bless her for dispensing with the preliminaries.
“Gee, thanks. Love you too.”
“You know I’m right. What have I always told you? When this business kicks you to the curb . . .” she prompted, waiting for me to finish the lesson she’d been drumming into me for the past decade.
“. . . Kick ’em in the sidewalls before they pull away. And be sure to leave a dent.”
“Then call a cab back to town,” she added, scratching the back of her head; her short, salt-and-pepper hair stuck up at the crown. “But you didn’t. You stayed on the curb after Randy kicked you there. Dumbass.”
“He’s loving this, isn’t he?”
“You have no idea. The way he tells it—and tells it, and tells it—hewas the one who humiliated you.”
“But I grabbed his balls!”
“Yeah, but he was the one who made you vanish. So who wins?”
Susan was right. She always was. “What do I do now?”
She hesitated, and I felt an icy claw clutch my heart. Susan had the answer to every question, a solution for every problem—and was always happy to share her thoughts, often before you knew you wanted her advice. She. Never. Hesitated.
“. . . Suze?” I prompted, fearing her response.
“I don’t know, Faith. You made an enemy of Randy. That has repercussions.”
I dug down deep for whatever bravado I had left. “Yeah, yeah, powerful, domineering, influential, I’ll never work in this town again. But you can fix that. You always fix stuff like that.”
“You think I haven’t been talking you up? You hide out for a while, I respect your choice. I’m still working for you in the meantime.”
“I appreciate it.”
“Yeah, well, don’t appreciate it just yet. You’re locked out, kid. Randy may not have filed criminal charges on you, but he’s getting his revenge all the same. He’s said, unequivocally, you’re not welcome at EWW anymore—not now, not later, not ever. I tried calling him, repeatedly—no dice. So then I started phoning all the networks, all the studios, all the piddly production companies—get you a new gig, make Randy regret his decision. But I can’t get you hired as a maggot wrangler on a forensics procedural. Right now, you’re untouchable, and not in an MC Hammer kind of way.”
Well, that almost made me laugh. “That’ll change, right? Eventually?”
“Sure, yeah.”
“Oh, that sounded confident.”
Susan sighed. “I don’t know what to tell you. Right now, everybody’s too scared of Randy to give you a shot. Oh, they know you do great work,” she added quickly. “They tell me so. But Randy . . .”
“I get it.”
She paused again. Which, again, was freaky. “Does your mom know?”
“No!” At least, I desperately hoped not. Good God, that was the last thing I needed. “Why?”
Susan shrugged. “Maybe she could—”
“Absolutely not,” I snapped. “I have never asked her for help with my career, and I’m not about to ask now.” Not even if my mother, Mona Urquhart, legendary movie producer and director, had the ear of every last big wheel in this town.
“Okay, okay. I was just wondering how bad you want back in.”
“Not that bad. I’ll do this myself.”
My agent studied me for a moment, and I knew she was thinking I was all full of self-destructive pride. She could see it that way, but I didn’t. I considered it adherence to my long-standing vow of independence. I never rode my mother’s coattails. Ever.
“You know what, kid? Take a vacation. Relax for a while. You want me to tell everybody you’re in rehab?”
“No, Suze.”
“Just thought I’d ask.”
“I do want to work. If it can’t be on Modern Women . . .” I swallowed hard. What a thought. “Then . . . something. Anything. I’m getting itchy.”
“I know. I’ll find you something.”
“Not on a shopping channel, though.”
“Right. No . . . shopping . . . channel,” she muttered, pretending to write it down.
I smiled again. “Love you, Suze.”
“Don’t love me till I find you something. Then you can buy me two dozen gourmet cake pops and one of those nasty rat-dogs that fits in a purse.” She paused. “Are you sure you can live without me?”
Oh. I was so wrapped up in my own drama, I’d forgotten her plans. “How can you possibly leave for four months? Doesn’t that violate the unwritten agent code or something?”
Susan was easing up on her workload—she was nearing retirement and divesting herself of most of her clients. I was one of a handful she still represented, most likely just as a favor—but to take that long a vacation and leave the few of us she still repped twisting in the wind? Unheard of for an agent.
“Four and a half. Candy and I decided that if we were going to do an old-fashioned tour of Europe, we were going to do it right. I thought I had everything settled with my clients and I could travel in peace. But now . . . I’m worried about you, kid.”
I really, really wanted Susan around, but she and her wife had been planning this trip for more than a year. Who was I to ask her to cancel? I couldn’t be a baby about it. “Go, Suze. I’ll be fine. Just . . . one more thing.” Suddenly I found the sculpture on a table by the window completely fascinating. I couldn’t look at her when I said this. “Have you heard what Alex McNulty’s up to these days?”
“Wow,” Susan breathed. “Blast from the past.”
“I know. So . . . heard anything?” I risked a glance at her, but she wasn’t looking at me; she was staring at the ceiling, obviously flipping through her mental Rolodex.
“Nnnooo. Haven’t heard much lately. He was more on the radar just after you axed him last year.”
“It was a mutual parting of ways,” I insisted automatically.
Good grief, I thought I was done defending this ancient decision to, um, separate Alex from the show. Yes, he’d been a huge hit, and his character, David, was a fan favorite—the fan favorite by far, if I was going to be honest about it—but things . . . happened. Although initially there was a huge backlash from his fan base, eventually the furor died down, we all adapted and moved on without him, and the show did just fine. Now, however, I felt like I was back in the midst of that insanity all over again.
“I know, I know.” Susan placated me, just like back then, when she’d talked me off the ledge. Even though she never did know the whole story. Nobody did, and I intended to keep it that way.
“I just asked because Jaya . . . asked.”
“You talked to Jaya?”
I filled Susan in on this afternoon’s events, but I left out the last bit about getting Alex back on the show. Susan just nodded, silent, taking it all in, until I sputtered to a halt with, “Well, if you hear anything about what he’s up to, let me know, okay?”
“Sure thing, kid.”
“And, er, keep it on the down low, all right?”
“As always. Hey, I’m closing up. Let me buy you dinner.”
“You know, I will take you up on that.”
* * *
I woke up in a sweat, and it wasn’t the aftereffect of the chicken and waffles Susan and I had scarfed at Roscoe’s. I stared at the shadowy ceiling. A good night’s sleep was pretty hard to come by these days, what with my stress levels . . . and my recent twice-daily nap habit. I wrestled with my pillow, pushed my quilt off, squeezed my eyes shut, and tried to will myself to go back to sleep . . . waited . . .
My eyes flew open again as I remembered: I had been dreaming about Alex.
Dammit, dammit, dammit. Was one mention of him today going to completely unravel me? He was just a guy. Guys never wrecked me—never. Then again, Alex wasn’t just anybody. He was one of those guys—the kind you met once or twice in your life if you were lucky. The kind who could incite very, very incorrect feelings when he turned on the charm, gazing at you with his amazing gray-blue eyes and making you feel like you were the only person in the room—heck, in the whole universe.
And I fell for it.
Alex turned up in an open casting call for Modern Women, and he sure stood out from the horde of lookalikes auditioning for the role ofDavid. To be honest, I didn’t really notice him at that first audition; Alex was just one of a hundred guys with “slight build, dark hair, light eyes, hint of rebellion,” ready to play the misunderstood bad boy. But I do remember his callback. He turned on the charm, and I discovered an invisible string that led from the corner of his mouth to my navel. Okay, a little lower. Because when his mouth curled up in his dead-sexy smile, certain parts of me sat up and went “woof.”
Despite, not because of, my personal feelings, he was the frontrunner to play David; everyone who was involved in the casting process voted for him, and we had our bad boy.
It wasn’t too far into production that I started acting like an idiot; it may have been a cliché, but Alex made me feel like a teenager. Giddy when he was on the call sheet for the day, inexplicably down in the dumps when he wasn’t, I had a huge crush on him. I looked forward to directing his scenes, thrilled at the times he pulled me aside to consult with me about his character, loved it when I made him laugh.
But, the rational part of my brain insisted, I couldn’t go down that road. I was the exec producer, the leader, the mama duck. While other people in my position had no qualms about nailing their actors or crew members, the idea never sat well with me. I knew I’d never be able to keep from wondering if the object of my affection really liked me, or if he was just humoring me to keep his job. So I decided it was easier to just avoid the whole thing altogether.
And for the first time, I realized it really was “lonely at the top.” I had a mostly young, all good-looking cast, and that meant all sorts of relationships, from random hookups to serious romances, were budding, blooming, and dying all over the place, all the time. There was more drama behind the camera than in front of it. But not for me. I couldn’t let myself get distracted by something as crass as a personal relationship when I had a show to shepherd to the top of the ratings.
Trouble was, although I buried my feelings, they were still there, fighting to get out. If I caught Alex flirting with a cast or crew member, maybe whispering in a pretty woman’s ear, that lazy smile on his face, or—God forbid—whenever I heard about his latest hookup (and they were legion), I’d get a little flare of jealousy in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t proud of it, but I couldn’t help it—I wondered if he’d ever see me that way. And then one day . . . well.
We were in the middle of filming a pivotal episode where David was going to reveal his vulnerability, because he was head over heels about another character, Sabrina, his boss’s daughter. Cheesy? Not the way I set it up. But it was clear during the table read that the scene wasn’t working; Alex and Kimmie (Sabrina) were stumbling over their words. It was my fault if the script sucked, so I scrambled to fix it.
And then there was the problem with the budget. I had planned on having David set up this huge thingto woo Sabrina, complete with a night scene on the beach with tiki torches, candles, and fairy lights. I was even toying with the idea of setting off fireworks over the ocean. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen—not with the pittance doled out to us by EWW. I tried to figure out a way to get it covered, but Randy B. wasn’t having any of it. Plus he tried to tell me how to write the episode (which I ignored). He did that a lot over the past three years—meddling where he shouldn’t have. I should have shut him down decisively right from the get-go, but it was our first season, and we only had a thirteen-episode order. I had to choose my battles carefully, even when I got the feeling Randy B. was playing me. If I had done the episode his way, would he have slipped me a little extra cash for the beach scene? I’d never know, because while I could sacrifice the fireworks if I had to, I would never compromise the entire episode.
So the beach scene had to go. I had an assistant director take care of shooting other scenes while I tried to buy some more time to do my rewrites. But it wasn’t working, we were running out of time, and I was restless, feeling isolated in my “office,” a tiny space cut off from the rest of the soundstage by flimsy walls and no ceiling. I was usually happy in my little corner; the noise of my crew going about its business usually helped me focus. But not this time. I went outside to get some air.
Alex’s trailer was parked nearby, the door propped open. I got closer, saw him in a mirror’s reflection, pacing, on his cell. When I knocked, his face lit up. Wow, what an aphrodisiac, his brilliant, broad smile directed solely at me. Oh, forget the smile—it was that intense stare that turned my knees to quivering blobs of jelly. He was so good at that. On the show, it was killer (I loved getting it in close-ups, just to drive the fangurls crazy); in person, it was even more powerful. His eyes still locked on me, he said into the phone, “Let me call you back later,” and hung up. He braced his hand on the door frame and leaned toward me. “Hey, Faith. Come on in.”
I barely managed to make it up the stairs, let alone squeeze past him in the narrow doorway. I dropped onto his sofa, because if I didn’t, I think I would have collapsed. I was bowled over by—and not at all proud of—the sheer lust I felt in his presence. I couldn’t help staring at the way his shirt strained against his shoulders and gapped open at the front to give me a nice view of his collarbone. Was he too “pretty”? I didn’t think so. I thought he was just right . . . and then some.
He sat down too, one leg stretched out toward me, and propped his elbow on the back of the couch. I ruffled the script I had clenched in my tense hands. “Working on the rewrite.” He nodded and waited. I wasn’t sure why I was there—what did I want from him? Some kind of inspiration? Or just a diversion, so I didn’t have to actually work for a few moments? Then I choked out, “Can you help?”
Again with the lazy smile. “Sure,” he said. “What can I do for you?”
I bit back what I really wanted to answer and said instead, “Well, would you mind if we talked through David’s backstory for the big scene? I think I’ve lost the thread, staring at these pages for so long.”
He hesitated, rubbing his angular jaw. “Yeah, but . . . Faith, you’re so good at this stuff. Brilliant. You know David better than I do. Especially because you know what’s coming next, and I don’t.” I never shared future plot points with my actors. It helped keep them on their toes. He hated it and was always bugging me to tell him what I had planned, but I never did.
“This is no exception—I’m not telling you what’s happening later with David and Sabrina. I want to stay in the moment here—his feelings and how he’s going to express them. Plus,” I muttered with an irritated sigh, “I have no idea what to do instead of the beach scene.”
Alex rested his temple on the heel of his hand. “You know, maybe it’s good that we can’t do the beach scene.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well . . .” He ran his tongue over his full lower lip, and I was so mesmerized I almost didn’t hear what he was saying. “I mean, I don’t want to tell you your business or anything, but David doesn’t seem like he’d put on that kind of a show for Sabrina—or anybody, really.”
“But he wants to make a grand gesture, to show Sabrina he really cares about her,” I protested. “He’s finally revealing the love he’s felt for her for so long—what she wanted but didn’t believe he felt. And it turns out he felt it the whole time.”
“Look,” he went on, still carefully and thoughtfully, “this is David we’re talking about. I just . . . I don’t know . . . I just can’t see him going to all that trouble, even for Sabrina. I think he’d just tell her how he feels without making a big deal out of it. Actually, I think making a big deal out of anything, even this, would just embarrass him. He’s not that kind of guy.”
I stopped fidgeting, stunned. Alex was right. David would never make a big, romantic gesture like that. Maybe Alex did know David better than I did. But . . . I had been so sure of the beach scene. I could see it vividly, with Alex in a linen shirt that fluttered in the breeze off the ocean, the candles flickering . . . and probably going out in a gust of wind, and the crew cursing like sailors as they tried to position some shields the right way to keep them lit for the shot . . . Yeah, maybe the beach scene wasn’t ideal, but I loved it so much I hated to see it go.
Honestly, I couldn’t rewrite the scene because I didn’t want to. I kept clinging to it, playing it over and over in my head, because I loved it so much. If I were Sabrina, I would have swooned at a declaration of love with all those trappings . . .
Oh my God. I wasn’t writing David and Sabrina. I was writing some stupid fantasy about me and Alex. I had no love life, so I was creating one vicariously in my show. Crap crap crap. I shook my head, amazed at my own stupidity.
“No?” Alex ventured.
“What?” I said dazedly, my thoughts all over the place—the scene, my messed-up head, Alex, David, everything.
“You’re shaking your head. So . . . I’m wrong?”
“Yes. I mean no. I mean . . . you’re absolutely right.” I dropped the mangled script into my lap, put my elbows on my knees, and covered my face with my hands, sure I was blushing as my own private humiliation crept through me. “I’m so fucked.”
“No you’re not. You’re brilliant, Faith. I told you.”
Then I felt him move closer to me. I looked up. What was going on? And there he was, his face inches from mine. “You know what you need?”
Oh, I most certainly did. Yes indeed. I held my breath. Alex reached out his hand, and my fast-forwarding brain pictured him pulling me toward him . . .
Alex did get even closer . . . and then he reached past me, forcing me to lean away from him, toward the back of the sofa, as he grabbed something on the table behind me. A glass bowl. “You need some chocolate.”
I stared at the mound of foil-wrapped Hershey’s Kisses, speechless. Finally I managed to stammer, “Wh–what?”
“Chocolate,” he repeated, waving the bowl in front of my face. “Have one. Go on.” I scrambled to recover from prepping for a kiss but ending up with a faceful of chocolate kisses instead. I sighed and took one out of the bowl, even though I didn’t want it. “There you go,” he said, satisfied. “A little jolt of sugar will get those ideas flowing.”
I turned the piece of candy over in my fingers. A little sugar, huh? Not the kind I had in mind. But then the light dawned. Suddenly I knew how the pivotal scene was going to go, and it was going to cost next to nothing—just the price of a couple of bags of Hershey’s Kisses.
“Alex, I’ve gotta go,” I said in a rush. I had to get this idea down before it got away from me. I nearly jumped down the steps, but I caught myself at the last moment and turned back to him. He had stood up. He wasn’t very tall; in fact, in my boss-lady business heels, I was about the same height as he was. He probably wore a smaller jeans size than I did. I tried not to think about that. “Thank you.”
He fixed me with that hypnotic gaze again. “You’re welcome,” he murmured. And then he kissed me.
Trouble was, it was just on the cheek.
Or maybe that was a good thing. I don’t know what I would have done if it had been more. I forced myself not to put my hand to my face like some delicate flower of a fictional female. Then I tore my gaze away from his and got out of his trailer before I did something stupid.
So it was Alex who inadvertently inspired the famous Hershey’s Kisses scene, the one that captured the imagination of the show’s fans. David left a trail of candy, silver foil glinting in candlelight, for Sabrina to follow, to find him waiting to declare his love. I heard sales of the candy went up noticeably in the weeks after the episode aired. It did work beautifully, I had to admit. And what was even better—when we ran through the scene before we filmed it, Alex glanced over while he was running his lines, and gave me this intimate . . . look, the likes of which I’d never gotten from him before. And suddenly the teenager in me started to think that maybe, just maybe, I had a chance with him.
* * *
Cripes, all this nonsense was supposed to be behind me, but I was going through it all over again. I knew what I had to do—remind myself of what happened after those heart-fluttering incidents. Nope, didn’t want to. I liked staying in Happy Memory Land. So instead of running through our entire history, I turned off the playback right there. At the good times. I rolled over and closed my eyes . . . then heard voices coming from the main part of the house. I wondered who Jamie was entertaining this time. Because I was nosy, and because (I told myself) I wanted some water, I made my way down the hall.
My dining room table was covered with empty beer bottles and an open pizza box, Jamie and two other guys lounging around it, laughing and talking. When they spotted me, the two strangers froze, their eyes wide. Oh great. Fans. And me in my pajama bottoms and cami.
“Evening,” I said conversationally, snagging a slice of cold pizza from the box as their eyes followed my every move. One was a scrawny dude with a white-boy ’fro, glasses with huge black frames, and a mud-colored T-shirt with a stretched-out neckline; the other was a rather large young man, with a mop of dark hair and ruddy cheeks glistening with a sheen of sweat.
“Whoa,” the skinny guy breathed. “You’re Faith Sinclair.”
“That’s true,” I replied calmly. “And you are . . . ?”
“This is Evan and Sean,” Jamie filled in. “Met them at a party in the Valley.”
Evan nearly fell over getting out of his chair and sticking out his hand, while Sean waved hello. “We’re huge fans,” Evan breathed.
Hm. They didn’t fit the demographic of the show, but I’d heard weirder. “Thanks.”
“Jamie told us what happened. Sucks,” Sean said.
“We’re, uh, in the entertainment business too,” Evan said. “We’re co-presidents of Random Shit Productions.”
Co-presidents. Wasn’t that cute. I wondered where their tree house was. “Random Shit Productions,” I repeated neutrally.
“Yeah.” He winced. “Oh, I hope the profanity doesn’t bother you.”
Poor kid. He looked green. I decided to throw him a bone. “You fucking kidding me?”
Relief lit up his face as he let out a laugh. “Oh. Cool. We, uh, shorten it to RSP.com for the site name. Don’t want to get banned from search engines, classified as some scat fetish site, you know?”
“And RSP.com is what now?”
Jamie decided to clarify. “It’s, ah, you know, like that other one—wassit—Funny or Die.”
“What, like, with shorts and Web series and everything?”
“Yeah,” Evan enthused. “It’s going to be huge—we’ve got big plans.”
“Really. Like Funny or Die.” I was skeptical, but what did I know? Heck, I used to think Funny or Die was a Web site about a clown named Ordie—you know, Funny Ordie—until they changed the capitalization and the penny finally dropped. What could I say? On rare occasions I was slow on the uptake. I had gotten up to speed since then, however. “But that site is a fluke, a one-off.”
“It’s pretty darn huge for being a fluke,” Evan argued.
“It’s a side project of some major players, something for fun, and it just happened to take off. How can you do the same thing? If you don’t have Will Ferrell, or a foul-mouthed toddler video, how are you going to get on the map?”
“We could makea foul-mouthed toddler video. Or whatever,” Sean stammered. “And then we could be millionaires in, like, six months.”
Evan added, “The Web is the next big entertainment medium for scripted shows. We want a piece of that.”
“All you need is a bong and a dream,” I muttered.
“Faith, it’s the future of entertainment,” Jamie said, a twinkle in his eye. He was just trying to “wind me up,” as he would say, to see if I’d take these guys to the woodshed for daring to try to teach me something about my field.
Just their luck, I was feeling cranky enough to dive in. “So tell me,” I said, “what’s your business plan?”
They blinked at me, silent. I wasn’t surprised.
“Budget? Strategy?” I persisted. “Long-range goals? Marketing plan? In fact, where are you getting your material? Who’s writing it? Who’s shooting it? Who’s editing it?”
They looked at each other, and I could practically hear the beer sloshing in their gullets as they tried to get a more solid footing.
And maybe it was the time of night, or maybe it was the fact that I’d spent way too long cooped up in my house, stewing in my own juices, but the next thing I knew, I slid into a chair opposite them, tossed the rubbery pizza crust back into the box, and said, “You need answers. Lucky for you, I’ve got some. Let’s talk deal.”

Chapter 5
Regrets? I had a million. Top of the list at the moment: jumping into this new “job.”
The air was stifling as I stood outside Random Shit Productions’ “corporate offices”—a brick-front ranch somewhere in the middle of Highland Park. A random mix of nicely tended and run-down low-slung houses dotted the flat, treeless street. The one across the street, painted pink and turquoise, was a church of some sort, according to the hand-lettered sign in the tiny dirt yard. The street was eerily devoid of any other people.
I walked up the single step and rang the doorbell. “Oh, man! Faith!” Evan hurriedly pushed open the black-barred screen door. As I stepped inside, he shouted over his shoulder, into the dim recesses of the house, “Dude! Faith’s here!”
I heard a faint voice holler back, “No way!”
“Come on in!”
I put on what was probably a tight smile and squeezed past him. The place smelled like damp cardboard, probably because there were a dozen pizza boxes stacked up in the hallway.
He must have seen me looking at them, because he said, “That’s our Leaning Tower of Pizza.”
I raised my eyebrows and tried to look amused.
“Aw, man, that was weak, I know. Sorry. Come on through.” He gestured for me to follow him farther into the house. Not much furniture, bent blinds on the few windows I could see. The décor was pretty much “frat boys turned loose.” Not for the first time, I cursed Randy B. Scratch that. Cursed myself. The only person who got me herewas me. I had suggested this. Could’ve shut up at any time, I reminded myself. But I didn’t. So much for making business plans at three in the morning.
“Wow, this is so cool. I’m sorry,” Evan stuttered, “I just can’t believe you’re going to help us out.”
I heard rustling, and Sean appeared in the dim hallway. “Hi, Faith. Come on in and see our operation.”
Fleetingly I wondered if I was in danger. You know—single female goes to a job at a place that turns out to be a run-down house with no discernible evidence of an actual business. Single female disappears, then twenty years later single female’s bones turn up in the backyard when new owners dig it up to put in a poured-cement patio.
“Would you like something to drink? Water? A beer? Monster?” Evan offered.
“No thanks.”
Nah, these guys weren’t killers. If anything, they were more nervous than I was. Sean disappeared into a back bedroom, and since there wasn’t anywhere else to go, I followed. I walked into the dark room and my breath caught. I may have known very little about technology, but the collection of computers, monitors, servers, keyboards, editing bays, and everything else with green and yellow lights blinking in the computer-nerd gloom was truly impressive, even to me.
“Wow.”
“You like it?” Sean breathed eagerly. “A lot of the equipment is actually outdated. I’m hoping once we get successful, I can get more up-to-date stuff.”
I cocked an eyebrow, looked the sweaty boy squarely in the eye. “You do realize I’m not here to invest in your Web site, right? I’m just here to help you guys out.” They nodded reverently. I fought down the regret surging through me again. I had offered to rescue these half-drowned puppies, so rescue I would. “Okay. Let’s get to work, shall we?”
Evan piped up, “Oh dude, we’ve gotta get a big banner up on the home page. Right fuckin’ now, man: ‘Faith Sinclair Joins Random Shit Productions!’”
Although I hated to burst their bubble, I wasn’t about to shout to the rooftops that this was how I was spending my free time, so I fixed him with a stern look. “Let’s keep this, um . . . under wraps for now, okay? I’m just helping you out unofficially. Now, I’m assuming you don’t have any stock options yet . . .” They looked at one another rather guiltily, as though they should have had some to offer. “So I’ll accept payment in coffee runs. Frequent coffee runs.”
They both breathed a sigh of relief. “Cool,” Evan smiled.
* * *
You know, there’s always a lot of talk about people who hit “rock bottom” before turning their lives around. Granted, it’s usually reserved for serious addicts, not someone like me who had experienced a mighty comedown in a professional sense, but it applied all the same. Random Shit Productions was my rock bottom.
Sure, when I had signed on with them I had been all sorts of arrogant, thinking I could teach these whippersnappers a thing or two about writing witty shorts that would get them on the map. I sneered at their fresh-from-the-curb-on-garbage-day furnishings. I rolled my eyes at their wide-eyed optimism. I looked down my nose at their (lack of a) business plan, misguided perception of the entertainment industry, and just about everything else.
But in the end, I had to admit that the whole thing had me beat. And it only took a few weeks. And half the time I didn’t even show up for “work,” just sent them ideas and suggestions . . . and, more often than I cared to admit, admonishments that they freakin’ get their act together or give up on the idea entirely. I had a bad habit of being a bit scoldy. And a bit of a control freak.
Maybe it was the vast divide between what these hipster frat boys saw as clever, humorous, and production-worthy and what I thought was worth their time, effort, and pixels. Or maybe it was the fact that when I’d offered to help them out, I had been more interested in filling my days than actually getting RSP off the ground. All I knew was the Grand Canyon came to mind when we tried brainstorming ideas. Our sessions went something like this:
One of them: “We can interview homeless people—”
Me: “No.”
Them: “But it’ll be funny—”
Me: “No.”
“Okay. We get a cat—”
“Oh no.”
“And we put vodka in its water bowl. It’ll be like Maru, right? But a drunk Maru!”
“No!”
“Jump out at people wearing a gorilla mask?”
“Bad idea.”
“And flash ’em.”
“Bad idea and illegal.”
“Secretly film our hot female neighbor.”
“Also illegal. And that’s a dude, by the way.”
And then the inevitable digression:
“Didja ever wonder if strippers get dizzy going around that pole?”
“Dude, I am so there!”
The boys together: “Vomiting strippers!”
Aaaand I was out.
Repeated scenes like this, albeit with slight variations (very slight), made me wonder not only what I had gotten myself into, but why I ever thought I would be able to communicate with a pair of individuals who were, at twenty-five years of age or so, nearly fifteen years younger than me. Even though Modern Women had a lot of younger fans, when I was one on one with twentysomethings, I found myself as confused as an octogenarian with a smartphone.
This wasn’t the first time I’d had this problem. Back when I was stupid about Alex, I tried to convince myself that it didn’t matter that he was ten years younger than me. I told myself that he was different—insightful, sensitive, even mature for his years. Whatever it took, right? But I was lying to myself, and I knew it. The times we truly connected were rare. Our moment with the Hershey’s Kisses was one. Our moment at the first season’s wrap party was another.
As the first season drew to a close, I wasn’t sure we were going to be renewed, although the preliminary signs pointed to yes. When we got the official confirmation, I knew we had to have the mother of all parties to celebrate. As usual, I took care of all the planning. I didn’t mind because, as usual, I enjoyed having complete control.
I considered having it at my house, but I had invited a million people—everyone from the lowliest intern all the way up to Randy B., because at the time I was still trying to suck up to him. We may have been renewed, but I wanted to make sure we got a full twenty-two episode order—no more of this piddly thirteen episodes shit—and if I had to actually amuse Randy B. to get my way, then so be it.
In the end I rented out Zapp, a club on Sunset that was just the right side of skeevy—nasty enough to be cool (really cool, not fake cool), but not so nasty that we were afraid to drink out of the glasses. I catered the hell out of it and of course had an open bar, plus got one of the hottest DJs on the Strip, so it wasn’t too far into the evening before everyone was feeling no pain. Randy didn’t show, by the way. But we didn’t miss him.
I even gave myself permission to have a good time: I dolled myself up (face by Lacey, one of our makeup artists; hair flattened by Mario, my stylist; stomach flattened by Spanx) and even had a couple of drinks. I was feeling pretty good as I watched my flock enjoy themselves, thinking, These are my people. I was responsible for their happiness, their success, their future. And so far it was going well. For that, I reasoned, I deserved to have another martini.
The night dissolved into one loud, raucous, flashing blur. I remembered being surrounded by cast and crew members, giddy friends pushing their faces into mine to shout excitedly to me over the throbbing music. I remembered dancing, but not to what music or who with; laughing at jokes I couldn’t recall afterward; hugging lots of people; and even engaging in a few flirtatious exchanges with some of the guys on my staff—something they’d never dare try in any other setting, something I’d never allow in any other setting. In short, all the usual elements of a spectacular night out.
But one part of the night remained crystal clear. I had been gossiping with Jaya, still in my presiding corner, when she glanced up, over my shoulder, and took a polite step back. I looked behind me to find Alex standing there, smiling, looking hot in a white dress shirt and suit, as though he were some sexy corporate dude who had just gotten off work and dropped in to the party. Like a good bestie, Jaya disappeared quietly, and then it was just me and Alex, in this weird bubble. I couldn’t move; I was just staring at his lazy smile and the hollow of his throat where his white shirt lay open.
“Hey,” I rasped, faintly, and it was lost under the music.
He reached down and picked up my hand, which was hanging limply at my side, and raised it to his lips. Yes, he actually kissed my hand. “You look really nice tonight.”
I was surprised I didn’t turn into a stupid puddle of ooze on the floor.
“Really great party too,” he said, leaning in so I could hear him. I wanted to say “Thanks,” but nothing came out. Alex looked around the room, lifted his chin in greeting to someone, then looked back at me. “Want to dance?”
That brought me out of my stupor. I glanced around at the gyrating dancers, the strobing lights, the DJ bopping behind her equipment to the beat of the deafening, throbbing techno-something I was too old to recognize. Then I turned back to Alex with an incredulous look.
He only laughed. “Hang on.”
He caught the DJ’s eye and, unsurprised, she nodded, and the booming techno faded immediately, replaced by—no lie—a waltz. It was a pop song, but it was definitely three-quarter tempo. Alex took my drink out of my hand and put it on a nearby table, smooth as you please, then lifted my other hand onto his shoulder, easing me out into the middle of the now sparsely populated dance floor.
“Hope you don’t mind,” he murmured—because now we could talk at normal volume—as he navigated me in circles that made me dizzy. Or maybe I would have been dizzy without the dance steps. “I learned the waltz when I was a kid, and it’s the only formal dance that’s stuck with me.”
I could just picture him as a preteen, awkwardly stumbling around a dance floor with a girl half a foot taller than him. So cute. “Charm school?”
His lopsided smile resurfaced. “No. For a play.”
“You did theater?”
“Sure did.” He navigated me smoothly around a couple of crew members who were just doing the standard middle-school stand-and-shuffle slow dance in the middle of the floor.
“I didn’t know that about you.”
“Well, there’re a lot of things you don’t know about me.” He said this with a twinkle in his eye that made me want to jump him right there in the middle of the club. “Yeah,” he went on, “I love live theater. It’s the only medium where an actor really finds out what he’s made of, you know?” I nodded, even though I hadn’t set foot on a stage in my entire life. “Acting without a net, without a second take—anything could happen. What a rush. And you really get into a role, you know? It’s not like television, where we memorize the lines in five minutes, spit them out, and then move on.”
I stared. I didn’t think I’d ever heard him say more than ten words at a time unless he was reciting the ones laid out for him in my scripts. He looked abashed—he might have even been blushing, but the dim light made it hard to tell—and glanced away.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
“Don’t be.”
“I don’t mean to knock television. It’s been great for me so far.”
“I just never knew you had such a love for the theater.”
“It’s so real, Faith.”
Maybe I was more buzzed than I thought. Because normally that sort of earnestness from anyone, even Alex McNulty, would have started me sniggering and spouting sarcastic remarks. But I just nodded. The song ended, and he led me off the floor, steering me straight to an empty booth. I slid in and he followed. Even though the booth was a nice large semicircle, he sat so close to me our hips were touching. I could barely breathe. A bottle of champagne appeared from somewhere, and he poured two glasses.
“So, not a theater person, then?” he asked.
“Well, I like theater, but . . . you know . . . this is Southern California!” I tried to laugh, but I sounded like a hysterical loon. I made myself stop.
“There’s theater here too.”
I took a gulp of champagne, squinting as the bubbles went up my nose. “Oh, I know. It’s just that my background has always been in TV and movies.”
“Oh yeah, your mom.”
I raised my glass. “The inimitable Mona Urquhart-Sinclair-Tompkins-Hijuelos . . . um . . .” I paused, then remembered my current stepdaddy’s last name. “. . . -DiNoto.”
“Impressive.”
“She gets around.”
“She’s still in the business?”
“No.” I took another drink. Wow, look—the bottom of the glass. Somebody must have drunk it all when I wasn’t looking. No worries; Alex filled it back up again. “She’s retired, living in Palm Springs now.”
“People still retire to Palm Springs?”
“Old-school retirement, right? I told her she could have bought a thousand-acre compound in Costa Rica for the price of the house she bought there. Wouldn’t go.”
“It’s just as hot.”
“Yeah, but Palm Springs is a dry heat. Whatever that means. No trench foot, maybe.”
Alex took a sip of champagne. “Maybe she wants to be close to the action, in case she decides to come out of retirement?”
I shrugged. “Anything’s possible, I suppose. She did love the biz.”
“So she, like, helped you out with Modern Women?”
As usual, I felt myself bristle whenever someone suggested the obvious, but it was dulled a bit by the champagne, and because this time it was coming from Alex. I knew I’d forgive him more readily than I’d forgive anyone else. “No. The show is all mine. I did it without her help.”
I must have sounded cranky anyway, because he said soothingly, “Okay.” Then, after a minute, “She’s a legend.”
“So I’ve heard.”
He was right. Mona was a legend, and not one of those fleeting acting-type legends. Her legacy was more enduring, because she had worked behind the scenes for decades, starting out as a secretary at a movie studio—long since absorbed in a series of mergers—and working her way up, through sheer bullheadedness, all the way to producer. Now the mere mention of her name elicited awe from anyone with a healthy respect for the history of American movies. She wasn’t a celebrity; she was bigger than that. She was infamous, especially to the people who really mattered, the ones behind the scenes who wielded all the power.
And she was an impossible act to follow.
Honestly, when she announced she was going to retire a few years ago—really retire this time, not like all those other times she declared she was done, only to be dragged back into the limelight when Robert De Niro begged her to speak at his TriBeCa Film Festival or some other high-profile event came along—I was ecstatic. I had been living in her shadow all my life. I wasn’t ever just Faith Sinclair. I was Mona’s Daughter, my identity defined not by my own accomplishments, but by my mother’s existence.
But Mona had been deeply ensconced in her golf-and-cocktails, dry-heat retired lifestyle with fourth husband Dominic—who begged me to call him Papa, like that was going to happen in this lifetime—when I came up with the idea for Modern Women. I shopped it to the networks and got the go-ahead all on my own. That was why Modern Women was so important to me. But nobody could understand that—and some didn’t believe it—so I never bothered to explain myself. Not even Alex, sitting so close to me that I could feel the heat of his leg through my skirt, could get me to open that Pandora’s Box.
So I just raised my glass and said, “Here’s to moms.”
Alex filled my glass again. Darned champagne-thieving gnomes. “She has some connection with Cannes, doesn’t she?”
Mona again? I wished he’d change the subject. But I answered. Didn’t want to be disagreeable.
“Lots,” I agreed. “She’s been on juries there more times than I can count.”
He nodded. “And the Sundance Institute, I heard?”
I nodded back, and my head seemed to be moving in slow motion. “Yep. Hey, you studied up on my mom.”
“I just . . . hear things, here and there.”
Patting his hand—and my hand seemed to land on his with a thud, even though I was going for more of a delicate touch—I said, “Don’t worry about it.” It came out “Dunnworrabahtit,” but then again I was pretty sure I was acting cute and alluring, so it didn’t bother me. I had other things on my mind. I looked up; Alex’s face was swimming in and out of focus. “You’re so gorgeous,” I heard myself say. The critical part of my brain gasped, horrified; the infatuated part told it to shut up and mind its own business.
He grinned down at the tabletop and murmured, “Thanks.” When he looked up again, he seemed very serious. “I think you’re great, Faith,” he said. My stomach trilled even as the critical part of my brain thought, Hey, that wasn’t much of a compliment back. The infatuated part of my brain told it to shut up again. “What you’ve created, with the show—I really think it’s going to be something. Even bigger than this season, I mean. And it’s all because of you—your scripts, your direction, your vision.”
“That’s so sweet, Alex.” Yes, I was cooing. So sue me. I had to get this hookup moving. We were on hiatus now; if I worked it right, when we came back for the second season, it would be firmly established that Alex and I were a couple, and we could walk onto the set together and everybody would just have to accept it because it was already a done deal. Not that I’d thought about it before now, of course. Much.
“So I was wondering . . . ,” he began.
I leaned closer and raised my eyebrows. “Yeeesss?” Oh God, I was sounding ridiculous. I really had to put down the champagne.
“Next season, what do you think of having David, you know, do some really . . . cool stuff?”
Cool stuff?
A little alarm bell went off deep in the recesses of my alcohol-addled brain. “I have some ideas for David, Alex. Don’t you worry.”
He fidgeted. “Oh, I know you do. You always write the greatest stuff. But I was wondering if maybe we could . . . I don’t know . . . brainstorm together? Come up with some really amazeballs story lines?”
Amazeballs? Suddenly the critical part of my brain overrode the infatuated part and pointed out that I could never, under any circumstances, be with someone who used the word “amazeballs” without irony. Even someone with biceps like Alex’s.
A cold feeling settled in the pit of my stomach, the same place that had been fizzing just a few moments before, as he went on, “I just . . . I really want to stretch, you know? Sometimes being David can be kind of . . . not challenging.”
“‘Not challenging,’” I echoed, boggling at how Alex’s command of the English language tended to break down over the course of an extended conversation.
“You know,” he said again, and I started twitching at his repetition. “You know how it is.” Agh! He said it again!
I turned to face him squarely, and the champagne fog started dissipating in the heat of my rising bile. “No, Alex. No, I don’t know how it is. Tell me.”
“I was just thinking that maybe David could tackle some meatier stuff.”
“I see.”
He laughed. “Come on, Faith. I can do the stuff you give me in my sleep.” And then he did it. He reached out and tucked his hand under my hair, cradling the back of my neck. Then he gave me his patented melt-a-woman’s-undies look—up from under lowered lashes. And damned if it didn’t work. To seal the deal, he murmured, “Please?”
Faced with that much sex appeal, all focused on me like a laser beam, I folded. Crumbled. Caved. I was ready to give him anything he asked for. I even would have renamed the showThe Alex McNulty Hour if he’d asked. He waited, silent. He knew the power he had over women, and heck, maybe he knew the power he had over me in particular. He knew he didn’t have to do anything more.
“I’ll . . . see what I can do,” I whispered.
* * *
The next day, when the martinis and champagne had morphed into a hangover headache that seared my eyeballs and made my brain feel two sizes too big for my skull, I had second thoughts. Was I going to let a two-bit actor who was just hitting the big time by embodying my character and saying my words and following my direction start calling the shots on what direction his character arc took? Insanity. If it had been anyone else in the cast making the request to collaborate on their character, I would have patted them on the head, complimented them on their strengths (reciting their lines in a meaningful way, hitting their marks, keeping the number of takes to a minimum), and sent them on their way. Why didn’t I do that with Alex?
Well. I knew why. I wanted into his expensive jeans, that was why. But I didn’t have time to indulge my romantic whims. I was Faith Freakin’ Sinclair, master of the Modern Women universe. So I popped some more ibuprofen and resolved to tell him no deal, I worked alone. Soon. I was going to tell him soon.
But of course I dragged my heels. With the show over, I just couldn’t envision picking up the phone and calling him at home, much as I wanted to. And, I noticed, he never contacted me either, so how serious could he have been? In the first week or two after the wrap party, I was afraid he’d show up at my door any minute, ready to start our, er, collaboration. But he never dropped by, never called, never texted. By the time I mustered up the courage to find him, he was gone. His agent told me he had traveled to India, then probably Thailand, on a “spiritual quest.”
Yeah, Alex did have a habit of chasing after different shiny things that caught his eye. Apparently making his character “deeper” was off the shiny-things menu in favor of his spiritual growth. Or something.
On one hand, I was relieved that I didn’t have to tell him I’d changed my mind; on the other hand—and I hated to admit this—I was sort of disappointed that he wasn’t around. And I was forced to face the fact that no matter how earnestly he had looked at me the night of the wrap party, no matter how flirty he was with me, no matter how much he implied that he wanted something more between the two of us, he was able to turn on a dime and go halfway around the world, forgetting everything we talked about. Forgetting about me. And what did that say about his feelings toward me? Or, rather, the lack thereof?

Chapter 6
“Faith? You okay?”
I blinked. For a second I almost didn’t remember where I was. But the stickiness of the fake wood veneer under my elbows reminded me I was in Evan and Sean’s house, zoning out in front of my tablet at the rickety second-hand kitchen table as I tried to come up with some witty webisode scripts that wouldn’t make them stare at me blankly and ask me to include more vomit or other bodily effluvia to make it funnier. Of course, nothing was on the screen in front of me. I had been spending too much time thinking about Alex and not enough time trying to come up with ways to turn these boys into the next intertubes meme.
I stretched, even though I didn’t need to, and said in what I hoped was a relaxed tone, “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Just . . . you know . . . meditating.”
Evan nodded sagely. “Sure. Hey look,” he said, settling himself on the other brown vinyl chair, “something’s come up that’s pretty exciting.”
“Really?” I sat up straighter and tried to look interested. If this was another long-winded tale of maybe scoring a new server . . .
“Yeah.” He picked at the side of his index finger with his thumbnail, a habit that always made me want to slap his hand and tell him his fingers looked like they had been gnawed by wolverines. I held my tongue (and my hand) and instead raised my eyebrows encouragingly. If he got this story out within the next five minutes, there’d still be time to have him fetch my midafternoon latte.
“Um.”
I nodded, all the while screaming inside for him to spit it out.
“Um, Jamie met this guy—he’s a producer? In reality stuff?” I nodded again. Spit. It. Out. “Name’s Trev. And, well, we were all talking, and we—he—came up with this great idea for a reality show. He pitched it to MTV, and they want to put it on their Web site. And we’d put it together.”
“That’s great, Evan.”
“Yeah,” he agreed. “They want it to be young, of course—MTV working hard to still be cutting edge and everything.”
“Right.” I didn’t bother mentioning MTV was nearly as old as I was.
“So. Um. We’re going to focus on that, and we, uh, won’t be needing your help. Anymore.”
I didn’t know if my jaw actually hit the tabletop, but it felt like it should have. Was this little weenie firingme?
He rushed on, “I mean, you’ve been great and everything, and we really like you.”
“But?”
“But like I said, they want it to be young—young ideas, setups, direction, everything.”
“And I’m not young.”
“Well, yeah, but . . . no. I mean, what they have in mind is, like, twenty . . . something.”
“I see.”
“You want some water or something, Faith? You look kind of pale.”
“I’m fine,” I snapped. “Well. That’s . . . great. I’m really happy for you. It’s an exciting opportunity.” Oh God, I sounded like a guidance counselor. Maybe I was old. One thing was certain—I didn’t need to stick around this place any longer. Which is what I wanted. Right? I turned off my tablet and slipped it into my bag. “I guess I’d better let you get to it, then.”
Hefting my bag on my shoulder, I made for the front door. Sean, never the most social of creatures, lurked in the shadow of the hallway. The coward. At the door, I turned back to the boys.
“Just curious—was it because I wouldn’t put vomiting strippers into any of the sketches?”
Both Evan and Sean hesitated before reluctantly muttering variants of, “Yeah. Kind of.”
“It’s always the vomit . . .”
Shaking my head, I headed out into the L.A. afternoon.
* * *
I was in such a fog as I drove away from Random Shit Productions that I didn’t even realize where I was till I had run out of land. I was in Santa Monica; in a few blocks the ocean would stretch out before me. Oh well. I wasn’t all that eager to get back to my house anyway. I grabbed a Pinkberry, drove to Ocean Avenue, parked my Cayenne alongside the park, and meandered toward the pier.
The place was teeming with tourists, which was fine by me. When I was feeling emotional, nothing made me happier than to be anonymous in a huge group of strangers. It reminded me that I wasn’t the center of the universe. Or something. I headed down the steep ramp, past the souvenir shops and the rides and the musicians, to the very end of the pier, where fishermen still fished once in a while.
I leaned on the railing and stared out at the ocean. With everything behind me, physically as well as emotionally, I started to feel a little better. I scraped the last of my yogurt out of the cup while seagulls gave me the eye. Not sharing today, guys. Sorry. Around me, tourists came and went, taking photos of each other with the water in the background, then scooting back to the souvenir stands to buy shells that came from somewhere else in the world.
Even the Web boys didn’t want me.Damn. That thought wouldn’t leave my brain. Rejected by those little dudes and their stupidly named “business” . . . that was cold. Wow. I mean, I would much rather have been having power lunches with studio execs and spending millions of dollars instead of, well, dollars for a weekly production budget, but still. Getting dumped stung. I guess, in the end, I wanted to be the one who walked out instead of getting the boot from a couple of snot-nosed Internet jockeys.
So what was I going to do now? I had no idea. Couldn’t stay on the end of the pier forever, though. I’d have to fight the seagulls for dropped fries and leftover bait to survive, and I knew I’d lose.
A young couple, clearly in love and eager to take yet another selfie, decided to add the Santa Monica pier to their collection of photos in a thousand places where the location was less important than their faces in close-up. They positioned themselves along the railing, heads mashed together, cell phone held high, unintentionally shoving me aside. I inched away. It was at times like these, when I had coupledom shoved in my face (and up against my arm) that I realized I might, just might, be a little lonely.
I wished I had someone to talk to about all this. Ages ago I chose work over relationships, and most of the time I didn’t regret it. The only time problems arose was when that stupid romantic attraction stuff invaded the work space. And for me that only happened with Alex.
* * *
With our second-season shooting schedule looming, no one had heard from him, not even Anthony, his agent. I was on the phone with Anthony constantly, demanding updates, but he couldn’t confirm that Alex was back in the country, let alone L.A. I was absolutely livid. One of my cast was AWOL, and that would have been unacceptable even if he wasn’t the biggest star on the show at the moment.
I went into the table read for the first episode ready to write him out of the script. I had all sorts of ideas for explaining David’s permanent absence, most involving a fiery death. But just before we started, Alex came sauntering into the room looking tanned, relaxed, and ready to work. He’d even brought a pencil to take notes, for a change. He rounded the table, nodding to everyone, but reserving the first greeting for me. I did my best to be professional-frosty, but he kissed me on the cheek anyway.
“Hey, boss,” he said. “Good to see you. Excited to get working again.”
Alex took his seat, and some of the cast and crew asked him about his trip to India and Thailand. He said it was “awesome” and told a couple of brief anecdotes about his travels, then I corralled everyone and got us down to business. And that was that.
I found out later that he had gone on this trip of “self-discovery” with one of our peripheral players, a tiny, lively blonde named Jenna. That information elicited a sharp twinge of jealousy. I couldn’t help but wonder what part of his self she helped him discover. But I had already squelched any ideas I had had about me and Alex getting together, no matter what notions our little tipsy moment at the party had ignited in my imagination. So what did I care that he had spent a month globe-hopping with a twenty-two-year-old cupcake who could never remember her lines, even when each one was only four words long? Hell, this was Alex McNulty, actor and heartthrob. He could do anything—and anyone—he damn well wanted to. And he did—frequently. I knew that.
It just bothered me that Iwasn’t on his “to do” list.
Sure, I was over him—even though he seemed to want to keep me on the hook, complimenting me on my outfit, giving me a wink while he waited for a crewmember to adjust something on the set, or bringing me the ripest Anjou pear from the snack table just because he knew they were my favorite. I’d catch other folks on set glancing at us furtively, most likely wondering just what, exactly, was between me and Alex. I wished they’d ask me, because I had the answer: Nothing. Absolutely nothing was going on between me and Alex.
I told myself his acts of kindness were simply part of our working relationship, which, apparently, wasn’t going to extend to private meetings over romantic dinners in a secluded corner of a candlelit patio at a chic restaurant. He never asked me out (no surprise there), nor did he mention collaborating again. I was grateful that I wasn’t put in the position of having to turn him down. Because I would have, for either invitation. I was pretty sure, anyway.
Alex’s popularity with the public exploded during our second season. If I thought he had something going on with the viewers in our first season, that was just the tip of the iceberg, just a little taste of what was to come. The more airtime he got, the more our fans lapped it up and demanded more. I tried to strike a good balance—to give them more David (and Sabrina) without making the show all about them. I always said that the show was an ensemble, no exceptions, but of course the studio didn’t care about that. Randy B. was breathing down my neck nonstop, too often literally looking over my shoulder as I wrote, sometimes hinting, sometimes outright demanding that I give Alex more screen time.
I could have given Randy B. what he wanted and, at the same time, given Alex what he wanted too—more complicated story lines, more acting-with-a-capital-A opportunities, and yes, more screen time. But I wasn’t going to. I was stubborn that way.
And then came the day things got messy: Alex McNulty asked me out. Well, to be clear, it was even more fraught with potential—he asked me in. Over to his apartment. For dinner. On—wait for it—Valentine’s Day.
An invitation to dinner from Alex McNulty, on the most loaded of all days? Was he crazy? Was I? I tried to resist, but Alex persisted. “Come on, Faith, it’ll be fun. I’ll cook,” he said, adding one of his patented “special looks” to make sure I buckled. Which, of course, I did, in the end.
I primped and primed the like of which I never do—not for anybody—and showed up at Alex’s apartment, wondering if I had just agreed to a booty call. After all, a first date at the guy’s place? Wasn’t that sort of . . . cheap? But it was too late now; I had already climbed the stairs and knocked on the door.
Alex’s place was surprisingly downmarket for someone on a hit TV show. Sometimes stars resisted trading up as soon as they hit it big; instead they existed in a state of shock, thinking the sudden influx of cash was a mirage, and continued to live like starving actors for a while. It seemed Alex was still hoarding his gold, waiting for it to turn back into straw or something—he hadn’t spent a cent.
He answered the door looking yummy, which was something his dinner wasn’t. In fact, it was nonexistent. He mumbled something about plans not working out, so he ordered a pizza. I was kind of disappointed that he didn’t think enough of our date to plan ahead and make an effort to impress me, but the weaker part of me shouted, “This is Alex! He invited you over! You’re in his apartment!” And punctuated it with a teenage squeal.
So I buried my doubts and told myself to just enjoy the fact that Alex and I were alone together, mere steps from his bedroom. Enjoying pizza and beer and small talk.
Even if the small talk was a little awkward.
Okay, a lot awkward.
I struggled to find something to talk about, and Alex, usually so sexy and suave on the set, looked uncomfortable beside me on the couch. My common sense hinted that maybe Alex was sexy-suave with me at work because he had an audience, and he was showing everyone else in the cast that he had a “special” relationship with me. But my heart decided his fumbling attempts at conversation were evidence that he was feeling clumsy and intimidated, being alone with me, because he liked me so much.
Yeah, that was it. Sure it was.
I resorted to work gossip, which got us through another . . . I checked my phone. Oh shit, twenty-five minutes had gone by. What the hell.
Meanwhile, Alex was looking fidgety a couple of couch cushions down. I decided that enough was enough—I needed to know if this was going anywhere, and to find out, I was going to have to take matters into my own hands. I put my beer bottle down on his cheap coffee table and edged closer on the pretense of showing him a photo in my phone. That closed the physical distance between us. Now what?
Silence fell. I stuffed all my doubts, all those thoughts about my being his boss, between the rough sofa cushions, and took a breath. It was time. But I was stuck.
Move, dammit! Move! I tried yelling at myself repeatedly, but my body seemed frozen where it was; I could only rub my clammy palms on my knees. I stared at the sand-colored shag rug under my feet and wondered who in the world still had shag rugs anymore. Move, maggot! my inner drill sergeant commanded. What’s the matter? You a pussy? MOVE!Well yes, officer, as a matter of fact I am a— MOVE! Do it now!
So I moved. Against all odds, against my better judgment, even, I forced myself toward Alex. Dimly I heard him start to say, “Faith—” before I descended on him like a zombie in a feeding frenzy. And . . .
I missed.
I didn’t know whether I fumbled at the last second, or whether he turned his head, but my lips landed on his cheekbone, near his temple. Damn. So this is what it felt like to be a fourteen-year-old trying to steal a kiss for the first time. I’d have to create some teen characters and put this in a script. It was totally cringe-worthy.
I realized I was providing running commentary—not to mention taking notes on ideas for the show—while I was trying to kiss Alex McNulty. That was a big ol’ fail right there.
And of course there was Alex, looking at me like I had just killed a puppy. “Faith!” he exclaimed, shocked.
Oh God. That wasn’t what he’d had in mind, apparently. I felt my cheeks flame while he stared at me, horrified. Well shit, why didn’t he just go ahead and wipe his face with the back of his hand while he was at it? It was that kind of look.
I backed away, skittering over the sofa cushions like a crab, till I was hunkered down against the far arm of the couch. I drew my knees up to my chest and stammered, “Oh—oh God, Alex, I—”
“Geez, I like you and everything, but . . . you know.”
I knew. Oh God, I wish I didn’t, but I knew. He had knocked me off kilter, so of course I went on the offensive. “Alex, why in the world am I here?” I demanded.
“I—I thought we could talk about, you know, what we talked about before. My character, and having him do more stuff.”
You know . . . stuff . . . Okay, we were back to monosyllabic Alex. And we were also back to that same ploy he’d been using this whole time, if only I’d paid attention: act all seductive till Faith cracked and gave him whatever he wanted. So it wasn’t just up-and-coming nubile starlets who could bamboozle old male fools and get the geezers to help further their career. It worked on old female fools too.
“So, what, you just had me over so you could con me into giving you ‘meatier’ stuff? We’re back to that again?” How dare he try to play me, just to get a bigger role in the show! And how dare I fall for it. I wasn’t sure who I was angrier at—him or me.
“No! I mean . . .” He sighed and ruffled his hair. I watched it fall back into place, always perfect. “I like you, Faith, really. But not . . . I mean . . . you know how it is. I just . . . I always thought you were the only person in the world who didn’t want anything from me besides a good performance.”
He was trying to make me feel guilty. But I wasn’t buying it. “A good performance? Yeah, you’ve certainly been putting on one of those, haven’t you? Too bad your best work has been off camera.”
“Faith,” he wheedled. “I’m your best actor. And I’m your biggest draw. Why shouldn’tyou give me more to do? You said I know David better than you do; I could really help. Hey, I came up with the Hershey’s Kisses thing, remember?”
He most certainly did not come up with the Hershey’s Kisses thing. Idid. And he was not going to gaslight me. Suddenly I felt wide awake, like I had come out of a yearlong coma. I looked at Alex, without the filter of my crush, which was rapidly disappearing, and all I saw was a hollow pretty boy who was like too many others in the business—only out for himself. Now his “charm” felt like a tentacled monster, grasping at me. He accused me of wanting something from him he wouldn’t give, but in reality he was doing it to me. He was just angling for power instead of sex.
I stood up. “Don’t flatter yourself, Alex. I don’t collaborate with you—or anyone. It’s my show. My ideas. My decisions. That’s the way it’s always been, and that’s the way it’s going to stay. I can’t believe you tried to play me like this.” Suddenly it was awfully hot in his apartment. Or maybe that was just me seething. Either way, I needed some air.
He stood up too. “Faith, I didn’t—”
“Just stop, would you?”
“But—”
“Stow it, Alex. You screwed up. End of story.”
I grabbed my purse and jacket off the coatrack and yanked open the door. He didn’t even follow me, just stood where he was, his fists jammed in the front pockets of his jeans. I slammed the door behind me, and the flimsy wall shook.
* * *
I blinked, refocusing on the ocean glinting in the late-afternoon sun. It was unnerving, how I could remember every vivid, humiliating detail of the night I most wanted to forget, like the whole thing had just happened yesterday.
And I had to admit that the reason it kept coming back to me, and so clearly—and this was the part I hated to admit to myself—was because the whole evening had been one giant blow to my ego. That ego I always said I didn’t have? Yeah, well, truth is I did have one, and it was pretty huge. And pretty darn delicate.
Oh shit, Bea was right. I was one of those Hollywood asshats. But now I knew what I had to do. This wasn’t about me anymore. I had to pop that overinflated ego and get Alex back on the show.

Chapter 7
A hot wind blew my short, olive-colored eyelet skirt against my thighs as I squinted across the vast expanse of asphalt. Christ, I shouldn’t have worn my tallest ankle-boot wedges. By the time I finished this hike, I was going to end up in traction, the skin on my feet sliced to ribbons on the lattice-cut leather of the peep-toes. I adjusted my sunglasses, pulled some strands of hair out of the corner of my mouth, and started hoofing it over the first of three parking lots I had to slog across, never taking my eyes off the buildings in the distance, just in case I blinked and they disappeared, like an illusory oasis in the Sahara. Or did that only happen in old Bugs Bunny cartoons?
Didn’t matter; the point was I had to get to those buildings. Because Alex was there. Yep, it only took three calls to his agent to get him to spill the details on Alex’s secret location.
“Faith, come on. What are you looking for him now for?”
“Will you just tell me, Anthony?”
“Can’t. I’m sworn to secrecy.”
“Don’t tell me he’s in a tin-can trailer outside Reno.”
“No!” he scoffed.
“Off ‘finding himself’ in Thailand again?”
“Faith, that was so two years ago.”
“On a private island somewhere, with Gwynnie, Chris, Apple, and Moses?”
“Nope. But I’m not telling you. My lips are sealed.”
Sure they were. All it took was the news that I wanted Alex back—well, “Alex was wanted,” nice and neutral and passive voice—and I could practically feel Anthony crumbling like a sandcastle with the tide coming in.
I went in for the kill. “Anthony, listen. A new contract for Alex means another nice, fat commission for you. And this’ll get him back in the public eye, which could mean movie offers again . . .”
“The paying acting groove . . . ? That’d be nice.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean he’s acting, but he’s not getting paid, so I’m not getting a commission.”
“Tell me where he is, and I swear, Anthony, I will go get him and bring him back where he belongs.”
* * *
Around what felt like an hour later, I reached civilization. That is, some scrubby grass and sidewalks, with people on them. I was sure I’d left a few toes behind, and my shoulders had burned to a crisp, what with the parking lot pavement frying me like a strip of bacon in a skillet, but I’d survived. Bonus: I’d be able to find my way back to my car using the trail of blood from my feet.
I couldn’t believe I was doing this . . . and my bloody feet were also feeling a little cold. Time for some moral support before I chickened out. I dug my phone out of my bag and hit my most frequently used contact. Luckily Jaya answered her own phone for once; I didn’t have the strength to deal with Ashley at the moment. “Babe. You will never guess where I am.”
“Tell me you’re on a chaise lounge by a reflecting pool in Istanbul.”
“Nope. Alas.”
“Similar chaise, similar reflecting pool, Vietnam?”
“Not even.”
“At least gimme a beach scene.”
“How about lots of beach, no water.”
“Huh?”
“Very brown, very dry, three-hundred-and-fifty-degree open-oven, gates-of-hell-type heat. G’wan, guess.”
Jaya laughed. “Not on vacation, then.”
“Definitely not. I am working.” I took a deep breath. “I’m in Moreno Valley.”
There was a pause, then an incredulous, “Why?”
“Because here be Alex.”
Jaya let loose a little squeal. “You found him?”
“I did.”
“What did he say?”
Another deep breath, this one shakier. “I haven’t seen him yet. On my way there now.”
“What’s he doing in Moreno Valley? And—sorry—which is where, exactly, again?”
“An hour and a half, two hours inland from the coast . . . ish. I don’t know; I just followed my GPS.”
“And what’s he doing there?” she repeated.
I limped up the wide, shallow steps of a squat building that looked like all the other squat buildings surrounding it, except it was round instead of square. I heaved open one of the heavy glass doors and practically fell inside.
“I’m here. I’ll have to talk to you later.”
“But where’s here? And why couldn’t you just text him?”
“Later, my pet. All things will be revealed later.”
“I hate it when you build suspense.”
I clicked off. I was in the lobby of the arts building of the esteemed Inland Empire Community College, est. 1969, according to the poking about I’d done online yesterday. I couldn’t see a thing, still blinded as I was by my time in the searing sunshine, but I wasn’t interested in the sights. I only wanted to collapse on the floor and absorb the air-conditioning for, oh, about three days or so.
As my eyes adjusted to the dim light, I saw a couple of shabby benches with worn checked upholstery and metal legs squatting in front of some narrow, floor-to-ceiling tinted windows on either side of the doors, a couple of modest abstract sculptures on pedestals, and the open doors to the theater proper, straight ahead, where voices, and random clunks and clanks, echoed. I dropped onto the nearest bench, lifted my hair, and let the cool air hit the back of my neck.
What was I doing here? This was a stupid idea. It was stupid of me to drive all the way out here. And where was here? Stupid Tatooine, felt like. I had never been to Moreno Valley before, even though it was only a couple of hours from L.A., but my first impression of it wasn’t all that positive: hot, brown, dry. It might as well have been another planet as far as I was concerned.
Maybe I should have texted Alex . . . but no. I knew I had to do this face to face. He could ignore a text, but he couldn’t ignore me, right in front of him.
So after a few seconds, when I was feeling almost human again, I hoisted my bag back onto my shoulder and headed farther inside. The theater itself was even darker than the lobby, the house lights low, throwing the lit stage into high relief. Alex should be here. I scanned the people scurrying around for some sign of his familiar face. Was that him there? Or maybe—
Thwack. Suddenly something was in front of me, and I walked right into it. The something was hard and soft at the same time, and a slightly pained noise came out of it. My face was between two shoulder blades, and my purse had just swung forward to whack their owner in the kidney. I jumped back as the person turned around.
“Sorry,” I muttered, stepping to the right to go around. “Dark in here.” And I made for the stage again.
But a limb shot out and barred the way as effectively as Bea’s studio gate arm, blocking me right at boob level. Was this person trying to cop a feel? But no—he jumped, apparently as alarmed as I was at where his arm had landed, and removed it quickly. “Can I help you with something?”
I craned my neck to see past him, keeping my eye on the people on the brightly lit stage. “Yeah, you can get out of the way. I need to get—”
Before I could say anything more, someone from down near the foot of the stage called, “Mason?” and a young woman in a ribbed tank top, cargo shorts, and hiking boots, with a headset around her neck, loped up the aisle from the foot of the stage. When she got to us, she pushed some stray hairs away from her forehead, smoothing them back toward her sleek, dark ponytail, and gave me a really good Who the fuck are you? look. Kudos, kid. Nice territorial vibe.
“Can I help you?” the fierce little thing asked.
Oh, so much help offered around here. Too bad I got the feeling they were offering to help me find the exit. I decided to play dumb. “I hope so,” I said. “I’m—”
“Faith Sinclair,” the guy supplied.
Oh great. Recognized. Now the question was, would that be a help or a hindrance? I looked at the guy, scanning him from his old-fashioned sneakers—what would probably have been called tennis shoes back in the day—up his “I’m a grown-up” khakis and his dark plaid button-down shirt, past those impressive shoulders I had walked into, to the top of his shaggy head.
He was staring back at me, scritching the bit of scruff under his chin.
“Oh, seriously?” It just popped out of my mouth, and I still wasn’t sure if I was pleased or dismayed. I passed a hand over my forehead. “Weren’t you—”
With a quick, sidelong glance at the girl, he cut me off with, “Right. In L.A. I’m, uh, Bea’s friend.” Quickly changing the subject, he turned to the pit bull of a tech next to him. “Uh, Kaylie, why don’t you get Ms. Sinclair some water. She looks hot—uh, thirsty.”
She didn’t move, just kept her narrowed eyes on me.
“Kaylie?” he prompted.
Reluctantly, she headed back down the aisle, ponytail swinging, occasionally glaring at me over her shoulder. I kept waiting for her to do the two-fingers-up-to-the-eyeballs “I’m watching you” thing, but to her credit she didn’t. I turned my attention back to the pleasant, and familiar, specimen of manhood in front of me.
“Sorry about that,” he murmured.
“So. Dusty Toyota. Isn’t this a coincidence.”
“Good character name. But—hate to let you down—I’ve washed the car since then.”
I still wanted to blow past him and find Alex, but I figured maybe a little schmoozing would help get me there. “You know, I’ve been thinking about you.”
“Really? Did you come all the way out here to invite me for a drink?”
Oh God, he remembered. “I heard you talking to Bea, about interviewing for a job. I wondered how that went.”
He winced. “Well, I’m here, aren’t I? Let’s just forget any ill-advised adventures in L.A., okay? And, uh, if you don’t mind, I kind of want to keep my job hunt quiet, so could we just . . . ?”
“My lips are sealed. What job that you weren’t going for didn’t you get?”
He let out a little rueful laugh and rubbed his cheek. “Writer, actually.”
“For . . . ?”
“A little something called Modern Women.”
“Oh. Oh God—really?”
He put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. “Yup.”
My stomach clenched. So Randy B. was, what, hiring a writing staff to take my place—one that would take my show even farther from my plans, my vision? I’d have to investigate that. Because even if this guy didn’t get the job, someone else must have.




“And here, you’re . . . ?”
“Mason is head of the theater department,” said a sharp voice at my elbow. Kaylie had returned with my water. She thrust a tiny paper cup toward me. It was filled with a tepid, likely toxic sample from a tap.
Oh, this girl was good.
“He’s an excellent teacher. And director,” she added for good measure, as Mason winced again—not at her compliments, but at what she was delivering.
“Kaylie, I meant one of the bottles of water from the fridge in the green room,” he reprimanded her gently. “I’m sorry,” he said to me, reaching for the cup. “We’ll get you—”
“No, no. Don’t trouble yourself. This is fine.” For some reason I was desperate to prove that I wasn’t one of Bea’s Hollywood asshats, expecting to have a giant, icy bottle of Evian on hand at every moment. Yep, tap water was good enough for me, dang it.
I put the cup to my lips as I glanced around, scanned the stage again. There were fewer students working than when I first arrived. I still didn’t see Alex. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Kaylie watching me like a hawk. I tipped the cup, planning to down the soupy stuff in one gulp, just to show her. And then I spotted a familiar profile, illuminated by the glare of the stage lights. Alex. Crossing the stage, helping to carry a scenery flat. I choked.
Coughing wildly, my eyes tearing up, I was dimly aware of Mason patting my back. “Ms. Sinclair—are you all right?”
I nodded blearily, trying to stop the tickle in my throat. “Fine,” I gasped.
“Maybe you need some water?” Kaylie sniped.
Laughing at her snark, I pushed the cup at Kaylie and made a beeline for the front of the house.
But Mason blocked my path. “Ms. Sinclair? What can I do for you?”
I tried to see past him, first over one shoulder, then the other. Stupid broad shoulders anyway—I couldn’t see a thing but them. I worked hard to get my voice working again. “You can get out of my way, thanks. Alex!” I called. But Alex was already gone, into the wings. Frustrated, I clenched my hands in my hair, took a steadying breath. “All right. Look. I’m here to see Alex McNulty. I need to talk to him about—well, never mind. I just need to talk to him.” I craned my neck, hoping to see him come back out from backstage.
“Well, we have a policy about that, I’m afraid.”
I focused on Mason. “What?”
“No outside visitors.”
“What—why?”
“I don’t think that’s any business of yours, Ms. Sinclair. With all due respect,” he hastened to add, but I was already pissed off.
“What kind of place is this, that you don’t allow . . .” Then the penny dropped. “Oh. This is just for Alex, isn’t it?”
In answer, Mason only gave me a polite, closed-mouth smile.
“Look, I’m not a fan or anything—you know who I am—”
“All the same.”
I was speechless for a moment, then spluttered, “This is stupid.”
“Alex is entitled to his privacy,” Kaylie interjected. “You have no right to—”
I actually laughed in her face. I’d had just about enough of this kid. “Honey, stop talking.” I should have taken my own advice, but I’d reached the end of my tether. “This doesn’t concern you.”
Kaylie gaped, shocked at my words. And, honestly, so was I. It wasn’t one of my finer moments, but I brushed it off, even as Mason spoke up.
“Ms. Sinclair, that was entirely uncalled for.”
I was barely listening; I decided I had to go hunt my prey down instead of waiting around. “You need to get out of my way, Mr. . . . whatever your name is—”
“It’s Professor Mitchell—” Kaylie interjected again.
“Whatever. Excuse me.”
And I shoved my way past Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell and his minion. He didn’t put up much of a fight, although I was sure he could have been an immovable wall if he’d wanted to. I rushed the stage like a groupie, leaping up the side steps and hurrying offstage, where Alex had gone.
There was no one there. I dashed around for a couple of seconds, then called to a couple of students hanging lights upstage to ask if they saw which direction Alex had headed. They didn’t respond, just stared at me blankly. I spun around, spotted a door in the black cinderblock wall. I shoved it open and found myself on a loading dock at the back of the building, blinded by the sudden sunlight. I shaded my eyes and looked around. Alex wasn’t hanging around outside for a smoke, and he wasn’t on one of the white paths that crisscrossed the campus lawns. He was long gone.
* * *
“Cover me. I’m coming in.”
I flicked off the security spotlights, as well as the light by the door, so my entire front yard was in shadow. Within a minute I heard the grumble of tires in my driveway, then a car door slam. I opened the front door just enough to admit Jaya’s slim form and the items she had in her arms.
“This is so cool—I feel like I’m having an illicit affair,” she whispered, squeezing inside.
Jamie stomped by, stopped short, and said eagerly, “What’s this, then? Should I cancel my evening plans? Something more interesting going on at home?”
Over my shoulder, I snapped, “Move along. Nothing to see here. Go on your date.”
“’S not a date,” he said. “I’m . . . just going out with . . . some mates.”
My stepbrother sounded cagey—well, cagier than usual. I eyed him suspiciously. “What ‘mates’?”
He shrugged his wiry shoulders as he hitched up his madras shorts. “Just a couple of mates who’re feeling a little down. Thought I might cheer them up.”
“Wait, let me guess. They’re ‘feeling down’ because they’re broke and you’re going to make sure they have a good time. On my dime.”
“Think of this as an investment.”
I raised an eyebrow and waited.
“If all goes well, I could have a gig. And you’d get your house back.”
Well, that changed things. “I approve. Go. Get adopted by somebody.”
“Can I borrow the car, Mum?”
I made a grand gesture toward the keys on the hall table, then looked at Jaya and shook my head, and she forced a smile. It was still a little awkward between us, face to face.
“So . . . ,” she ventured tentatively, “we good?”
“You can buy the rest of your forgiveness by giving me all the gossip from the set.”
“Oh, then there was no need for me to bring these peace offerings of red velvet cupcakes and wine—?”
“I didn’t say that.” I grabbed the pink-and-white striped bakery box and led her into the living room.
Once we were settled on the sofa with a trashy reality show on the TV and refined sugar working its way into our systems, it started to feel like old times.
“Spill,” I ordered.
“All in good time,” Jaya mumbled, licking cream-cheese frosting off her thumb. “First, I want to hear about this thing you did.” I rolled my eyes. “You went to Moreno Valley?” The way she said it made it sound like Mars. “Just to find Alex?”
“Which I failed to do—which I was preventedfrom doing by some self-appointed guard dogs—so I’m going back tomorrow. Not like I’ve got anything else going on, after all,” I added, trolling for sympathy.
Jaya sipped her wine, a thoughtful look on her finely planed face. She ran her fingers through her thick black hair. “Faith, maybe trying to get Alex back wasn’t such a good idea.”
“No, it was a great idea. You were right—he’s just what we need to get the show back on track.”
“I meant bad for your emotional health. Because of . . . how it was before he left. And . . . ,” she hesitated, then said in a rush, “what he was to you too.”
I pulled a face and tried to make a scoffing noise, but it came out as a strangled snort. “You mean, how he was my go-to guy for ratings, until he turned into a pain in my ass?”
“Sure. Okay. That’s all he was.”
Jamie, following the food as usual, entered the room and, oblivious that we were having a conversation that was fast entering dangerous waters, blithely reached for a cupcake. I slapped his hand away without taking my eyes off Jaya. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, scrambling up onto my high horse whether I belonged there or not.
“Oh my God, woman.” Jaya shook her head. “Good thing you’re behind the camera. You’re a shitty actor.”
I froze. Jamie, persistent as a seagull, swooped in again. This time he snagged a goodie and scooted out of the room before I could slap him again. I reached for my glass of wine. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Okay,” she said again, and I could hear the smugness in her voice. I needed to keep looking anywhere but at her. The depths of my zinfandel was a good place. Yeah. “It’s okay, you know,” she said after a few seconds. “Alex is hot. You’re human. It’s no big deal.”
“I admit nothing,” I finally spat out. “Besides, I don’t have time for romantic shit. Never have.”
“Wha—!” She laughed. “That’s what half your show is about every week!”
“Of course. I save it for the plotlines. It’s much easier that way. Running the show takes all my time and energy, anyway. You should be feeling that by now.”
Jaya shrugged and plucked another cupcake from the box. “Not really.”
“Then you’re not doing it right.”
“I do it differently. I delegate. You have an amazing crew who can take care of things just fine, but you never used them to their full potential. I do. Whatever I ask them to take on, they can—and they do it willingly. But you . . . you always had to do everything yourself. You never trusted anyone else.” She squinted at me like I was a specimen in a petri dish. “And you know, I think that ended up extending into your romantic relationships—or lack thereof.”
“It’s not about trust,” I protested. “It’s just . . . easier to take care of things myself. Fewer hassles, and it gets done right the first time.”
“That explains the collection of vibrators in your bedside table drawer, then,” Jamie crowed as he headed for the front door.
I threw a cupcake at his head; he deftly caught it, peeled back the paper, took a bite, and waved. “Nighty-night, ladies.”
He slammed the door behind him, and I sank back against the sofa cushions and crossed my arms. “I should evict him.”
“But you won’t, because you love him.”
I whuffed.
Jaya continued delicately, “Okay, hanging with your stepbrother is noble and all, but it’s no replacement for a love life. Which you’ve never had as long as I’ve known you.”
“Not talking about this.”
“When was the last time you had a relationship, Faith? Or . . . forget relationship. When was the last time you . . . you know . . . because Alex would be a prime candidate for a little bit of—”
“Yo, Dr. Ruth—what did I just say? Changing the subject now.”
Jaya shrugged and finally gave up. I took advantage of her silence to move the conversation on to a new topic—or, rather, not so new, but much safer for me.
“I’ve been thinking about the show—”
“Quelle surprise.”
“—and I’ve got some ideas to tide you over till I get back—”
Jaya clapped her hands over her ears. “No! Don’t tell me anything.”
“Why? Because my ideas will suck?”
“Of course not. Because they’ll be brilliant . . . and they’ll obviously be yours. Nobody comes up with plotlines for the show like you do. I can’t trot out your ideas and pretend I thought of them. It’d be too obvious.”
“Speaking of writing . . .” I hesitated a moment, then asked what I’d been dying to ever since we decided to get together tonight. “Is . . . is Randy B. really trying to hire a writing staff?”
“Where’d you hear it?”
“You wouldn’t believe it.” And I told her about Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell, head of the theater department at Inland Empire Community College and erstwhile applicant for a job on Modern Women. “Do you remember him?”
“Yeah, sure. Met him in passing. According to Elizabeth, he was good. Really good.”
“‘According to Elizabeth’?” I repeated, agape. “You didn’t interview these writers yourself?”
“Faith. Del-e-gate,” Jaya drew out, holding her hand out in three places in succession, to go with each syllable. “Elizabeth’s a good writer—whom you never gave enough responsibility, I might add. Who better to choose?”
“Yeah, yeah. You’re a management genius. So why didn’t he get the job?”
“He didget the job,” Jaya said casually, refilling her wineglass. “He turned it down.”
“That can’t be right. We must not be talking about the same person.” The vibe I got from Mason was that he had gotten a big fat “no” from the suits. “Looks kind of like Owen Wilson? Only better-looking? Without the canoe-paddle nose. Like . . . someone who would be Owen Wilson’s taller brother.”
“Luke Wilson then.”
“Entirely unlike Luke Wilson.”
“You’re making my brain hurt.”
“Anyway—”
“No, honestly, Faith. That’s the guy. Really talented. Really cute too,” she added, with an evil glint in her eye. I ignored that. She was baiting me. Besides, this wasn’t about cute. “He turned down the job. I remember. I was surprised because Elizabeth said that in his interview he was going on and on about how great you were and how much he wanted to be on the Modern Women staff. Sounded like he was quite the fanboi.” She eyed me shrewdly, dark eyes twinkling. “You’ve got yourself an admirer, girl. Hey, maybe he’dbe a good candidate for a little—”
“No!”

Chapter 8
Yeah, that was allI needed rattling around in my brain as I headed back to the college the next morning—the knowledge that a guy I thought was pretty hot (I couldn’t deny it) was a fan and a candidate for a little . . .
On a mission, I reminded myself. Alex. Focus. Alex.
But when I charged back into the theater, it was completely empty. And dark. No sounds of activity or voices, not even from somewhere backstage. Crap. I went back into the lobby. There had to be somebody around, didn’t there?
Two sets of double doors, a pair on either side of the entrance to the auditorium, seemed like a good place to start looking for signs of life. I chose the ones on the left. Behind them lay a bright white hallway that followed the curve of the building. It was so quiet my footsteps on the linoleum sounded like gunshots. I tried to walk silently, which only made me clomp louder somehow. I checked some of the rooms through the narrow rectangular windows in the doors. Each was empty and dark.
Then, with my platform Frankenstein shoes silent, I could hear a voice in the distance—male, talking and then stopping, obviously on the phone. Maybe he could tell me why this place was like a morgue. I went farther around the curve, and the voice got louder. Finally I found the open door and peeked inside.
Crap.
Mason, looking down at his desk while he talked on the phone. I recognized his distinctive profile.
I pulled my head back quickly. It was likely he hadn’t seen me, which was just fine. All that stuff Jaya had said about him being an admirer was still pinging around in my brain, and it muddled up my insides enough that I wanted to be as far from this guy as possible. It was the safest option.
I considered taking my shoes off to sneak away, tossed that idea, and instead lifted my foot high, optimistic that I could take slow, careful, and, most important, silent steps out of there.
Then, “Come on in, Ms. Sinclair.”
Crappity crap crap.
I turned around. The doorway was empty; he hadn’t gotten up from his desk yet. I could still make a run for it, I thought a little frantically.
“I know you’re out there. I can hear you breathing.”
I dragged myself into the doorway. He leaned back in his chair, his long legs spread wide as he rotated the chair with his heels.
I feebly lifted my hand in greeting. “Hey.”
“Hey yourself. Back again?”
“Yep.”
“Please,” he gestured, inviting me into his office.
I inched forward. Mason’s chair was in the middle of the room, his desk against the wall to the left. The desk was nice and old, wood, but not quite an antique, and engulfed in piles of paper. As it should be, I thought. As usual, I started mentally set dressing “College Faculty Office.” I would have added wood paneling to the walls, and many-paned windows, to be sort of Harvard/Yale/Oxford-looking. These windows were long and narrow, running all the way to the floor, like the ones in the foyer, and didn’t open. That left enough room for several metal bookcases and a cheesy-looking ’70s couch straight out of the Bradys’ den: wood frame and mustard-colored cushions.
“Sit, relax. Want some coffee?”
“Uh . . .” I didn’t want to stay long enough for coffee.
He reached into a tiny fridge under a just-as-small wooden table where the coffee machine sat and came up with a jug. “I promise not to make it with tap water.”
“Oh, I was kind of hoping you would. It had a flavor.”
“And texture too. Bubble tea’s got nothing on chunky coffee. Patent pending.” He grinned at me as he poured the water into the coffeemaker. A smile wriggled onto my lips whether I wanted it there or not. I watched him put the water away and open up a bag of coffee. He glanced over his shoulder again. “What?”
I crossed my arms and leaned on the door jamb. “A college professor wearing a tweed jacket with patches on the elbows—isn’t that a bit of a cliché?”
He laughed outright at this, and the spot behind my navel fluttered a bit. I realized I really liked his laugh. And his smile. Stop. That way lies madness. “I had a meeting with the trustees this morning, so I decided I should look the part. Sit,” he prompted again, gesturing at the Brady couch.
I perched on the edge of one mustard-colored cushion. Mason sat back down in his office chair, folded his hands in his lap, and smiled politely. “Ms. Sinclair.”
“Call me Faith.”
“Still hoping to talk with Alex, then, Faith?”
“Where is he today? In fact, where is everybody? It’s disturbingly quiet around here.”
“The students are doing a workshop at one of the local elementary schools.” I shot to my feet, but he held up a hand like a traffic cop. “No, I’m not telling you which one. And by the time you look up all the phone numbers and call around, they’ll be done. Relax, Faith,” he said again. “Coffee’s almost ready.”
I sat again, but I didn’t relax. “Mason, I don’t give up. I need to talk with Alex, and I’m coming back every day until I do.”
“I admire your dedication. But as I told you yesterday, that won’t be possible. Our—”
“—policy. Yeah, I heard you the first time.”
“We feel it’s important.”
I decided to put on my listening cap. “Explain it to me, then. Please,” I added.
“When Alex enrolled for the summer session, he said he wanted to be a regular student, no special treatment. He wanted to be anonymous, you could say. So we haven’t publicized the fact that he’s attending school here, and we agreed that we’d all protect his privacy.”
“But I’m—”
“Even from you. Actually, if I dare say it, especially from you.”
“What?”
“He said he didn’t want anyone from his past tracking him down. He wants to focus on being a student, wants to focus on his—”
“Don’t tell me. His ‘craft.’” The recollection of all his nattering about this stuff on set, and what it turned into—how his affectations influenced the whole show, and not for the better—made my words bitter.
Mason smiled knowingly. “That may have come up in his admissions interview.” I rolled my eyes. “That’s not a bad thing, you know.”
I shifted, crossed my legs, readjusted my pencil skirt. I noticed Mason’s glance went there for a split second, then he refocused on my face. I thought maybe I should try to use “feminine wiles” on this guy, then dismissed the idea. I may have been capable of many things, but flirting to get a guy to do what I wanted was definitely notone of them. I was more of a straight shooter—which got me a lot of guy friends and not one guy in my bed. Okay, a few, and usually in spite of my efforts, not because of them. But I never was able to amass a large collection of droolers, even if I wanted them. Which I didn’t. And I certainly didn’t want Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell included in the droolers category. No indeed, as my dear stepbrother would have said.
At least, I didn’t think so.
“Well,” I said, still matter-of-fact, “I need to talk to him. In person.”
“You said that yesterday. What I don’t understand is why. I mean . . . the rumors that were going around when he left the show . . . the two of you were hardly best friends.”
That was an understatement. I started to spout my usual line about “a mutual parting of ways,” but for some reason I felt like being truthful. So instead, I said delicately, “There is . . . some truth to that. But a lot of time has passed. I don’t think we bear each other any ill will, after all, and—”
“That’s funny. He seems to see things differently.”
That brought me up short. “He’s been talking to you? About . . . ?”
Mason held up a hand again. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Whatever is between the two of you is just that—private, between the two of you.”
“You make it sound all kinds of sordid. It’s not.” As soon as those words were out, I flinched. Way to protest too much, Sinclair.
“No, I . . . Look, my motivation is purely to protect one of my students, not dig for gossip. Alex asked for privacy, and that’s what I’m going to make sure he gets.” He looked me squarely in the eye. “So, I hate to say this, Faith, but it’s really unwise to keep coming back.”
I stared back, and for the first time I noticed what a nice, warm shade of brown his eyes were. To shake off the unnerving melty sensation making its way through my torso, I got tougher. “Like you can stop me,” I smirked. “It’s a free country.”
“To a point. If you’re harassing a student—”
“I’m not harassing—”
“If what you’re doing disturbs Alex, then it’s harassment. And then I can have security escort you off the campus and ensure you aren’t allowed back on the premises.”
Oh God, please not more security guards escorting me off premises. That was getting so old.
“But I don’t really want to have to do that. And I’m sure you don’t want that kind of publicity, right?”
His tone was so hard all of a sudden, my mouth dropped open. This guy meant business. Low blow, hitting me in the publicity bone. Too bad he didn’t take the writing job—I got the impression he could have held his own really well in Hollywood.
I sat up straighter. “Okay, there’s a very good reason I’m looking for Alex.” He waited patiently, and I felt like a kid who was trying to shovel some lame excuse for why she didn’t turn her paper in on time. My words tumbled out in a rush. “I’m . . . I’m not with Modern Women anymore. Honestly, I got kicked off the show—never mind why.” I wasn’t about to go there. “You probably figured that out when we, er, met. One of my producers, Jaya Singh, is in charge now. She’s a good friend, and really brilliant—”
“I met her when I interviewed at the studio. She was very gracious. Really lovely.”
“Yep, that’s her. She’s engaged, by the way,” I added impulsively, as my brain screamed in protest. But I didn’t stop there. For some reason I felt compelled to add to the lie I had just spit out for no good reason. “To a woman. Wedding next year.” Oh shut UP. What in the world was I doing? Jaya wasn’t engaged, and she wasn’t a lesbian. Last I heard she was hooking up with the guy who owned the taco truck that parked outside the studio gates at lunchtime. “Anyway,” I rushed on, to cover my stupid side comment, “even though she’s doing a good job, the season finale was . . . less than popular, let’s say. We’re not sure what kind of reception we’re going to get during the fall season, so she suggested we bring Alex back to renew interest in the show.”
“And if you bag him, you’d earn forgiveness and maybe get your job back.”
Hey, way to think like a producer. Good boy. “It’s a possibility,” I hedged, not very convincingly.
Mason thought for a moment. “Brilliant idea,” he said, completely sincerely.
He agreed with me—hurdle cleared! “Right?” I enthused.
“But . . .”
Whoops—hurdle notcleared. Hurdle tangled in feet, face plant imminent. Oh great googly moogly, what? Was he going to debate this?
“You’re forgetting something.”
Apparently he was going to debate this. Okay, bring it. “Go on.”
“I’m not hearing anything in this plan that’s beneficial for Alex.”
Uh . . . what? I looked at him like he was nuts because, let’s face it, I thought he was nuts. What was he talking about, “beneficial for Alex”?
“What I mean is, so far you’ve been talking about your future, and ratings for the show, but what if Alex returning to the show isn’t good for Alex? Don’t you want what’s best for him?”
I took a breath. “Okay, Dad, look—Alex is a big boy. I can’t make him do anything he doesn’t want to do. But I think I should be able to present the idea to him and let him decide for himself. I mean, it’s not like I’d be dragging him back to a Victorian workhouse. He’d be back on the show where he made his name, the fans would go nuts, he’d have a steady paycheck again, not to mention movie offers—”
“And if that’s not what he wants?”
“Why wouldn’t he want that?”
Mason smiled placidly, which irritated me. “Faith, Alex is here to learn to be a better actor. He chose to come here. He chose to leave episodic television behind and pursue live theater. For now,” he added. “Or maybe for good. He doesn’t know yet, but he should be allowed to find out in his own time, on his own. Don’t you want to honor that?”
No, I do not want to honor that, I wanted to yell, but I was determined to appear as calm as he was. I took another breath. It wasn’t helping; it was just making me light-headed, which didn’t mix well with being pissed off. “Obviously, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell,” I said, struggling to keep my voice even, “you’re not getting it.”
“Oh, I think I am. It’s pretty self-serving, isn’t it? You’re putting yourself first, your show second, and Alex’s interests a distant third. It’s not that hard to figure out.”
Right about then was when I lost it. But I didn’t shout. Instead, my voice sounded deadly, even to me, and the quaver underlying my words just reinforced how incensed I was. “I don’t do that, Professor Mitchell. I would do anything—anything—to keep that show going, and right about now it needs some serious help. I’m trying to make sure those people who come to work every day can keep on coming to work every day. My cast and crew are the most important people in my life. I’m doing it for them.” He was silent, gazing at me steadily. Before I could stop myself, I continued, “People not in show business give people in show business a bad rap. They assume we’re all . . .” Hollywood asshats, said Bea’s voice in my head,“. . . selfish, ruthless, heartless, willing to throw our own grandmothers under a bus to get a hit. That might be true for some people, but not for me.”
Mason, quite serious, interlaced his fingers in his lap and nodded slowly. “You’re right. Of course. I apologize.”
My brain didn’t process his words immediately; it took a few seconds, and in the meantime I charged on, “I’ve seen the other side, you know. I was brought up in the Hollywood studio system. My mother was—” and then I realized what he said. It was like my brain went into a skid, I was so blindsided. “You . . . you do?” I asked stupidly.
“I absolutely do.” Here he smiled politely. “And I am very well acquainted with your mother’s esteemed career. I’m a big fan of her movies.”
“Oh,” I answered grimly, latching onto something so familiar. “A Moner.”
He half-laughed. “A what—a ‘moaner’?”
“Moner,” I repeated. “Not ‘unnnhhhh,’” I, well, moaned. Mason crossed his legs and shifted in his chair. “Moner as in ‘fan of Mona.’ It’s what I call her devotees.”
“I see. Well, yes, I guess you could call me that. It’s a weird name, though.”
“Hey, cut me some slack—I came up with it when I was twelve.”
“Do you consider Alex a Moner too?”
“I consider him an opportunist,” I muttered, thinking of how he used to try to pick my brain about my mother. “Why are you asking about Alex?”
Mason got up to pour the coffee. “Because yesterday you said it was a coincidence that you and I had met before. But it wasn’t. I’d met Alex last year, at a Mona Urquhart film festival in L.A. When he decided he wanted to attend college, he contacted me. I was more than happy to have him join our program.”
“Doesn’t seem like a very big one.”
He turned back around, holding two white mugs with gold-and-blue IECC logos on them. “It is pretty small,” he admitted, handing one to me. “There are only about a dozentheater students. Three faculty members, one of whom is on sabbatical at the moment. One I have to share with the accounting department.” He smiled, amused, eyes twinkling. “And I also teach some film courses. We do what we can. But Alex likes it here, likes the personal attention.”
I bet he did.
“But,” he went on, “sometimes we find ourselves stretched a little thin; we use adjunct instructors when we can. Which makes me wonder . . .”—he paused to take a sip of his coffee, then went on—“if you would be interested in giving a lecture on your mother’s film oeuvre?”
My brain, barely recovered from his apology, started flailing helplessly again, but it was too late—this time it went splat into a brick wall. “Wait—what?”
“A lecture,” he repeated. “About your mother’s movies.”
“No,” I snapped.
“Just like that? ‘No’?”
“Just like that. No.” I was furious again. God, these adrenaline swings were going to kill me.
“Can I ask why not?”
I wanted to take his disingenuousness and shove it up his . . . But I went for sarcasm instead. “Sorry to disappoint you, but you’re not getting a convenient two-for-one deal.”
He took another sip of coffee, his other hand tucked casually in his pocket. “I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“First Alex, then me? Pretty good deal for a backwater college. And my presence you can publicize.” Absolutely brimming with righteous indignation, I heaved myself to my feet and thrust the mug back at him.
He caught it and skipped backward to avoid coffee sloshing all over his shoes. “You can be really cynical sometimes, you know that?” he said mildly.
“I’ll try not to lose sleep over it.”
“Well, for what it’s worth, that wasn’t what I—” His office phone rang. “Just a second. Please.”
And I was supposed to wait for what? To go another couple of rounds with this guy? Forget it—I had a pounding headache already.
“Hi,” he said into the phone. “Yeah . . . That’s definite, then? . . . Oh, I’m sorry to hear it.”
I flung my bag over my shoulder and started for the door. He held out his hand to stop me while he said to the caller, “I understand . . . Nope, can’t be helped . . . No, I think we’ll be okay. Keep in touch; maybe we can figure something out at a later date . . . Yeah, take care.” When he paused again, then said, “What’s that?” I’d had enough. How could I stomp out in a snit if I had to keep waiting for him to finish his phone call? Didn’t he know anything about dramatic exits?
I escaped into the bright white corridor, heading for the doors, my shoes ringing on the linoleum.
“Faith!”
I kept walking.
“Faith, hold up!”
I spun around. “What for?”
“Well,” he said, a little breathlessly, “I . . . I just . . . think—”
“You know, you make no sense. You irritate me, you insult me, you stonewall me, you threaten to throw me off campus, and then you invite me to give a lecture. You make nosense.”
“I know. You’re right. It does sound contradictory.”
“And self-serving,” I spat, happy to throw his own words back at him. “You don’t want me here, until you think you can get something from me. Then the rules change. You’re just like everybody else.”
“Faith,” he said quietly, and his low tone caught my attention. “Really, I’m not.”
There was a beat or two of silence. I shook my head and studied the ceiling tiles. “What do you want, Mason?”
“You’re really going to keep coming back until you talk to Alex?”
“I’m stubborn that way. Threaten to sic your rent-a-cops on me all you want. I’ve had worse.” As you witnessed, I thought.
“Well, then, if I can’t keep you away from Alex, let’s do this the right way. You’ll be welcome, as long as you don’t badger him. Observe, instead. See what he’s learning, see why it’s important to him. And then you can decide if he’s better off here or back on the show. And in exchange, I’m asking you to give something back to our department—”
“Cash?”
“Faith!”
Of course he was the type who couldn’t be bought. “What, then? And don’t ask me to give a lecture about my mother’s career again.”
“Forget the lecture. I want you to teach a course.”
Yeah, it finally happened. Dude rendered me truly speechless. Eventually I fought out, “Are you insane?”
“Well, not an entire course—and not alone. I want you to help me out with one for the fall semester, which starts middle of next week. My guest lecturer just bailed on me—that was the phone call I just got. I’ll have to take on the course myself now—I can’t find a replacement at this late date—but I’ve got so much to do already . . . I thought you could teach it with me. You can speak to a moderately sized group of people, I suppose?”
“I—” My words caught in my throat, and I just stared at him, incredulous.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
“Wait,” I said, closing my eyes tightly for a minute, trying to get my equilibrium back. “Why in the world would you want me to help teach a class?”
“Well, the kids would eat it up, for one thing—the legendary Faith Sinclair, real-world experience, all that. And if you’re going to camp out here to try to change Alex’s mind about his life choices, you might as well make yourself useful.”
“And Alex would take the class.”
“No, definitely not.”
“Well, then, what’s the point—”
“It’s not part of Alex’s course schedule for his acting studies. Besides, if it were, I wouldn’t ask you to do this. It would be unethical for you to have any academic influence over him. You can communicate with Alex on his own time, ifhe wants to talk with you. In fact, this offer is contingent on whether he’s okay with having you on campus at all. I’m doing this because I think . . .” He sighed, then admitted, “Because I think you’re right—Alex should have an opportunity to know all his options, including going back to Modern Women if he wants. But he also should have the freedom to make his own choices, so no full-court press on the guy.”
I couldn’t believe the next thing that came out of my mouth. “What . . . what’s the subject?”
It looked like Mason was trying to suppress a smile, failed. In fact, he was beaming. “Scriptwriting. I figure it’s up your alley.”
“Well, yeah.”
“So you’ll do it?”
God, he looked so hopeful. And Jaya was right—he was pretty adorable. He had that kind of open face and those eager eyes that made you want to take him home. Like a puppy. So it actually hurt me a little bit when I whapped him on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper. Figuratively, of course.
“No way in hell.” And I shoved open the double doors and walked out.
* * *
“Oh, COME ON!”
I realized that roaring at my windshield, and at the taillights of the cars in front of me, as far as the eye could see, through that windshield, wasn’t going to move traffic along any faster, but I was frustrated. And baffled. It wasn’t rush hour, it was the middle of the day. There was no good reason for traffic to be backed up. None at all. Yet here we were, roasting in the noon sun. Even the carpool lane was stoppered up. Not that I was considering illegally crossing the double yellow line and illegally using the lane without another person in the car or anything. Not at all.
I glanced at my phone. No messages, no texts. My traffic report app highlighted the stretch of highway I was on with a fat red line. An alphabet salad of strange abbreviations may or may not have been explaining there was an accident somewhere up ahead.
I reminded myself for the hundredth time to check the traffic app before getting on the highway.
Sighing raggedly, I closed my eyes. So far, today had been a total waste of makeup. Restless, I fired up the speaker phone and hit Jaya’s number.
“Jaya Singh’s line. Ashley speaking. Can I help you?”
Oh Christ. “Ashley. This is Faith.”
Before I could get another terse word out, there was a rustling, then Jaya’s voice. “Hey, you.”
“Got Ashley trained to hand over the phone now, have you?”
“Just for you, nobody else.”
“Try to get her to balance a ball on her nose next.”
“Stop.” But she laughed.
“No, really—I think she’s ready.”
“What’s going on? Where are you—Needles?”
“If you mean Moreno Valley, the answer is ‘sort of.’”
“You don’t even know?”
“I’m on the 210, westbound. Gridlock.”
“Say no more. Did you talk to Alex?”
“No. He wasn’t around.”
“When do you start stalking him, sleeping in your car so you can jump him on his way to class?”
“Ah, you’ve discovered my plan B. Soon, grasshopper. Soon. What’s going on there?”
“Well . . . ,” Jaya spoke slowly, which usually meant bad news. “We’re ready to shoot the Christmas episode.”
“Okay.”
“But I just heard from Randy.”
“Oh no.”
“Exactly.”
“He wants changes?”
“Worse. He’s . . . thinking of pushing us to midseason.”
“What! He can’t do that! It’s August . . . crap . . . what, twentieth? We’re locked in for a September twenty-ninth season premiere, and that late start is bad enough!”
“I know. I donot want to have to rewrite the episode to hit all the plot points in some nonspecific time frame. And we’d have to return all the holiday decorations to Props, which pisses me off. We scored the good ones this year—I want to usethose bad boys.”
“He can’t,” I declared. “Logistically, he just can’t. What in the world would he do with a hole in the fall schedule at this late date?”
“He threatened to fill our slot with some of his . . . pet projects.”
I groaned. “Oh God, not those old-school laugh-track sitcoms he’s always pushing.”
“He’s sitting on at least four pilots that didn’t get picked up. He’ll choose the two that suck the least, and we’re history till January.”
“January!” I repeated with dread. “Shit, if he yanks the show now—”
“It’s telling the whole world we’re in trouble. I know.” Jaya hesitated, then said, “Faith, I hate to do this to you, but I think we need to confirm Alex sooner rather than later. If you can get him to commit, then I can tell Randy, and we’d get ourselves a reprieve.”
“I’m right there with you. We’ve got to do it.”
“Can you?”
“What, convince Alex? Looks like I don’t have a choice.”
“Promise him anything.”
“Oh, you do notknow what you’re saying, my dear. Besides, I’ve got to get to him first.” I sighed heavily. “But at least I know what it’s going to take to get access.”
“You do? That’s great! Whatever it is, do it! Oh wait—hang on a sec.” The phone was silent for a bit, then Jaya came back with, “Faith, I’m sorry. I’ve gotta go. Wardrobe’s dressed Kimmie up like a ho again.”
I could sympathize; Kimmie was one of our sweet ingénues, yet half the time she came out of the wardrobe trailer looking like a streetwalker. “Ugh. All right, go bust some heads. If I were you, I’d get a bead on Marguerite first,” I advised, naming an assistant wardrobe mistress. “She hates Kimmie. Does this on purpose.”
“Got it. I’ll call you later.”
“Keep me posted.”
Jaya’s news, and the fact that everyone on the freeway had moved about six inches during the entire phone call, made me even crabbier. I turned up the AC and went to a bookmarked site on my phone: the IECC Web site . . . faculty directory . . . Mitchell, Mason—Theater Arts, Film Studies. And I called.

Chapter 9
I got out of bed with a sense of purpose bright and early Wednesday morning. I was going to be a teacher. How cool was that? A noble profession. I’d be brilliant, the kids would love me. It’d be like those teacher movies, I thought as I selected a professional-yet-stylish outfit for my first day—I’d change lives by expounding brilliantly in echoing classrooms, writing wildly on chalkboards, marching across sun-dappled, leafy campuses with my protégés following in my wake, eagerly hanging on my every word. Okay, I was conveniently ignoring the fact that the IECC campus was more like Death Valley than verdant New England, but still. My protégés could follow me around inside, where it was comfortably air-conditioned.
I could do this. I could.
At least Alex had given his okay for me to be on campus, according to Mason, I reflected as I hit the freeway and started heading, yet again, to Moreno Valley (God, this drive was getting old). That was something. It felt like getting the nod from the other side of the velvet rope at one of the hottest West Hollywood clubs. (Not that I was a club-going sort, but I’d heard stories from my non-famous friends who had to wait in line.) Now all I had to do was get to Alex—maybe, to further the analogy, that was like being allowed access to the VIP room. I was just going to have to be careful when I approached him, speaking softly and walking gingerly, like I was approaching a wounded animal. Not that there were wounded animals in West Hollywood clubs . . . oh crap. Analogies were stupid. I turned off the freeway and headed for IECC.
Gasping as I staggered across the fifty or so parking lots on the perimeter of the campus toward the classroom building, I wondered why visiting faculty didn’t have reserved parking spots right outside their building. What if I wanted to bring a visual aid, like a . . . a styrofoam-ball model of the solar system? (Oh heck, adjust for theater—okay, a scale model of Shakespeare’s Globe made out of toothpicks.) I’d have to carry it all this way, in the stifling heat? Luckily all I had to carry today was my morning coffee.
Halfway there, I took a break in the shadow of a building and pretended to check the campus map Mason had sent me by e-mail. Within minutes after I’d committed to this thing, he’d inundated me with the course syllabus, tax forms, the map, and the one-page contractual agreement promising me a silly amount of money (silly as in tiny) for fifteen weeks’ worth of work. Of course, since I was only going to be putting in a few hours of my time per week, and co-teaching at that, it was probably a fair deal.
God, it was hot, even in the shade. I thought I was in shape, but perhaps what was needed here wasn’t so much muscle conditioning, but endurance training—no, I amended, survivalist training: altering your body so it was able to function on two sips of water and one cricket a day or something. I pushed on, wondering if there was a health club that taught that sort of thing in L.A. Then I realized that the sun must have been getting to me. Of course there’d be a health club that taught survivalist training. There was a health club for every type of fitness in L.A.
I almost missed the building, because for the most part, aside from the theater, which was funkily round, and the esteemed admin building, which was trying its best to look Ivy-League-by-way-of-Spanish-Colonial-architecture, all of them were pretty much interchangeable—and as inspired as railway freight cars.
I ducked inside and, as usual, the air-conditioning nearly made me weep with relief. I took my time finding the classroom, just to cool off before I got there. The last thing I needed was to stand up in front of a whole room full of students while sporting pit stains.
Still, my classroom plans were secondary to my ideas for finding Alex afterward. I hadn’t told Mason the reason behind my change of heart about teaching. He didn’t need to know that the show was in even greater crisis than ever. Then again, he didn’t ask, either. He just sounded really, really happy that I’d called. That was kind of surprising; even though I hadn’t forgotten what Jaya had said about him being a fan, I sort of felt that he was just barely tolerating me most of the time.
No matter, though. Right now it was “all about the kids,” as they say. I walked into the classroom with my head held high. “Hey guys,” I said brightly, dropping my bag next to the lectern and taking a swig from my coffee cup. “Scriptwriting 350, right?”
Before I could get another word out, Mason swooped down on me, grasped my upper arm, and steered me toward the door. “Can I talk to you a moment before we start, Ms. Sinclair?”
“Don’t I get to be called ‘professor’?”
“No,” he said bluntly. “After you.” And with his free hand he gestured at the hallway, as if I couldn’t remember where I’d just come from.
Once we were out of the classroom and the door had shut behind us, he let go of my arm, but stayed alarmingly close to me. He didn’t look happy.
I smiled at him. “Want to give me some last-minute tips, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell?”
He didn’t smile back. “You’re late. Class started ten minutes ago.”
“I was here.”
“You weren’t in the classroom.”
“I was hiking from the damned parking lot, to tell you the truth.”
“Let me give you a little advice: Get here earlier. Okay?”
I saluted. “Yes, sir, sir. Anything else?”
“You might want to dial back the snark—you’re going to have to be the grown-up in there.”
“Duly noted.”
“Lose the coffee. You need to look more professional.”
“Okey doke.” I hid it behind my back. Sure, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell, I’ll give up my coffee. When you pry it from my cold, dead hands.
“And act more responsible.”
“I’m a very responsible person!”
He regarded me silently for a minute, implying disagreement. And disapproval. I didn’t take kindly to that.
“You’re calling me irresponsible just because I misjudged how long it was going to take me to walk from where I had to park—which, for your information, was on the outskirts ofVegas? Do you not understand that up until a few months ago, I was in charge of a major television production, shepherding a cast and crew of thousands?”
The corner of his mouth quirked. “‘Thousands?’”
“So I’m hyperbolic.”
“Among other things.” After a pause, he sighed, then said, “I’ll introduce you when we go back in. We’re going to go over the syllabus, answer any questions they might have, that sort of thing. Just listen and observe today, okay?”
“Yeah.”
“You all right?”
“I’m fine!”
He looked me up and down before he nodded and stepped back. “Okay. Let’s go.”
Mason pushed the door wide to let me go through first. Then he gestured to a student desk; they were arranged in a sloppy semicircle, more or less facing the instructor’s desk and lectern. The one he pointed out to me was at the far edge, closest to the front of the room. I scooped my bag up, slid into the chair, and put my cup of coffee on the floor next to me, within reach. Cold, dead hands, like I said.
Mason picked up a few sheets of paper, rounded the instructor’s desk, and leaned his butt and the heels of his hands against the edge, his long legs out straight, crossed at the ankle, as he faced the students.
“Okay, sorry for the interruption. As I was saying, this class is going to be a little different, because you won’t always have to listen to me droning on incessantly.” The students smiled and laughed politely—the girls a little extra, which wasn’t surprising. Mason didn’t notice—or, if he did, he didn’t let on. He leaned my way to hand me one of the papers as he continued to address the students. “Pardon the hard copy of the syllabus—I’m a bit of a Luddite in that regard—it’s the same as the one that’s posted online. Okay. This class will have two instructors. Me you know and, perhaps, are sick of already.” More polite chuckles. “Our other teacher just made her Hollywood entrance.”
He swept a hand in my direction, and all the students swiveled their heads to stare at me again, as if they hadn’t seen me the first two times I entered.
“This,” Mason went on, “is Ms. Faith Sinclair. You probably know who she is, but if you don’t, you should. Ms. Sinclair is a noted television producer; she’s creator of the very successful Modern Women.”
Some of the students nodded knowingly; others let their mouths fall open in an “O” of surprise and recognition.
“Ms. Sinclair was kind enough to sign on rather recently, on short notice. So the syllabus doesn’t adequately reflect how this class is going to work. In other words, usually in this class, you would learn the mechanics and nuances of scriptwriting. With Ms. Sinclair here, you’re also going to learn about real-world applications.”
The kids studied me as this sank in. Most of them—there were only six—smiled in approval, and that was gratifying. This morning I had been so sure that this was going to be a cakewalk, but Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell had popped that balloon pretty deftly. I needed building up again. Faith Freakin’ Sinclair, I reminded myself. I can do this.
A hand snaked into the air.
“You have a question, Alice?”
A pale, solemn-faced girl turned to me. “Yeah. Um, Ms. Sinclair, is it true you dated Johnny Depp back in the ’90s?”
I practically choked on a sip of coffee I thought had been safe to sneak. Good lord, that old rumor? I thought it had gone the way of the dodo years ago. But some juicy Hollywood tales refuse to die. “Um, no,” I said with a self-deprecating laugh. “Definitely not. Total fabrication. He was just a guest at one of my mom’s parties. I think I exchanged all of three words with him.”
“Oh.” Alice immediately lost interest in me and disappeared behind her curtain of blond hair.
“This brings up a good point—a couple, actually,” Mason said, refocusing the class. “First of all, Ms. Sinclair is a great resource who can share the real day-to-day ins and outs of the entertainment industry—what it’s like to be a writer, a producer, a director in Hollywood. Please don’t think of her as a gossip resource. That would be insulting to such a skilled professional.” Hey, I sort of felt myself blush, there. “Second, she’s not only a success in her own right; she’s also the daughter of the legendary film producer Mona Urquhart.” He paused and surveyed the students, gauging their reactions to the name. “You shouldknow who Mona Urquhart is. If you don’t, that’s your additional assignment for tonight: find out. My point is that Ms. Sinclair can talk to you not only about the current climate in the entertainment industry, but also what Hollywood was like several decades ago. When she was a mere tot,” he added with a grin. Nice save, there, professor. “So with that in mind—” Mason stopped when he saw another hand go up. “Yes, Brandon, go ahead.”
“Uh, right. Ms. Sinclair?” A rail-thin kid, wearing supertight skinny jeans that emphasized how skeletal he was, looked my way. “Is it true you’re only here to stalk Alex McNulty because you were in love with him but he dumped you and you’re here to get him back and that’s why he’s hiding out here at IECC but you tracked him down?”
Speechless, I scrambled to sort out his rambling question. Panicked thoughts crowded my buzzing head.How did he know?! Where did he hear that? From Alex? I’ve never told anyone at all! . . . Who else knows? . . . Is he going to take this to the tabloids? . . . Can I kill this kid and the rest of the class so the rumor stops here?
Nothing came out of my mouth for what felt like ten minutes but in reality was only a few seconds. I must have looked like I was going to faint or something, because Mason jumped in.
“Brandon, what did I just say? No gossip.” Mason glanced quickly at me as Brandon dropped his eyes to his desk, embarrassed. “Alex McNulty and Ms. Sinclair worked together on Modern Women for the first two seasons,” Mason said after a moment. “That’s all we need to know. End of story. I shouldn’t have to tell you this, but no spreading rumors about Alex and Ms. Sinclair. Or just Alex, or just Ms. Sinclair, for that matter. That’s not what we do at this school. Understood?”
I dragged my gaze up from the lid of my coffee cup to Mason’s face, while the students murmured their promises. He was looking at me, smiling grimly. I returned a tight grin, grateful that he had come to my defense.
It also made me strong enough to reply, “That’s, um, an interesting take, Brandon. Where’d you hear that?”
“Around. With Alex hiding out, students talk, you know.”
“He’s not hiding out,” Mason corrected quietly. “He’s attending college, that’s all.”
Brandon nodded, then addressed me again. “And the thing about you and him—um, Internet, I think.”
“Of course,” I muttered.
The guy sitting next to Brandon, a jock type with a cylindrical head, cocked an eyebrow at him. “You read Internet gossip about Modern Women?”
“I don’t care either way. I just hear about it from my girlfriend. She’s a fan of the show. And a fan of Alex. She keeps bugging me to introduce her.” He snorted. “Yeah, like that’ll happen. Anyway, I just think it’s weird he’s here at all—”
“First of all,” I cut in, “don’t believe everything you read on the Web, right? As for Alex’s life choices, like attending college at this stage of his career . . . he’s a grown man; he can do what he wants.”
The girl next to Brandon slouched in her chair, muttering, “Wish he’d do me.”
“Taylor,” Mason murmured reproachfully.
“Ms. Sinclair?”
“Yes?” God, what now?
A handsome Hispanic boy leaned past his classmates and turned huge, long-lashed dark eyes to me. “Well, I just wanted to say that . . . I’m a really big fan, and I’m really glad you’re going to be helping to teach this class.”
I smiled with relief. “Well, that’s nice of you—thank you.”
And my relief was whisked away when a girl with a finely made-up face and huge cascades of black hair scowled at him and said, “Oh, please, Elias, stop sucking up. You didn’t give a shit about her or her TV show up until five minutes ago. So shut up, you big faker.”
Oookayyy then.
Mason stepped in yet again. “Elias, that was a very kind welcome for Ms. Sinclair. Trina, not so much. All right, people, playtime’s over. Let’s give Ms. Sinclair a break and take a look at the syllabus for the semester. There are a few things I want to point out to you so you know what’s coming up . . .”
* * *
When the class was over, I hung back until everyone was out of the room. As Mason pushed some papers into his battered leather messenger bag, he glanced at me out of the corner of his eye.
“Welcome to IECC,” he said with a sly grin.
“Thanks a bunch.” I held out my arm for him to examine. “How many chunks are gone?”
Mason’s smile broadened; he was evidently glad I was making light of the situation instead of throwing a tantrum. “You did just fine.”
“I thought these were college students.”
“They are.”
“Yeah, but I mean, you know, mature.”
“Most of them are still in their teens. Mentally, some of them haven’t left high school behind,” he added with a sigh.
“And here I thought I was in the clear because Kaylie isn’t in the class.”
Mason laughed outright at this. “That’d be a different kind of fun.”
“Is that what you call it?” I hesitated, bit my lip, then blurted out, “Are you sure this is a good idea?”
He turned to me. “A crisis of confidence? You? I didn’t think that was possible.”
“Shows how much you know about me.”
He nodded and said, in a somber tone, “That’s true.”
Mason looked at me steadily, clear-eyed and calm, and I felt my heartbeat quicken. No, wait, the rational part of my brain insisted. This is not the time to start the educational-institution version of Stockholm Syndrome. And the rational part of my brain was quite correct. Trouble was, it was being overridden by the other parts of my body, which were suddenly on high alert and starting to purr. If I couldn’t get those parts under control, then it was best to drag my traitorous body out of the situation. Right away.
“Well—” I started, but didn’t have anything to finish with.
“Buy you lunch?”
SUPER bad idea. “Oh! Uh, no. No, no, no thanks. I . . . don’t . . . eat lunch.”
“You don’t eat lunch?”
Weak excuse. That would be plausible if I disappeared when I turned sideways, like so many of the young women on my show. But I so didn’t. My shape made it quite clear I ate, and frequently. “Er, not this early, I mean.”
He nodded, and I got the feeling he saw right through my excuse. “See you back here Friday morning, then?”
“I understand there’s an advanced acting class this afternoon. Alex is probably in that one, right?”
“Ah.” He nodded again. “How could I forget? That’s why you’re here.”
Was it just my imagination, or did the glint in his eyes dim? Had to have been my imagination. Otherwise that would be silly. And dangerous. “Yep.”
“Yes, he is taking Advanced Acting. It meets every Monday and Wednesday afternoon, in the theater. But remember what I said—approach with caution. Don’t, you know, jump him.”
“Sounds like you’ve taken to believing what your students have been repeating.”
“Never without verification. Not even Internet gossip, even though it must be true, right?”
“Right.” Then a thought hit me. “Speaking of which, where can I find a Wi-Fi hotspot?”
“Wi-Fi? Lots of places. The library, the student center . . .”
“Student center—where’s that?”
“Center—”
“—of campus,” I finished for him. “Figures. Which white building should I be looking for?”
“The white one.” Before I could snipe back, he said, more helpfully, “Go out the front doors here and turn left. Follow the crowds. Look for a bunch of flagpoles.”
“Thanks.”
“Hey,” he said, stopping me as I turned to go, “if you need a computer, or some privacy, you’re welcome to use my office.”
“Oh, thanks, but . . . I’ve got my tablet.” I patted my bag. “And I’m fine at the student center. I . . . like the hustle and bustle.” Lordy—transparent lie.
Mason grinned and looked down at the desktop. “Alex doesn’t go to the student center much. He likes to keep a low profile.”
Dammit! How was he able to read my mind like that? “I—I wasn’t—” I started to lie again, then gave up.
Glancing up at me, he nodded with another one of his all-knowing looks. “I’d better let you go, then. Guess I’ll see you later.”

Chapter 10
Once I was settled at a crumb-laden, coffee-ring-stained table in the middle of the student center, I fired up my tablet and started tapping furiously. Throwing “Faith Sinclair, Alex McNulty” into my search engine got me the usual plethora of links to entertainment news about the show, including feature stories about Alex, interviews with me, episode recaps, teasers—anything to do with Modern Women, really. Maybe that’s why I never saw any rumor about the two of us; the first bunch of links (of “about 3,360,000”) were all to legitimate news articles from professional Web sites. Then came the discussion forums, the fan sites—but they tended to focus on the show itself, not backstage stuff, except for maybe a blogger’s visit to the set (“squee!”)—and of course all the fanfic. Dear Lord, the fanfic. I’d need hip waders to get through all of it. What else could I possibly add to the search parameters in order to find one needle of gossip in the vast virtual haystack that was the Web? “Sex”? “Love”? “Hooking up”? They’d all be used in reference to the show’s plotlines. Hell, Sabrina even had a stalker story arc, so I couldn’t use that term (not that I’d want to—I was still pissed off at being accused of stalking Alex).“Obsessed”? As if.
In the end, I attacked it the old-fashioned way—by trolling through every last stinkin’ page of search results till I found it. And I found it, all right—after half an hour and twenty-eight pages of links. It was on a blog I’d never heard of—although, to be fair, I hadn’t heard of most of the blogs dedicated to news about Modern Women, since I was usually too busy to keep tabs on them—run by someone going by the name of “Mrs. McNulty.” Cute. Just like the pink-and-white color scheme and all the cartoon hearts practically obscuring the text. It was generic Alex-centric fan stuff—shirtless pics and the like. The piece I was looking for was on a pretty old page and it said, in its entirety, “David and Sabrina? Old news. How about David—or actually Alex—and Faith? As in Sinclair, as in the power behind the camera. Ew, right? I mean, Faith has a great show and all, but isn’t she way, WAY older than Alex? I mean, it’s like finding out a guy you have a crush on is going out with your MOM! Doesn’t matter, though, because I hear that even though they hooked up, Alex dumped her ass toot sweet.” (Yes, this member of the brain trust spelled it that way.) And it ended with this little tidbit: “Not enough alcohol in the world, amirite?”
Death to Mrs. McNulty.
The good thing was that the blog didn’t seem to get much traffic; this particular item had only a few responses, mainly of the “Ew yukkkk!” variety, along with the general “I love Alex!” squeals; it sounded like twelve-year-olds wrote all of the responses. I almost shrugged the whole thing off, but then I saw an addendum in the comments, also by “Mrs. McNulty,” that got me supremely irritated all over again: “Update! Word on the street is that Alex is out—yes, OUT. But not in a good way. (Sorry, Boyz Who Luv Alex!) I mean out of the show. For good and for realz. AND he’s been kicked off the show by none other than Faith herself, AND it’s because he wouldn’t be her boy toy. How’s THAT for news?”
So that’s what it felt like when your blood boiled.
Who was this twerp, and why was she spreading . . . okay, not exactly lies. Call it slander. Because I’d denied it at every turn, and I would continue to deny it, even with my dying breath. As far as anyone knew, there was no proof for any of this. That amounted to slander, right?
The only thing that calmed me down just a little bit was realizing how old all this stuff was. According to the dates of the comments, the thread fizzled right about the time that we carpet-bombed the entertainment outlets with the official story—that it was a mutual parting of ways, no hard feelings, blah blah blah—and nobody questioned it at the time. Plus it looked like this “Mrs. McNulty” didn’t have much influence in the blogosphere, because nobody repeated her news and, after that, her posts reverted to the usual fannish nonsense. Then, the longer Alex was absent from the public eye, the fewer and farther between the blog entries got, with the most recent entry from six months ago. It looked like this site was dead.
I still wanted the blogger to suffer the same fate, however.
I wondered if I could find out who it was, maybe get the blog taken down. But no. Making a fuss would only draw attention to it. Then, most likely, the blogger would waste no time trumpeting that Faith Sinclair herself was targeting her. I was going to have to pretend I hadn’t seen it and act like nothing had happened. Because, really, nothing had.
* * *
A few minutes before Alex’s acting class started, I slid into a seat in the middle of the house. Mason was teaching again, and it looked like Kaylie was being his Girl Friday, sticking by his side and making sure his papers were organized. Oh, Kaylie. So naïve. But I wasn’t going to be the one to enlighten her. Besides, what did I know? Maybe those two did have something going. Unethical, but none of my business. So instead of speculating, I sought out the back of Alex’s head.
I located it soon enough, as all the students were lined up in the first row of seats, waiting for Mason to start the class. My heartbeat picked up a little bit. Stupid, I know, but there it was, no denying it—I was nervous at the thought of seeing Alex after all this time. I wanted to talk to him, but then again, I didn’t.
But I’d handled worse in my life; I could do this. My plan was to approach him at a convenient time, say hi, find out what he’d been up to, then exit. Nice and cool. Lull him into a false sense of security, so I could hit him with my offer another time.
So I waited. Mason started the class, welcomed everyone back, passed around the attendance sheet, talked about the plans for the semester and his expectations. Because it was an advanced class, there weren’t too many preliminaries. Within minutes everyone jumped up onto the stage and started stretching, then doing vocal exercises.
I had to admit it was pretty interesting. On a TV show, we didn’t have an hour to spare for all the prep work—we just got right into the scene. It wasn’t just a cliché that time was money; it was a reality. So I could see why, as I watched the class do a bunch of “me ma moo my ma” noises to loosen up their mouth muscles, Alex would like this sort of thing: It focused on the actor, not the production. He could be as serious about it as he wanted without someone like me shouting at him to get a move on, hit his mark, and get the line right, then move on.
Alex turned to Kaylie, who stood next to him onstage, said something to her, and turned on his megawatt smile as he tucked a stray lock of her hair behind her ear. She smiled back and blushed. Who could blame her? He still looked damned good. I didn’t know what I had been expecting—that he’d have become a pale, withered bookworm? I couldn’t believe I had let him go . . . from the show, from the show. I had to get him back. Had to.
I decided to talk to him about it right then and there, whether or not the class had started, and half stood to move out of the row and closer to the stage. Kaylie squinted into the house, spotted me, and sidled up to Mason, saying something to him while she kept her eye on me. I sat back down. I couldn’t hear her, but I just knew she was saying some variation of “What’s she doing here?” and likely adding “Want me to call security?” I was amused to see Mason hold up a placating hand and Kaylie giving him a miffed look.
Mason glanced over at me, saw me watching, and as Kaylie stalked off, grinned and winked at me. And so help me, my stomach turned over. What the hell? But there was just something so familiar, and intimate, about his gesture, that it sucker punched me right in the gut. What. The. Hell.
Honestly, I couldn’t grab Alex and get back to L.A., where I—where we both—belonged, fast enough. Before I lost my mind completely.
“Okay, everyone,” Mason called, clapping his hands once. “Let’s start by jumping in at the deep end, do a little improv.”
A couple of the students made excited noises, but others groaned and hung their heads. Even I knew it was a demanding exercise. I looked at Alex; he just appeared deep in thought, his arms crossed, one hand cradling his chin.
“Ah, come on, now!” Mason chided good-naturedly. “This is Advanced Acting! Time to show what you’re made of! Kaylie, Trina, you start. Do, um, mother and daughter—doesn’t matter who’s which. Start with ‘Mom, I have to tell you something,’ and end with ‘You don’t say!’ Keep it going till I say stop. Really build something.”
Immediately the two girls started frantically conferring with one another.
“No planning!” Mason shouted. “Do it on the fly! You ready? Go!”
The girls looked stricken but gamely took their places. Kaylie started with “Mom, I have to tell you something,” and they rambled for a fair amount of time.
Honestly, both of the girls were pretty awful, but I was impressed that they didn’t fold. They kept soldiering on, trying to make something of their exchange, pausing only when Mason edged over to the rest of the students and whispered something in one of the boys’ ears. When he caught the girls glancing over, he called, “Keep going!” and then nudged the third student into the mix.
This kid came in with the same line, “I have to tell you something,” and he was marginally better—maybe that was why Mason tossed him in there; he raised the energy of the exercise, forcing the girls to keep up.
After about another minute, Mason pulled Trina out. “Pick your replacement,” he told her, and Trina pointed at Alex.
He jumped up and bounced into the scene. “I have to tell you something.”
Immediately Kaylie turned to him and said, “Really? Because I have to tell you something. Your old boss has been watching you this whole time. She’s right over there.” And she pointed at me.
The exercise ended so abruptly it was like the scene crashed into the back wall of the theater at full speed, then lay there, crumpled on the floor, twitching. It was so quiet you could hear the lights buzzing. I wanted to sink down in my seat, but it was too late. The students were staring at me. I gave a little half-wave.
After a beat, Alex murmured, “You don’t say.” It was like everyone let out a held breath at the same time—including me. He had gotten to the closing line, kept his sense of humor, and salvaged the scene.
“Kaylie!” Mason didn’t sound too happy. “Come on—you know better than that. You broke the fourth wall.” And it was none of your business ratting her out like that, he didn’t add. But I heard it in his tone anyway. And so did Kaylie. Mason sighed. “Let’s take a break. Good work. Whoever hasn’t been in yet, you’ll be up next.”
While the students scattered, gathering in small groups to talk, dropping into the orchestra pits to check their phones they’d left there, or heading out the back door for a smoke on the loading dock, Alex stayed where he was, hands on his hips, still looking at me. As did Mason, from his position at the edge of the stage. Kaylie whispered something to Alex, who ducked his head to hear her. He nodded and caressed her cheek. Still flirty, I noted. Some things never changed.
Still, that got me out of my seat, if only to interrupt his “moves” . . . just like I had done a thousand times on set when I had wedged myself between him and countless young women, come to think of it. With as much dignity as I could muster, I strode down the aisle till I was at the foot of the stage. Kaylie glanced at me and wisely made herself scarce.
“Hi, Alex. How’ve you been?”
“Faith,” he said warmly. “I heard you were around.” I let out a breath. Maybe this wouldn’t be so hard after all.
“Yeah, well . . . can’t keep me away, can you?”
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Mason trying to look busy, but obviously listening to everything we said. Ever the watchdog, that one. I wished he weren’t there. This would be so much easier if it were just me and Alex, but Mason had laid out the parameters of my interaction with Alex, and he was going to hold me to them, even by just being there, silently reminding me of what I had agreed to.
Alex strode to the edge of the stage and sat down, hanging his legs off the edge, one knee on either side of me. Okay, that wasn’t helping. “What did you think?”
“The class? It looks really . . . interesting. You did great. But then,” I added hastily, “that’s not really surprising, is it?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” He shook his head slowly, eyes wide. “It sure is different from what I’m used to, let’s put it that way.”
“Really, you’re doing fantastic.”
Alex pursed his lips as he studied me. “Did you really come all this way just to see me?”
I studied his muscles flexing under the fabric of his burgundy thermal shirt as he leaned back on his hands. “Of course not. I came all this way to teach. Running into you was, you know, a crazy coincidence.”
He smiled broadly. “Yeah, I heard. Congratulations.”
Ah, screw what I promised Mason. I couldn’t keep up this stupid chitchat. “Look,” I began, ready to hit him with the impassioned “come back to us” plea that I had planned on reserving for another time.
But suddenly Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell came up right next to me and Alex. He clapped his hands a few times and called, “Okay, everybody, let’s continue.”
Damn him. He knew what I was about to do and interrupted me on purpose. I tried to give him my best stink-eye, but he wasn’t looking at me. As the other students started drifting back to the center of the stage, I turned to Alex, who obviously was more than ready to rejoin the class.
He jumped to a crouch but took a moment to ask, “What were you going to say, Faith?”
I hesitated, then said, “Nothing.Just . . . checking on you. Wanted to make sure you were all right.”
He nodded. “Guess I’ll see you, then?”
“I’ll be around, sure.”
He jogged back to the group of students in the middle of the stage, and I turned to go. Once again, Mason was right there. Irritating me.
“Everything all right?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?” He nodded. I couldn’t resist adding, “So, how’d I do, boss?”
He laughed. “Just fine. Marvelous restraint. See you next class, all right?” I saluted and turned to go. “Oh—and . . .” I looked over my shoulder at him. “Be on time, please.”
This time my stink-eye hit home.
* * *
Of course, I was late again on Friday. Not like I didn’t make an effort. I tried—really I did. But I just couldn’t seem to get out of my house on time. Not that I was primping. Okay, a little bit, because I planned to stage Phase 2 of the Assault on Alex that afternoon. But for some reason things just kept preventing me from getting out the door. Like Jamie. For some reason he had about a hundred questions for me: Was I going back to Moreno Valley, when was I coming home, was there any chance I might get home early?
He was definitely acting suspicious, and I almost didn’t leave at all, just to prevent him from doing whatever it was he was planning. But once I got him to swear that he was not, in fact, going to film some porn in my house—I wouldn’t have put it past him—there wasn’t much I could do except threaten him within an inch of his life and then leave him to it.
When I blew in late—but only by five minutes!—I wasn’t too surprised to see Mason’s broad shoulders stiffen and one eyebrow go up as he watched me scoot to my seat as quietly as possible. Which was a big ol’ fail when the student desk scrreeeed across the floor.
“Sorry,” I whispered.
Mason addressed the class. “Okay, I want everyone to pair up and discuss the last study question at the end of chapter three. Take about ten minutes, then we’ll reconvene and share your responses.”
As the students got settled and opened their books or fired up their e-readers, Mason approached me and leaned his knuckles on my desk.
I hit him with a preemptive, “I know. I’m late; I’m sorry. But traffic was a real bitch.”
“Going east? In the morning?”
He had me there. The commute was the other way.
“Okay, okay. I just couldn’t get out of the house on time. Jamie—”
“Jamie?”
“My stepbrother. He’s staying with me for . . . for a while. He kept bending my ear about this and that—drives me nuts, but he’s a good guy—”
“Faith,” Mason said quietly, but decisively enough to cut me off. “Have you considered maybe staying out this way for the semester? Even just during the week?”
What—stay? Here?!Was he crazy? “No!”
“Just a thought,” he said, still sedately, his warm brown eyes holding me in my seat, keeping me from looking anywhere else.
My breath caught, and I felt the heat rising in my cheeks. Suddenly spending time in Moreno Valley started sounding like a plausible idea . . .
“Professor Mitchell?”
Mason tore his eyes away from me. “What is it, Alice?”
“I’m not sure what the author means by ‘raising the stakes’ here?”
I needed to get my mind off my tingling nerve endings, so I spoke up. “Can I—?”
Mason held up a hand to stop me. “No, please just keep observing for now.”
“What, am I on probation or something for being late?”
With a wry smile, he murmured, “Maybe.”
“No, really—when do I get to talk?”
“When I’m sure you’re taking this seriously.”
I gave him a dramatic I’m shocked—shocked! look. “I am serious.”
“Just observe, okay?” he said, then turned to Alice.
So I observed. In other words, I took it in turns to be interested in the class, irritated at the parts of the introductory material I disagreed with (mostly talk about nuance, when I knew the bottom line was, well, the bottom line: money), and bored out of my mind. There were so many things Mason could have been doing with the class—and I could have been helping—but instead I was relegated to the status of a mushroom while they all pointlessly examined the minutiae of the “art” of scriptwriting. What the hell, with the art? In reality, you slammed it out and tried to make it interesting and original enough to attract the right people—the money people—who would produce it, but not so original that it would scare them away. Because they were nothing if not skittish about taking risks with the bundles of cash they doled out. Mason should have known this. He nearly ended up in my world, so he must have had some practical scriptwriting skills. I had no idea why he was teaching the class this way.
By the time I had gotten through that class and most of the next one, on Monday, I was nearly jumping out of my skin. After all, I was used to being the one in charge; being relegated to a seat in the gallery and not even participating, let alone leading . . . it drove me crazy.
When my phone rang near the end of class, I was grateful for the escape route. I hissed “Sorry!” for the interruption and scooted into the hall.
It was Jaya.
“Oh, baby, you have no idea how glad I am to hear from you!”
“Yeah, don’t be so quick to say that,” she muttered.
My innards went cold. “Do nottell me Randy B. has struck again.”
“No. Not him this time.”
I leaned against the wall. “What, then?”
There was a pause, then Jaya said hesitantly, “I wanted you to know as soon as possible. And I wanted to be the one to tell you.”
“Hey, now you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”
She sighed. “I’m going to text you a link in a minute. Check it out and text me back. I don’t know who’s behind it, where it came from, but you need to know that it wasn’t me.”
“Jaya, tell me—”
“Just go look, okay? I’ve got to get back on the set. I’ll talk to you later.”
She hung up and, true to her word, sent a link within a matter of seconds. While I watched the Web page load, I could hear Mason wrapping up and the students getting out of their seats. Other doors in the hallway opened as classes were let out, and I was knocked around by a bunch of backpacks and messenger bags. But I barely noticed, because my phone’s screen was suddenly filled with the very familiar pink-and-white color scheme of my least-favorite blog.
At the top of the page was a new entry, set off by garish scrolling text and bouncing smiley faces. “McNulty McNuts!” the bright pink font screamed against the cartoon heart-laden background. “Big news! No, BIGGER than big!!!!”
The scriptwriting class filed out, each kid saying good-bye to me in turn, but I didn’t acknowledge any of them. I was waiting for Mason.
When he appeared, last out the door, holding my purse out to me, I lit into him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
He jumped back half a step. “Okay, what now?”
“This!” I shoved my phone in his face, way too close for him to see clearly. Again, he pulled back, grasping my wrist to hold my hand steady as he tried to focus on the screen. “This is what I’m talking about! How about you explain where this came from?”
Mason frowned, put my purse on the floor, took my phone, and scanned it quickly. Then he looked up at me. “Who—?”
“Oh, I’ve got a pretty good idea!”
“Hold on,” he protested. He took me by the elbow and said, “Let’s go to my office.”
Yanking my arm away, I hissed, “Oh, let’s not. Let’s talk about this right now. Right here. Explain yourself.”
“You think Ihad something to do with it?” He frowned and stepped into the now empty classroom. When I joined him, he half-closed the door and read from the Web site, “‘Rumor has it, rumor has it, rumor—’ Why is it repeated four times?”
I rolled my eyes. Did he really not know Adele’s music? Now was not the time to ask. “Just keep reading.”
He shrugged. “‘Rumor has it—’ um, et cetera—‘that Alex McYummypants—’” He stopped again with, “Really?” I waved my hand for him to continue. “‘—might be coming back to Modern Women!!!!!!’” Mason paused and squinted at the screen. “Six exclamation points? Is that necessary?”
“Will you read!”
“‘Word is that Faith Sinclair herself has gone to find him and beg him to come back to the show! For good and for realz!’” He stumbled over this last bit of creative spelling but gamely kept on. “‘We hear he’s somewhere close by. We don’t know exactly where, but Faith seems to. If she can get Alex back on the show, we’ll even forgive her for that last mess she made. Who’s with me? David and Sabrina 4-evah!’” He looked up at me. “You made a mess? What mess?”
“Not the point,” I snapped. “The point is I’ve been found out, which means Alex has also been found out. This blogger is a nobody, but somehow she got the scoop. Now this story will spread; it’s only a matter of time before the bloggers, the fans, the press, whoever, find out he’s here, and your campus is going to be all porcupine-y with long-range zoom lenses in the shrubbery and smuggled-in Flip cameras. The biggerissue,” I went on, “is who tipped off this two-bit blogger.”
Mason shrugged again. “Could be anybody.”
“No, it couldn’t. Only three people are supposed to know the real reason I’m here: you, me, and Jaya. Jaya was the one who sent this to me, and she’s horrified. Trust me—it wasn’t her. It certainly wasn’t me.”
“Wait—are you accusing me?”
“No, of course not.”
“Then—”
“It was somebody you told.”
“I haven’t told anybody!”
“No?” I smirked. “Really? Not even your best bud?”
Mason paused, a puzzled expression on his face. “You know Steve?”
That brought me up short. “Who’s Steve?”
“Steve Blair. My best friend. Since college. We were roommates. But he lives in Montana now—”
I was so pissed off I actually growled. “I’m talking about Kaylie!”
“Wha—Kaylie?Why would you think that? She’s a student, not a confidante. Certainly not a—what did you call it? A ‘best bud’?”
I crossed my arms and did my best duckface. “That’s not what it looks like from where I’m standing.”
Suddenly Mason looked thunderous. “If you’re accusing me of having an inappropriate relationship with a student, Faith—”
His glare sure gave me second thoughts; it occurred to me that it would be really unwise to cross this guy. But I just couldn’t seem to shut up. I had that problem sometimes. “I’m just saying that she’s most likely the person behind this. She hates me—that’s clear—and she’s close to you—”
“She does not hate you. She is most definitely not close to me. And I haven’t told her—or anyone, for that matter—anything about the whole Alex situation.” He paused. “You sure have some trust issues, don’t you?”
“Don’t you?”
“What are you talking about?”
“Watching me like a hawk whenever I’m around Alex, to make sure I don’t push him. Don’t think I haven’t noticed, you know.” Mason looked uncomfortable, but he stayed silent. “Well, now I’m operating on borrowed time, so I’m going to have to talk frankly with Alex whether you like it or not. So thanks a bunch.”
He raked his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Faith, I didn’t—”
“Maybe not intentionally. But yeah, I think you did.”

Chapter 11
I marched into Advanced Acting with renewed purpose. It was time to do what I’d come here to do, as quickly as possible, to get on top of the Internet gossip, to control the information instead of playing defense. No more pussyfooting around, no more creeping up on Alex just to keep him calm and/or happy. Or to keep Mason happy. Not that I cared whether Mason was happy or not.
But for the record, he so was not, right about now. Yep, that hard look I just got from him as I came down the aisle was pretty far from a warm and fuzzy welcome. Well, tough. Kaylie was my No. 1 suspect in the Alex news leak, and for good reason. If Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell was going to be willfully blind and not see the way Kaylie stuck to his soft, fuzzy stubble like the prickly half of Velcro, that wasn’t my problem. Even now, Kaylie was bending his ear about something or other, acting like his Most Favored Student . . . or more.
Then again, maybe Mason wasn’t as blind as I thought he was. Another glance at me, then at Kaylie, and he stepped away from her, dismissing her with a short remark I couldn’t hear from that far away. And another furtive look at me. Atta boy—now we were getting somewhere.
“Alex!” I called, smiling grimly and marching up to the stage. I wasn’t about to sit around and wait for an opportune moment. No more waiting. For anything.
Alex spun around and jumped down to the pit. “Faith, what the hell?” he said, his eyes flashing.
“Guess you heard, huh?”
“Kinda,” he said sarcastically. “Anthony called me at six this morning. He’s already getting phone calls from the trades, but he’s telling them you haven’t seen me and I’m touring Russia. Is it true? Are you really trying to get me back on the show? That’swhat you’re here for?”
What the hell indeed—did he really think I was slumming, hanging out in a scriptwriting class at a community college in Moreno Valley, just for giggles? Sometimes Alex was more than a little thick. I tried to stay patient. “What else would I be here for, Alex?”
He paused, looked down at his feet. After a moment he muttered, “I don’t know. Something else.”
When he didn’t say anything more after that brilliantly vague statement, I jumped in with, “So let’s talk. What do you think? Get David and Sabrina together again? Everybody’d love to have you back, you know that.”
Alex stared at me, shook his head. “You don’t get it, do you, Faith?”
“Get? What’s to get?” I hated the fake enthusiasm I was spouting, but it had to be done. I punched his arm softly. “Come on, it’ll be like coming home. Modern Women was your life for nearly two years—don’t you miss it?”
“Faith . . .”
“I mean, sure, things weren’t exactly . . . pleasant there at the end,” I rambled, feeling my footing slipping. He didn’t look as excited about the proposition as I’d expected. But sales pitches were part of my job. I could do this. “But hey, we’re grown-ups. Lot of water under the bridge. We’re beyond all that now, aren’t we? Still friends?”
“But . . . I’m in school.”
“Well, yeah, but . . . so you walk. No big deal. I don’t see shackles and chains.”
“I want to be here.”
He couldn’t be serious. Could he?
“I like it. Being in school, learning stuff . . . learning how to act . . .”
“Alex, please, stop with the low-rent James Franco thing. You’re better than everyone else here already—you know that!” Of course, that got me a ton of nasty glares from the other students in the class, who had all been listening but pretending not to. “Well, it’s true!” I snapped at them. They turned away from me in disgust, leaving just Mason, who was close at hand on my left. Again.
“Ms. Sinclair, I need to start class now—”
“I’m not stopping you.”
“That means Alex too.”
Bristling, I turned on him. “Alex and I are still talking.”
“But class—”
“Go and start class, Mr. Schue. We’re not done here.”
Mason’s jaw was working hard. “Then take it outside. You’re wasting my time.”
I took a breath and readjusted my bag on my shoulder. “Fine. Alex, let’s continue this in the foyer.”
He hesitated. “No . . .”
I turned to go, but that brought me up short. “Excuse me?”
“I’m staying here. I don’t want to be back on the show. It started out awesome, but then it got . . . not awesome.”
Ah, there was that erudition I was always so fond of.
“But . . .” Suddenly the small of my back was slick with flop sweat. Alex couldn’t turn me down—he just couldn’t! The plan was to get him back on the show and get myself back as exec producer. That was the plan. There was no other plan!
“I’m staying here because this is real, Faith. Really real.”
In spite of my promise to remain upbeat at all costs, I winced. Oh God, not the “this is real” stuff. I thought he was over that.
“Modern Women is real, Alex.”
“No, it’s not. Not like this. I’m sorry, Faith. I’ll see you around, okay?”
And he leaped back up onto the stage, all hard muscles and grace, leaving me alone on the floor. The students turned to Mason, who was now on the stage as well. Without another look at me, he clapped his hands as usual and said, “Okay. Let’s get started . . .”
* * *
Alex had floored me, laying down the gauntlet like that. “This is real” . . . damn, I hated that flat statement more than anything else he ever uttered. He’d talked about the “real” stuff often, when it came to his “integrity” about his acting, but casual, off the cuff, to start. Sometimes he even used it as a compliment, back when we were getting along: “Wow, Faith, this dialogue is so real” or the like. After that night at his apartment, though, he started using those words as a weapon. He started giving me a hard time, challenging my scripts, story lines, dialogue, direction . . . everything. He started out subtly, asking questions here and there: “Would David really do that?” or “Would he really say it that way?” And, ultimately, the dreaded “Faith, that doesn’t feel very real to me.”
At first, nobody else noticed his change in behavior, except Jaya. She threw me a “WTF?” look pretty often. I always blew her off, which made me feel bad—after all, she was my best friend, and I wanted to tell her everything, but I couldn’t. Maybe it was my pride, or maybe the whole thing made me feel like a tweener trying to figure out boys (and succeeding about as much as a tweener would, which was not at all), but I just couldn’t open up to her. Of course, that left me trapped in my own head and supremely confused.
Sometimes I even wondered if maybe Alex was right. What if my stuff was phony? What if I really wasn’tany good? Should I make it more “real,” whatever that would mean in terms of a TV dramedy? After all, I already did my best to keep Modern Women several levels above the sniffy classification “nighttime soap.”
Then Alex took it too far. He started talking about how much he adored the gritty Realism movement of the 1970s—something he’d just discovered and explained to everyone who would listen, as though nobody else had heard of it. I never bothered to tell him that my own mother was a key player in that movement. He wouldn’t have listened anyway.
“That was real,” he’d always say as he waxed rhapsodic about Chinatown orTaxi Driver. “Nicholson was real. De Niro was real. I want to make this real too.” As if I’d be able to wedge grit, guns, drugs, and blood spatters into the world I’d built around, well, modern women, as the title said. That’d work. Right.
Then one day he brought his own brand of “realism” to the show. We were shooting what was supposed to be a romantic moment between him and Sabrina: Italian restaurant, soft candlelight, beautiful clothes for him and Kimmie, sweet words. The kind of scene that made my viewers swoon and motivated their significant others to get their heads out of the Doritos feedbag and take them out on a date. Hey, I tried to provide a public service whenever I could.
Anyway, the scene was lit perfectly, I was happy with the script, the set looked great, everybody was ready to go. We started shooting, Kimmie and Alex were doing fine, and then . . . Alex started eating the food. As he talked.
I couldn’t even make out what he was saying. And even if I could, I’d have been distracted by the sauce and bits of bread spewing all over. There was David—sexy, perfect, ideal David, as embodied by sexy, er, allegedly perfect, ideal Alex (at least before this moment)—slurping his pasta, talking around huge mouthfuls of food, sauce flying everywhere. Never mind that the pasta was stone cold, the sauce congealed, and the bread stale and rubbery. He went at it like he’d been starved for weeks.
Wes, the sound guy, gave me a horrified look. I cut the scene. “Alex. What are you doing?”
He swallowed with difficulty. It was a mouthful that would choke a walrus, after all. “The scene.”
“Are you trying to make Wes over here vomit? Are you trying to splatter Kimmie with marinara buckshot? What’s with the eating?”
Alex looked at me like I was an idiot. “This is a restaurant, Faith. David and Sabrina should be eating, not pushing food around their plates. Eating is real.”
Oh Christ, the “real” thing again.
Kimmie gave me a stricken look. “Eating? Who said anything about eating? I can’t eat carbs!”
I suggested we all take five. Kimmie took off immediately, probably to weigh herself to see if she had accidentally inhaled some airborne calories. Alex also disappeared, but he came back a minute later and shoved his tablet under my nose.
He hit “play” and a scene from Heartburnstarted up. “There.” Nicholson and Streep were eating pizza while talking. “See? That’s real.”
All the chomping and slurping—I could see where Alex picked it up. On the one hand, I was impressed that he knew of the Nora Ephron-penned movie. On the other . . . well, I was just annoyed. “Oh yeah, that’s ‘real.’ So real that now the world knows Nicholson has no table manners.”
I swear Alex practically stamped his foot in frustration. “Don’t you get it? Movies, TV, they can be so fake, so plastic. But it didn’t used to be like that. Back then, entertainment had depth. I keep saying we should get some of that into the show, but you won’t listen.”
“So you’ve been doing research into your ‘craft,’” I said, with more than a little sarcasm, as I gestured at the tablet, where the movie was still playing out.
“I’ve seen all the old-time movies, Faith.”
And the ’70s was “old time” since when? God, he was pissing me off. My sarcasm meter stayed in the red zone. “Got a Louise Brooks box set, have you?”
Alex looked at me, puzzled, for a second. Then, in a condescending tone, he said, “That was Louise Fletcher in Cuckoo’s Nest.”
Things between us bottomed out real fast after that.
* * *
I should have known something was up when the classroom was filled with pings, bings, chimes, and bips from everyone’s phones at the same time. Proud that I had gotten to class early for the second time in a row (not that Mason was there to acknowledge it), I took a last sip of coffee and glanced at my phone, which hummed quietly as it vibrated on the desk. (I had learned my lesson about the ringer after the time Jaya had called in the middle of class.) It was a text from Mason.
“Have to cancel class. Apologies. Please complete work listed in syllabus. See you Friday.”
Seconds later, after all the students read the same text, they gathered their things and, chatting, headed for the door, happy for the unexpected free time.
Before I knew what I was doing, I heard myself say, “Hang on!”
They all turned to look at me.
“Um, okay, so Mas—Professor Mitchell can’t make it, but I’m still here. And I’m, you know, an instructor for this class. So . . . let’s have class.”
The students stayed where they were, looking at me like I’d just sprouted two extra heads.
“Sit down,” I said, pulling myself out of the student desk and taking my place at the front of the room—Mason’s usual domain. Still giving me skeptical looks, they inched back toward their seats. Once they were settled again, I rubbed my hands together and glanced around. “Okay, let’s do this thing. Let’s talk about scriptwriting.”
“You mean, go on from where Professor Mitchell left off last time?” Brandon asked.
I had no idea where Mason had left off last time; I’d nearly fallen asleep and toppled out of my chair, I’d been so bored. So Iwouldn’t be boring.
“No, let’s talk about what I know best: show business. Real show business.”
I was pleased to notice that they actually perked up. Until . . .
“So, like, is Britney Spears, like, on tranquilizers to keep her from flipping out all the time?” Taylor asked eagerly.
“What? No, that’s not what I meant. I don’t even know Britney Spears.”
Again, just as Alice had done in the first class when I denied a torrid affair with Johnny Depp, all the students slouched back in their seats, immediately uninterested.
“I’m talking about the business, not the celebrities.”
“But you know celebrities,” Taylor persisted.
“Sure I know celebrities. Big deal. They’re just people. Some are pleasant and some aren’t. Some are angry, or needy, or slutty, or neurotic, or spacey, or, yes, medicated. Some are smart and some are dumb as a bag of hammers. And no, I’m not telling you which ones are the stupid ones,” I added, seeing a couple of them start to speak. “It’s not my job, or my place, to give you the dirty details about famous people. I’m here to talk about writing for the entertainment industry, so let’s talk about it.”
My sharp tone brought them up short; those who were slouching sat up a little straighter, and they all focused on me. That was better.
“If you’re in this class, you probably have ideas for stories kicking around in your head, right? Or maybe you’ve even written some scripts already?” Nods. “Okay, then, we’re going to have a pitch session. You tell me your best idea, the best way you can, and I’ll tell you what sort of response you’d get if you tried to sell it to the suits. How does that sound?”
Now I really had their attention. Their nods were more vigorous, and they looked at one another excitedly. Hell, I could do this. This was easy.
“All right then, who’s first?”
More exchanged glances, then Alice said, “Um, some of our ideas are for plays, Ms. Sinclair.”
“That’s okay. A story’s a story. Now remember, I’m going to be completely honest, so no getting offended. I’m going to act just like the money men you’d be facing, no matter what your medium. And don’t forget, you’ve gotta be quick—no blathering, no umm-ing—and you have to make your idea sound strong. Got it? Go!”
They hesitated some more, but finally headstrong Trina spoke up, bless her.
“Okay, I’ve got one. It’s—hey, you’re not going to steal any of these, are you?” she asked suspiciously.
“No,” I said, fighting the urge to laugh. “No, I am not personally interested in your script ideas, I swear.” God, that was the last thing I needed. “You have total confidentiality as of right now. And if you ever see any idea that you mention here in one of my shows, you’re free to sue me.”
That got some smiles out of them, thank goodness.
Trina continued, “So okay. Like Alice said, my idea is for a play. It’s about this dysfunctional family who are all brought together for a long weekend at their summer house. And during the play all the stuff in their pasts comes out, and they fight a lot, and eventually they all make peace.”
Ah, dysfunctional people arguing for two and a half hours. Hello, Mr. Albee. I hated to tell these kids that the same drama had been written and rewritten a hundred times, but I had promised them the truth. So I gave it.
“Derivative. Next.”
“But—”
“Been done. Needs more originality. Next!”
Trina gave me a shocked look as Alice jumped in. “Okay, there’s this teenage girl, right? And she’s got two guys fighting over her—”
“Everybody look up the term ‘derivative.’ And Alice, if the next word out of your mouth is going to be ‘vampire,’ ‘werewolf,’ or ‘shapeshifter,’ you can quit right now.”
“That’s not fair.”
“That’s life in the trenches. Next!”
“Okay, there’s this serial killer—” Brandon started, then paused.
“I’m listening.”
“I was waiting for you to call it derivative.”
“I might. Go on for now.”
“And the tone is really gritty, really dark. And these two people, who were abused when they were younger, go after him—”
I made a buzzer noise. “Too bad, Brandon, you almost had me. Next!”
To my surprise, Michael spoke up. I’d always gotten the impression that he wasn’t sure why he was in the class, or even why he was a theater major. But he said, “Um, okay, this is for a movie?” I nodded. “There’s this comic book that hardly anybody reads, with this cool superhero—”
“DC or Marvel?”
“Marvel, I think?”
“Sold!”
Michael was elated, but Brandon looked mutinous. “Hey, that’s not fair! How come his idea sold so fast?”
“Superheroes. Studios always buy ideas for superhero mega-blockbusters. But the suits don’t read all the obscure comics themselves, so they wait for nerds to bring them the ideas that haven’t been used yet. Simple as that.”
“But it’s a stupid idea!”
“I agree.”
Michael suddenly looked affronted that I’d called him a nerd and his idea stupid.
Brandon persisted, “But—”
“But,” I interrupted him, “this stupid idea makes good box office here and, more important, internationally. Which makes the studio stupid amounts of money. So Michael will become stupid successful.” He grinned, pleased at that. I think he forgave me for the previous insults. “That, in a nutshell, is the business. Anyone else?”
Elias and Taylor, the only two left, clammed up, probably thinking fast about how they could add superheroes to their earnest or clichéd story ideas.
“Look,” I said, in a softer tone. “I know it sucks. But you can’t give up. You have to come up with a unique idea, and believe in it enough to convince the suits that it’s worth greenlighting. That’s what I did with my show, and that’s what you can do with your idea for a play, or a movie, or even a TV show. Just have the passion, okay? And the conviction. Oh, one more thing,” I added. “If you’re ever in doubt, just tell them your story is about redemption. They never say no if they can latch onto the word ‘redemption.’ Okay, moving on . . .”
* * *
Wow, was I proud of myself. I’d taught a whole class and lived to tell the tale. I had imparted my knowledge, shared my wisdom. What a rush.
I was still on my I’m-changing-lives teacher high when I strolled into the theater building to visit Alex’s acting class. The good mood I was in was even extending to him, and I was willing to give him another chance to change his mind. “This is real”—pfft. Wants to be a student and learn stuff—double pfft. I knew what he liked: money, fame, his gorgeous mug seen by millions in high def every Wednesday night at nine o’clock.
Whatever delusion Alex was clinging to these days was an obstacle I, Faith Freakin’ Sinclair, could easily overcome. The dude in the tweed jacket, physically blocking the entrance to the auditorium, looked like more of a challenge, however.
“Hey, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell. We missed you in class this morning.” His dark look was seriously compromising my good mood. “Something wrong?”
He crossed his arms. “Mind telling me what all that was about, Ms. Sinclair? The fact that you decided to ‘teach’ today?”
“Oh, you heard, then.”
“I heard quite a bit,” he said in a tight voice. “Especially the part about how you almost made some of the students cry.”
“Whaaat!” I gave him a goofy look to jolly him out of his funk. “That’s a little exaggerated—”
“Ms. Sinclair,” he began, and I knew my attempt at jollying had fallen flat. I was in for a lecture. “I told you I didn’t want you teaching the class just yet. I told you I wanted youto—”
“Yeah, yeah, ‘observe.’ I heard you the first hundred times. Look, you asked me to help you teach the class. Be a guest lecturer. Teach the kids about the real world. So I did. And now you’re going to tell me I did it wrong?”
“Yes, you very much ‘did it wrong.’”
“But—”
“You don’t speak so bluntly. You don’t destroy their ambitions and dreams with a couple of careless, harsh words. And you don’t—”
“—Tell them what it’s really like out there? God forbid. So you’d rather keep them in a little academic bubble, then send them out into the real world without any preparation?”
“There are certain ways you do that, and your method wasn’t—”
“Look,” I said sharply, cutting him off, “don’t try to keep these kids from finding out the truth early. If I can clue them in and give them an edge, I will. My advice is worth way more than hours of touchy-feely hand-holding in a classroom miles away from the industry.”
Mason looked away, his jaw working. Eventually he said, “Were you planning on attending Advanced Acting today, Ms. Sinclair?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t think you should.”
“Excuse me?”
“I said, I don’t think you should observe the class. Go home, Ms. Sinclair. I’ve had enough of your L.A. cynicism for one day.”
I started to protest, but he looked me in the eye again, and I could tell he was deadly serious. Instead of pushing it, I quietly turned on my heel and left the building. I got the feeling that he was watching me the whole time, but I didn’t dare turn around to find out.
* * *
That argument with Mason haunted me that night and all the next day. I was home alone—Jamie was God knew where. Not that I cared; I relished the peace and quiet. Until it got too peaceful and too quiet. Then my mind started replaying our strained conversation outside the theater over and over again. I had seen Mason in a bad mood before—often because of me—but never had I seen him that upset. I kept picturing his furious, but still handsome, face in front of me as I tried to clean the oven, mop the floor, throw out the moldy food in the back of the fridge, anything to stop thinking. I couldn’t get him out of my head.
I flung a lump of something that was more mold than cheese into the garbage can, where it landed with a thud. Ugh, this Mason thing was ridiculous. I shouldn’t have been obsessing over it.
The silent house was closing in on me. It was time to get moving, I decided. Maybe I’d go for a hike—I hadn’t done that in a while. A little physical exertion was just what I needed. I decided to head over to Fryman Canyon, not the more famous Runyon. Runyon was for posers who wanted to be seen. I just wanted to stop thinking for an hour or two, not worry about who I might run into. Plus I didn’t want to have to put on any makeup.
And my plan worked. After my hike, my head was clear, I was energized for the next day, I was in a good enough mood that I decided I could handle being relegated to observing in the scriptwriting class, I could deal with Mason, I could even charm Alex back onto the show. Unfortunately, my good mood lasted only till I got home to find a very posh Bentley in my driveway.
“What now?” I groaned out loud.
Two possibilities came to mind: Jaya got a raise and she came to show me her new wheels, or it was Randy B.’s car. I doubted both options. Bentleys weren’t Jaya’s style, and although I still nurtured a crazy fantasy that Randy would come crawling to me, offering me my job back, I knew that was about as likely as him driving up in a giant pomegranate coach drawn by unicorns, playing me love songs on a keytar. I wracked my brain to think of anyone who would drive a Bentley and came up empty. Except maybe . . . Oh no.
I tripped in my rush to get up the front walk, so I lurched through the half-open door like I was shot out of a cannon, desperately grasping at the handle for balance—and rammed right into something unyielding, at thigh height. For some reason my sofa was now positioned across the doorway to the front hall.
“What the . . . Jamie!” I bellowed. “What the hell are you doing rearranging my furniture? I thought I told you no filming porn—”
“Rosemary.”
Oh God, I hated it when I was right.
Nobody called me Rosemary, ever, except . . . “Mom.”

Chapter 12
Yep, there she was, in all her glory: my mother. I bit back my first comment, which would have been “What are you doing here?” It was what I wanted to know the most, but she would have lectured me for a good ten minutes on my rudeness. Instead, I inched my way around the sofa and into the living room.
I dutifully gave her a peck on the cheek, inhaling the scent of her face powder and hairspray, as she murmured, “It’s nice to see you, dear.”
“You too, Mona. Er, nice car.”
My mother fluffed her still lush, Faye Dunaway hair. “You think so? I was afraid it was too gangsta, but your stepfather insisted.”
She had really said “gangsta.” I fought back a guffaw. “Um, you know what ‘gangsta’ is, Mona?”
Wide-eyed, she said, her words clipped, “Well, yes, dear. I don’t live under a rock, you know.”
I looked around. “Where is Dominic, anyway?”
“He’s in Australia. He wanted to learn how to surf.”
“El Segundo not good enough for him?”
Jamie came in from the kitchen, carrying a glass of sparkling water. “Here you are, Mona—your, er, rainwater . . .”
“Reen Water, dear. It’s oxygen-infused prehistoric glacier water. Created before there were any impurities on the earth.”
Except for wooly mammoth poop, I didn’t say. Instead, I gave Jamie the hairy eyeball—there was usually no such extravagance within a mile of my fridge. “She brought it with her,” he said, reading my raised eyebrow right.
As Mona sipped her mammoth-poop water, I decided to address the issue of my randomly moving furniture. “Jamie, what have you been doing in my living room?” All my furniture, not just the sofa, had been relegated to the far corners of the room.
“Oh, I rather like what he’s done with the place,” Mona interjected. In true Mona style, she used very few words to tacitly side with her stepson.
I decided I’d get it out of him later, without her in the mix, and changed the subject. “Er, what brings you to L.A., Mona?”
“Mm.” She nodded, swallowing a sip of water. “Yes, we need to talk.”
I didn’t like the sound of that.
She held out her glass, expecting someone to take it away for her. Jamie jumped to the task. When her hands were free, Mona clasped them in front of her as though she were addressing an audience attending a retrospective on one of her films. “Well, dear, I should tell you that I’ve come to Los Angeles to have . . . a procedure.”
I’ve never made a secret of the fact that my mom and I have never been close, but I had to admit that her statement, even so baldly presented—or maybe because it was so baldly presented—struck fear into my heart. After all, she was getting up there in years. It wouldn’t have been realistic to think that she’d made it into her seventies without some health problems.
“Oh! I—I’m . . . sorry. Is it—”
“And I’ll need your help.”
“Well, sure! Of course! Whatever you need. But what—”
“Thank you. I’ll need you to be available at all times.” She eyed me shrewdly. “That shouldn’t be a problem for you at the moment.”
I winced. “Oh. You’ve heard.”
“It’s hardly a secret, now, is it?”
“I guess not.”
She shook her head, and her ropy, tiered necklace of pearls clacked. “How did you let it get to that point, Rosemary?”
I ignored her use of my real name—she was always so stubborn; she never paid attention when I asked, teased, joked, begged, or even ordered her to use my middle name. Everyone in the world had called me “Faith” for decades. Except for my mother. “Randy—”
“Oh, Randy,” she scoffed, fluttering her hand at her throat. “Such a character. You just have to know how to handle him.”
I had “handled” him, all right. I wondered if my mother knew just how literally. But if she wasn’t going to mention it, I sure wasn’t. “Mona, it happened months ago. How come you didn’t track me down then?”
“I have been busy, you know.”
Oh, right. Her procedure. Better get back to that. It felt like a safer topic than my career. “Er, how long will you be in the hospital?”
Mona shrugged. “No longer than a day, I shouldn’t think.”
That didn’t sound right. “Are you sure?”
“Oh, yes.”
“Look . . . what exactly is . . . the issue? What’s wrong?” If we’d had a normal mother–daughter relationship, we would have been sitting on the couch by now, holding hands. The operative word being “normal.” Instead, we stood by my fireplace, Jamie in attendance but silent (he always was permanently in awe of my mother), speaking formally, politely, delicately.
“Well, dear,” she began, as though she were starting a long, fantastic tale, “there comes a time in every woman’s life that she has to take stock of certain issues . . .”
I couldn’t wait for her to spit it out. “Is it breast cancer?”
She blinked. “What? No!”
“Ovarian? Uterine? You can tell me.”
“Rosemary! Really!”
“Well, what, then? Do you want Jamie to leave the room?”
I bugged my eyes at him and hitched my head toward the bedrooms, but Mona said, “Of course not. Unless the thought of a face-lift and chin tuck makes him squeamish.”
“I’m all right, Mona.”
“I knew you would be, dear.”
“Hold on,” I interrupted again. My mouth opened and closed several times as I processed what I’d just heard. “You’re . . . here for a . . . face-lift?”
“And a chin tuck.”
Unbelievable. The woman was talking plastic surgery, and there I was, thinking she was at death’s door. My insides pooled as the adrenaline rushed out of me. “That’s it?Why . . . why are you making such a big deal out of it?”
“I’m not making a big deal out of it, dear. It seems you are, though.”
“Why couldn’t you have this done in Palm Springs, so you could be at home?”
“And trust my health to those quacks out there? I should think not.”
“Palm Springs is hardly an Old West frontier town, Mona. The barber isn’t doubling as a dentist, and the vet doesn’t do face-lifts in his spare time.”
“It’s just not sensible, Rosemary. First of all, your dear stepfather would faint if he saw me swathed in bandages. I couldn’t possibly subject him to that. That was the reason I encouraged him to go to Australia, in fact. It’s best if he’s out of the country for a few weeks. If I’m going to have my face done, I want the best plastic surgeons in the world. And, as everyone knows, they are in Beverly Hills.”
I couldn’t argue with that. “So you want to stay here and recuperate?”
“I wouldn’t dream of it. I’ve rented a beach house at Malibu. The sound of the surf soothes me; I’ve missed it. I’ll be able to sleep better there. Now, I’ve also engaged a full-time nurse, but of course I’ll need you as well.”
“For . . . ?” I couldn’t imagine what she needed me to do that wasn’t in the nurse’s job description.
My mother looked at me as though I had completely lost my mind. “Plenty of things. I’ll need you to run errands for me, manage my correspondence, send and receive packages, pick up my prescriptions . . . oh, and get me those wonderful organic meals from Leafy Leaf. I’ve missed those desperately.”
She wanted me to be her errand girl? What the—why me? Why couldn’t she hire another person? She could find an assistant just as easily as she did a beach house and a nurse, if not more so. Mona was staring at me expectantly, and suddenly I felt trapped. My stomach churned. There was no saying “no” to Mona—not ever. If she’d decided that she wanted me to wait on her, for whatever reason, there was no talking her out of it. Still, I cast around desperately for a good excuse to turn her down.
Jamie glanced at me furtively, then offered, “I’ll do it, Mona. Be happy to.”
“Oh, no, dear, I couldn’t,” Mona said kindly, patting his arm.
“No, really—’s no trouble—”
Suckup, I mouthed at him.
“No, I wouldn’t hear of it. I’m sure you have lots of plans to . . . how do you Brits put it? . . . ‘be getting on with’?” She smiled indulgently, and Jamie beamed back at her. “Rosemary will do just fine.” Then she turned to me. “My procedure is scheduled for Monday morning. It shouldn’t take long; I don’t need all that much work, Dr. Rajneesh says,” she tacked on proudly. “You won’t have to wait at the hospital—I’ve hired a limousine, which will drive me to the beach house after I come out of anesthesia, sometime mid- to late afternoon. Just meet me there—”
Apparently I wasn’t being given a choice in the matter. I was astounded that my mother and I could live our separate lives for months, years, without even bothering to think about it, but then she could appear out of thin air and expect me to be at her beck and call for weeks on end. My heart started thudding. I had to get out of this—I just had to.
Then I latched onto an idea. “I can’t!” I exclaimed.
Mona blinked. “I’m sorry—you ‘can’t’?” She made it sound like I was speaking in tongues.
“Nope. Can’t. Sorry. I’m tied up. Teaching. A course. A college course.”
“Really!” My mother looked delighted. “USC?”
“Uh, no . . .”
“UCLA, then.” I shook my head. “Santa Barbara?” Another shake. “San Diego.” Shake. Now Mona had to think for a minute. “AFI? Irvine? Pepperdine?”
“Nnnooo . . .”
“Oh, Rosemary, not one of those fly-by-night acting schools off Hollywood Boulevard.”
“Er, no. IECC.”
“What is ‘IECC’ . . . exactly?” she asked delicately.
“Um, Inland Empire . . . uh . . . Community College,” I mumbled.
Unsure what to make of this information, my mom went for the polite query. “And where is that?”
“Er . . . inland?”
“Inlandinland?”
“The same.”
“Why . . .” And she stopped, at a loss for words, completely befuddled.
“It’s a great program,” I said. “Very . . . exclusive. Boutique, you could say. Of course, it’s a little far away, so I’m going to be staying out there for the semester. I just came home to grab some clothes.”
“But . . .”
“Sorry. I’ll call, though, to check up on you. I really want to know how it went and . . . everything,” I finished lamely. “You understand, right?”
Mona frowned, obviously trying to wrap her mind around the notion that her plans had gone awry. That didn’t usually happen in her world. “I suppose. But I must say I’m desperately disappointed.”
“I really am sorry, Mona.”
“Well, it can’t be helped. You have students to teach, after all.”
I smiled gamely. “Yep. So I guess I’d better pack . . .”
“Of course. I don’t mean to keep you.” I moved to go, but Mona added, “Rosemary?” When I turned back around, she said, “It’s good that you’re keeping busy. But . . . this is temporary, isn’t it?”
“Very, Mona.”
I hurried down the hall to my bedroom. Now what? Was I really going to stay in Moreno Valley as Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell had suggested? Ew, what a thought. And I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of being right, either. Maybe I could hole up at the Chateau Marmont instead . . . if I wasn’t afraid that I’d run into one of my mom’s thousand and one friends who’d rat me out. Mona may have been retired, but she retained all her ties to Hollywood, and she would definitely find out if I were still around. I knew I finally had to take Bea’s advice and get out of town for a while.
While I was mulling over the mind-boggling possibility that Bea was psychic—and trying to figure out how many suitcases to pack—Jamie came into my bedroom.
“And I definitely want a word with you,” I snapped.
“Yeah, sorry about the furniture and all.”
“What are you doing to my house?”
“Nothing . . . permanent.”
I flung a fistful of underwear into an open bag. “Oh, that’s reassuring. What are you up to, Tompkins? Do I need to have the police put the place on their routine drive-by schedule?”
“They do that?”
“Are you sure you’ve spent any time at all in L.A.?” I stopped packing and demanded, “Is it illegal?”
He gave me his best innocent look in return. “Is what illegal?”
“Oh God, it’s worse than I thought.”
“Are you really leaving?”
“I am indeed. Mona’s in the area, I leave the area. You know how it is.”
“Mona’s not so bad—”
I came up out of the depths of my closet with several pairs of shoes. They were all essentials, I was pretty sure. Including the jewel-accented gladiator sandals. “Oh yes, she is.”
“Only in your eyes.”
“Ask the masses of cast and crew members she tormented over the years. Not to mention all the household help she’s gone through in her lifetime. In fact, give me a call when the nurse at her beach house runs screaming. I estimate it’ll be about three hours from Mona’s arrival by limo.” I paused in my packing. Was that why she wanted me around? Because hired nurses could walk out, but I couldn’t?
“That’s not fair . . .”
“Look, just because you’re her favorite—”
“I like Mona!”
“Good thing too. She’s calling you again,” I muttered, as Mona’s voice drifted in from the living room. “Probably needs more mammoth-poop water.”
“More what? Er, coming, Mona!” he called, then turned back to me. “I still need to talk with you.”
I yanked open a dresser drawer, rooted through a bunch of tank tops for my favorite ones. “I don’t have time right now.”
“But—”
“Jamie! I just don’t! I have to go.” He looked traumatized, and I figured it had to be about money again. As usual, his agonized expression tormented my old bleeding heart. I’d provided for Jamie, off and on, whenever he needed a financial or material boost, ever since I started making my own living. Mainly because I remembered how hellish it was when Mona kicked his father to the curb and got away without paying him a red cent in alimony, even though Ralph was, like his son, long on charm but always short on cash.
Sighing, I said, “Look, just . . . take whatever you need, all right?”
“Whatever . . . ?”
“Whatever. I mean it. What’s mine is yours, you know that. But right now, I’ve gotta go.”
Mona called again, and with one last disbelieving look at me, Jamie rushed back to her. I finished stuffing an odd selection of clothing into my luggage, then rolled the suitcases down the hall and shoved them into the back hatch of my Cayenne.
I made my escape while Jamie was busy entertaining Mona. Cowardly? Most definitely. But I just couldn’t hang around a minute longer.
* * *
I got out of my SUV and stared up at the blinking neon sign of the Super Duper Nine Motor Court. The place’s slogan was evidently “One Louder”—at least judging by the noises coming from the parking lot and the rooms overlooking it: car stereos, laughter of people around a portable barbecue, slamming doors. It was still hot, but without the searing glare of the sun, the air was a bit more tolerable—except that it was thick with the ozone from the day and the exhaust of countless cars. So much for emission control. Somewhere behind me a siren blared as a police car or ambulance zoomed down the street.
It was past 10 p.m., but I was still looking for a place to crash. I had barreled as fast as I could out of L.A. and into Moreno Valley, then I had to drive all over the place looking for a hotel. I’d found out pretty quickly, thanks to my handy “find lodgings” app, that there were no luxury hotels anywhere nearby. So I started with the top-rated of the chain hotels, only to learn that they were all booked. Apparently there was some huge convention up the road in Riverside, and Moreno Valley’s hotels had taken the overflow. All but the Super Duper Nine Motor Court, I hoped. And that thought filled me with a sick sort of dread; I was so desperate that I wanted this place to have a vacancy?
I hesitated with my hand on the office door. I could give this up. I could just go back home—my home, even though it was currently inhabited, and being decimated, by my stepbrother, and my mother was fairly close by for weeks, if not longer. The thought made me shudder, but I could put up with it, couldn’t I?
And then I recalled the reproachful look Mason gave me when I was repeatedly late for class. I hated to see that disapproving expression on his face; I vastly preferred to see him laughing and smiling.
Okay, never mind how I preferred to see him. The point was that he was right—if I kept driving from L.A., there was no way I was ever going to be on time. Something was always going to delay me—either my own ineptitude, or the traffic, or both. And for some reason, I desperately wanted to prove to him that I could do this; I needed him to take me seriously. Maybe our last argument had affected me even more than I thought; I truly wanted to do this teaching thing right.
And if that meant toughing it out at what was evidently one of the worst motels on the planet, then so be it. It would be a small price to pay.
* * *
As was the cost of the room, and thank goodness for that.
“No check. Cash.”
“I’ve got three different credit cards—take your pick.”
“No credit card. Cash.”
I stared at the lumpy man in the flowered shirt behind the counter. “What kind of place doesn’t take credit cards?”
“This kind. No credit. Cash.”
“All right, all right . . .” I surreptitiously dug around in my wallet, trying to shield the contents from him, as well as from the dude in the filthy jeans who was hanging out on the ratty sofa a few steps away. I glanced over and was a little relieved to realize I didn’t have to worry about him, as his eyes were going in two different directions, neither of them pointing my way. “How much?”
“Forty-five.”
“I’ve got forty-two.”
“Forty-five.”
“Come on, man, give me a break.”
“Forty-five.”
Growling deep in my throat, I rooted around in the change compartment. “Forty-two . . . seventy-three.”
“Forty—”
“Forty-five. Yeah, I heard. Wait a minute.”
I retreated to my SUV, which was attracting way too much attention from the other motel guests, and collected every quarter, every dime, every penny from every cupholder and crevice in the dashboard, then headed back inside, making sure to lock my car first. The arming bip seemed unnaturally loud as it bounced off the building, and the folks in the parking lot looked at me accusingly, as though offended that I didn’t trust them. Well, too bad.
I slapped my money down on the counter. “Forty-five.”
Lumpy sorted out all my change with a thick forefinger. “Forty-four eighty-eight.”
“Come on!”
The skinny guy in the filthy jeans, who had fallen over sideways on the couch while I was outside, started giggling. I wasn’t sure if he was laughing at me or something going on in his own reality.
“Dude, please.”
He considered for a moment, then shrugged. I had a feeling I was going to get the room next to the ice machine.

Chapter 13
I was on time for class the next day. I looked like I’d been run over on the way there, but I was on time. I knew I wasn’t looking my best when I walked into class and the students who were there already halted their conversations and stared at me, open-mouthed.
Mason bustled in, put his messenger bag on the desk chair, and said, “’Morning, everyone. And Ms. Sinclair, nice to—” Then he stopped dead and stared as openly as the kids. “Are you all right?”
“Fine,” I growled. Sleepless, jumpy, with a tic in my left eyelid, and starving to boot, since I had no money for food and didn’t have time to find an ATM in my mad rush to get out of the ghetto that was my new neighborhood, but otherwise, just dandy.
“I dunno, Ms. Sinclair,” Elias said, shaking his head worriedly. “You look like you partied pretty hard last night.”
If only, I thought. “Thank you, Elias,” I muttered. “Your concern is noted.”
“No, really,” Brandon pressed. “What happened?”
Mason recovered from his shock and got all professor-y again. “I’m sure that’s Ms. Sinclair’s business, not ours—”
But I didn’t want the class to think I was some idiot addicted to the sort of substance that sent my buddy on the motel office sofa into orbit, plus I wanted to get a dig in at Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell, so I blurted out, “I took Professor Mitchell’s advice and decided to stay in the area, so I could be close to school.” I hesitated for a dramatic beat before dropping the bomb. “So I got a room at the Super Duper Nine Motor Court.”
Trina walked in at that moment; at my news, she let her book bag slide to the floor with a thud. “Seriously?!”
I nodded, perversely pleased at the horrified looks on everyone’s faces.
“Ms. Sinclair, that’s messed up.”
“I have since found that out, Trina.”
“No, really, you can’t stay there.”
“Every other hotel was booked.”
“Well shit, you can stay on the couch in my dorm suite. My roommates won’t mind.”
Dear God, what a choice—crashing on a couch or staying in a fleabag motel. “Thanks, Trina, really, but I’ll be fine—”
“My cousin got rolled in that parking lot, Ms. Sinclair. You sowill not be fine,” Elias said.
“I can handle it.” I didn’t tell them that I’d gotten about three hours of sleep, total, the entire night, and that wasn’t about to change if I continued to stay there. Between freezing—I slept on top of the bed, as there was no way I was getting between those sheets—and being jolted awake repeatedly by slamming doors, thuds coming from the other side of the adjoining wall, an ongoing screaming match in the parking lot between a resident and his, er, evening companion of the female persuasion, and, yes, the regularly scheduled rumbling of the ice machine, the absolute last thing I intended to do was spend one more minute at the Super Duper Nine.
But I wasn’t going to tell them that right now, because I was enjoying the look of remorse on Mason’s face as I lapped up the kids’ sympathy.
“Isn’t it about time to start class?” I asked innocently.
Mason shook his head, turned to the students, and worked hard to start the day’s lecture. I smiled to myself and tried to ignore my rumbling stomach and the caffeine-withdrawal headache threatening to mushroom into a migraine. That look on his face sure made it all worth it—almost.
* * *
After class, I scooted out the door as quickly as possible. I wasn’t avoiding the students, or Mason—I just really, really needed something to eat. And some caffeine. At the student center, I slid my card into the ATM and punched in my PIN number, shifting impatiently from one foot to the other as I waited for the next prompt. When the withdrawal screen came up, I chose a hundred dollars.
But instead of the money shooting out of the slot, a notice came up on the screen: “Transaction could not be completed at this time.” And I got a slip with nothing but “Transaction canceled” on it. I sighed and tried again. Same result. Maybe the machine didn’t have enough money in it. I tried a third time, choosing just twenty dollars. The same thing happened.
“Stupid machine,” I muttered. I threw away all the blank receipts, shoved my bank card back into my wallet, and pulled out my Visa.
I ran into Mason in line at the coffee counter. He turned to me, still looking worried, and I started to feel a bit guilty about playing the sympathy card in class earlier.
“Look, Faith,” he said, “you really can’t stay at that motel. Are you sure there isn’t any other—”
“Not a one. Believe me, I checked.”
“Riverside? That’s within a decent driving distance.”
“Nope, not there either.”
“I can’t allow you to be put in danger.”
“How chivalrous.”
He let slip one of his wry smiles, and it seemed we silently agreed that our argument from the other day was behind us. “Imagine my bad advice being the cause of the famous Faith Sinclair’s untimely demise, her body discovered in a seedy hotel room.”
“Without any of the hotel-room fun first.”
Oops. I felt the blood rush to my cheeks as I watched Mason’s color rise as well. Note to self: No allusions to sex in front of Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell.
I rushed on, “I’ve already phoned a real estate agent to find me a house to rent. There’s gotta be something with a short-term lease around here, right?”
“Plenty,” he agreed quickly, apparently glad to be on less sexy grounds. We stepped up to the counter, and he gestured for me to go first. “We’re still dealing with underemployment, even with the Air Force base in our backyard. A lot of places have been left empty.”
I ordered a latte and a muffin, then asked Mason, “Do you live around here?” I realized I didn’t know anything about his personal life, but I wanted to.
“I do. I’ve been here for about six years—”
But the barista interrupted. “Ma’am? Your card’s been declined.”
I blinked, uncomprehending. “What? Try it again, please. It’s fine.”
He swiped the card again and waited. “Um, nope. Still declined. And it says here I’m supposed to confiscate the card. I’m sorry—”
“What do you mean, ‘confiscate the card’?”
“I’m supposed to keep it and call the service number—”
“I know what it means! I mean . . . why?”
“I don’t know that, ma’am. It doesn’t say.”
“Can I just have my card back?” I glanced around, embarrassed. Mason was staring, and I was backing up the line.
“I can’t, ma’am. I’m sorry.”
“Can you stop calling me ma’am, at least?”
“Sorry, ma’am—er, I mean—”
“Never mind.” I sighed and handed him my MasterCard.
“Uh . . .”
“What now?”
“Same thing?”
“You have got to be kidding me.” My MasterCard disappeared under the counter along with my Visa, as the barista looked sheepish. “American Express?”
“We don’t accept that one.”
“This is crazy—”
To make me feel even worse, Mason handed the guy some money. “Please get Ms. Sinclair her order, add it to mine.”
I kept my eyes down as Mason ordered a coffee and we shuffled over to the end of the counter. “Thanks,” I muttered. “I—I don’t know what just happened—”
“Don’t worry about it.” He collected my drink and muffin and handed them to me. “Weird, glitchy things happen with credit cards all the time.”
“Yeah, but—” But not to me, I wanted to say. My credit was impeccable, my security doubly so. I wondered if all this was somehow related to my motel adventure. There were some highly suspect individuals there last night. Could someone have gotten hold of my information when I wasn’t looking? But wouldn’t they have stolen my cards, not just the numbers? And besides, I kept everything with me, every minute . . . didn’t I? I couldn’t remember. “Looks like I’m going to have to start making some phone calls, straighten all this out.”
“Any way I can help?”
“Nope. This is just between me and the credit card companies, I think,” I said, trying to sound brave as I put my muffin and coffee down on a nearby table and dug my phone out of my bag.
“I’d better let you get to it, then. But . . . may I?” Mason held out his hand. Curious, I turned my phone over to him and he started typing. “My cell number. I want you to call me if there’s anything I can do, all right?” He gave me back my phone and pulled his out of his pocket. “Would you mind—may I have yours too?” I nodded and rattled it off. After he put my number into his contact list, he said, “Promiseyou’ll call if you need anything.”
“I will. Thanks, Mason,” I murmured.
Then my phone rang. It was the real estate company I had contacted. As I answered, I looked up, but Mason was gone.
“Ms. Sinclair? Madeleine Chao. I understand you’re looking for a rental.”
I scooted out of the packed student center so I could hear her better. “I am. A house, month-to-month lease, for about four months. Oh—and furnished.”
“Well, I think I can find you a few things to look at. What’s your budget for this? I mean, renting a house can be expensive.”
I smirked. “I think I’ll be all right.”
“We’re talking about fifteen hundred a month, maybe more for furnished.”
Oh, how cute. Rentals in my neighborhood could be nearly ten times that. “That’d be fine.”
“Well then,” Ms. Chao said brightly, pleased that she had a live one with cash to spend, “are you free now?”
* * *
“Hm.”
“Nice, isn’t it?”
“It is . . . something.”
I was staring up at the fourth house Ms. Chao—Madeleine, by this time—offered up for my perusal. It looked exactly like the previous three, which were all so indistinguishable from one another they’d all blended together in my memory already. Exterior: a shade of brown or tan, tile roof, several gables, no character. Interior: vaulted ceilings, white walls, no character. Furnishings: brown and tan, generic, no character. And each one was crammed into housing developments made up of hundreds of identical houses with about six inches of space between them. I sure hoped I liked the neighbors of the house I eventually chose, because I was going to be pretty darn intimate with them, whether I wanted to be or not. I really missed my funky ranch house at this point.
“Shall we go inside?”
I tried to muster some enthusiasm while Madeleine chattered on about the home’s amenities. But after dutifully poking my nose into the various rooms, I decided to end this exercise in futility. I just wanted to pick one and be done with it.
“This is fine. I’ll take it.”
Madeleine lit up. “Wonderful. I’m sure you’ll love it. Now, I’ll need a deposit—first, last, and another month’s rent as security—and if you could fill out this rental application, I’ll get the ball rolling.”
I whipped off a check. Just a place to sleep, I reminded myself. Not the Super Duper Nine, I reminded myself. Just for a few months, I reminded myself. And I signed the application.
After I said good-bye to Madeleine in the driveway, I pulled my phone out of my purse. I thought it had been ringing when we were looking at the house and, sure enough, there were several missed calls listed. As I tried to puzzle out who was calling me, it rang again—the same strange number.
“Yeah.”
“Ms. Sinclair?”
I didn’t say yes, just in case it was a reporter; I was still on tenterhooks waiting for one of them, or a blogger, to figure out where Alex had disappeared to. “Can I help you?”
“This is Beverly Banking calling. I’m glad we caught you. There’s been some unusual activity on your account.” A bolt of alarm shot through me, although it occurred to me that, really, I had been expecting something like this since this morning. “We’ve frozen your account,” the bank person went on, “but I’m afraid quite a bit of money was transferred out before we did.”
“Why didn’t you do it sooner?”
“Because it appears it’s being done legitimately, with your computer login, your password.”
“I’ve got news for you—it isn’t!”
My mind started racing. I had left my laptop at home. Maybe someone had broken into my house and stolen it. But Jamie was home. Jamie? No. Couldn’t be.




I asked carefully, “What kind of amounts are we talking about?”
“Thousands at a time.”
“Going where?”
“MasterCard . . .” He rattled off my credit card number, then my Visa and American Express numbers as well.
Jamie! He must have been charging up a storm on my credit cards, paying them off, and charging some more. But why?
“It’s all right. Well, it’s notall right, but I know what’s going on. I can take care of it.” And kill the person who did it. “Please unfreeze the account.”
“That’s going to take at least forty-eight hours—”
“Why so long?” I cried.
“It’s standard procedure, Ms. Sinclair.”
“What about my auto-paid bills? Can you cover them with money from my savings account?”
“We could . . . but I’m afraid that’s been depleted as well. Your savings account has also been frozen pending—”
“Depleted?” I echoed. “Depleted?” The more I said it, the more foreign the word sounded. “How depleted?”
“Down to . . . let me see . . . three dollars and forty-three cents.”
“But—but . . .” I spluttered, “I had . . . thousands in there.” Many, many thousands.
“Yes, Ms. Sinclair. You did. Now you don’t. Of course we’ll be notifying the authorities—”
Oh, that would serve Jamie right. It really would. But—dammit—this was my stepbrother, the one person in my family I actually would walk over broken glass for. I didn’t know what his problem was—drugs? extortion? women? who knew?—but I couldn’t throw him under the bus without finding out first.
So, with difficulty, I said, “No, thank you. I’ll deal with it personally. Just please unfreeze the account as soon as you can.”
“We’ll phone you when we do.”
“Thank you.”
Too jacked up to even bother going somewhere else to take care of this, I leaned on the bumper of my SUV in the driveway of the rental house and dived into the murky waters of the credit card customer service departments. I got the same story from all three of them—a flurry of charges that maxed out the cards, big payments, more charges until the cards were maxed out again, including the cash advance option. Cards frozen, issuing new cards with new numbers, would take a while. Basically, I had no money and no gas—the little fuel light had been trying to get my attention all day—and I was an annoying distance from home, yet I needed to get back to L.A. as soon as possible to murder my stepbrother.
I called my house. No answer. I called Jamie’s cell. No answer. Dammit!I wracked my brain to think of the names of any of Jamie’s friends in L.A. but came up empty. I wasn’t sure who he was hanging with lately. Would Sean and Evan know—? Then I dismissed the idea. I hadn’t seen Jamie with them in ages—and I didn’t have the strength to contact the boys who had fired me. I was really hurt by all of this; Jamie was closer to me than my “real” family, and this was how he repaid me? When I would have helped him out of whatever jam he was in, if only he had asked?
I drove away, not really sure where I was headed. As Lumpy had impressed upon me the night before, I couldn’t even get a room at the Super Duper Nine Motor Court if I had no cash. My phone rang again, and I answered it as fast as I could. The bank? Jamie?
“Ms. Sinclair—Madeleine Chao here. I’m afraid there’s a bit of a problem.”
“Let me guess. My check bounced and my credit application didn’t clear.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Look, there’s been a bit of a mix-up at the bank. Once I get it figured out, I’ll call you back, all right? Thanks.”
And I hung up without waiting for her response. I pulled up to a red light, and my phone rang again. Damn, it wasn’t this busy when I was heading up Modern Women. I punched the speakerphone button again. “Yeah,” I snapped.
“Faith? It’s Mason.”
Inexplicably, a wave of relief swept over me. “Hey.”
“Did you get everything straightened out?”
“S–sort of. I’m working on it.”
“Did you find a house?”
“Yes and no. It seems I can’t rent one at the moment, what with that pesky credit problem and all.”
“I’m really sorry to hear it.”
“Yeah, well . . .” I wanted to say that I was leaving anyway, going back to L.A. to hunt my stepbrother down, but I didn’t. Because I couldn’t figure out how I was going to get there without any gas. The kindness of strangers? Hey Mason, spot me sixty bucks? I would never do that.
“Listen, I had an idea. I was thinking about what Trina said—”
I actually laughed. “I am notsleeping on her couch.”
Mason laughed as well. “No. But we do have a room at the college for guests. It’s nothing fancy, but sometimes we put up speakers, entertainers, anyone like that who visits the college. You know, if they choose not to check into the Super Duper Nine Motor Court.”
“I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t.”
“So what do you think? Want the room?”
“Gee, I dunno. I was thinking of sleeping in my car. These leather seats sure are comfy.”
“Oh, okay. I understand. Never mind, then. Sorry to have troubled—”
“Mason? Gimme the damned room.”
“Thought you might see it that way. I’ll get things set up. Check with the admin office in a bit. They have the key.”

Chapter 14
I pulled my suitcases down the industrial-carpeted hallway, looking for room 425. The guest room was at the end of the top floor of an old dorm building. The hallway had a funny smell. I couldn’t quite place it, but it might have been Eau de Sweaty Socks. The cinderblock walls could have used a fresh coat of paint, and I didn’t want to know what that peculiarly large stain on the carpet was over there. The admin lady had told me, rather apologetically, that this particular building was slated to undergo some renovations in the near future, but so far it hadn’t been altered since the school opened in the sixties. I tried not to breathe deeply in case it was rife with asbestos.
Still, I could overlook a cancer-causing agent in the air if at the end of this hallway I’d find a powerful, hot shower and a cushy bed draped with some heavy linens. I wondered if there’d be a fluffy robe hanging on the back of the door, but that was probably too much to ask. Still, it had been a hell of a day, and I was exhausted, so anything would do. My plan was to settle in, get comfortable, and then try harder to track down Jamie.
When I reached room 425, which truly was at the very end of that long hallway, I practically fell inside. The heavy metal door slammed shut behind me as I stood stock still, taking in my surroundings. Linoleum floor. Chipboard dresser. “Bed” that was little more than a glorified cot. Thin sheets folded in a stack at the foot of the bed. Small, grimy window.
That was all.
Feeling panic build in me for the umpteenth time today, I frantically yanked open the only other door in the place, hoping, at least, for a plush bathroom. Instead I found a small, empty closet.
And then I remembered the bathrooms I walked past, halfway down the hall. The ones that looked suspiciously like locker rooms at the Y . . . Oh no.
But I really, reallyhad been looking forward to a fluffy bed and a roach-free bathroom.
Stop it, I ordered myself. I had just decided anything would do. I could handle this. I was Faith Freakin’ Sinclair, for God’s sake. I was not a spoiled brat, not one of Bea’s Hollywood asshats who demanded thousand-count Egyptian cotton sheets and lavender-scented robes. I was not my mother, carrying her own bottled glacier water. I always prided myself on being able to cope under even the most averse circumstances. And this certainly qualified.
With a fresh dose of steely determination bordering on martyrdom, I parked my suitcases in the corner and started making up the bed. At the very least I could nap.
* * *
I lurched up onto my elbow and stared around wildly in the dim light. For a second I had no idea where I was. Then, as my eyes focused and I made out the cinderblock walls, metal door, and pitted mirror over the dresser, I put the pieces together. Dropping back onto the pillow, I rubbed my forehead and waited for my hammering heart to slow down. Not at home, but at least not at a skanky motel. And not in the back seat of my car. I had four walls (such as they were) and a roof. And a toilet, even though it was down the hall.
I pulled the chain on the lamp over the bed; a yellow cone of light warmed the top of my head and cast broad shadows on the walls. The display on my phone showed it was around seven o’clock. Shouts in the hallway, blaring music, and slamming doors said it was a weekend evening and my neighbors were ready to party.
Suddenly I felt really old. I didn’t want to party. I didn’t even want to get up; I just wanted to go back to sleep for the rest of the night. But my stomach wouldn’t let me. I was damned hungry. The last time I ate, I recalled, was when Mason bought me that muffin after class.
And then all my problems came rushing at me, bowling me over. Freeze on my bank account, confiscated credit cards, no money, very little gas, desire to murder my stepbrother—check. Not to mention that every minute I was caught up with my own issues, I was missing out on a chance to sway Alex. The only bright spot had been Mason. He’d been nothing but nice to me today.
And that was kinda freaky.
I stretched and hauled myself out of bed. Sleeping in my clothes had generated a stale sort of funk that bloomed whenever I moved, and my mouth felt cottony. I decided to dig out my toiletries, take a shower, and then raid the dorm vending machines.
. . . Shit.
I had turned over every bit of spare change I had to Lumpy to pay for my memorable night at the Super Duper Nine Motor Court. I was going to starve to death in a forgotten room in a forgotten dorm at the far corner of a far-flung community college in the Inland Empire. What a way to go. If they eventually imploded the building because of the likely asbestos problem (I tended to think ahead), they wouldn’t even find my bones.
Okay, now it was a matter of survival: It was time to get out and see the sights, maybe find a half-eaten sub in a campus garbage can. A girl could dream.
* * *
The campus at night was a weird mix of localized spots of intense activity and long stretches of silent darkness. I was surprised to find that strolling leisurely, observing the pockets of action and the bright lights of some of the buildings, made me feel calmer, and more refreshed, than I’d been in a long time. I started to realize just why attending college was so attractive to Alex. The place had a singular sense of purpose—helping people improve themselves—that put my aimlessness of the past several months in a whole new light.
As I crossed an open plaza, a warm breeze sifted through the open weave of my cropped sweater and fluttered the silk tank underneath. I skipped up the broad, shallow steps on the other side. The only thing that would take me from mellow to truly happy would be for a pizza to fall out of the sky. Or to run into Alex. But I was so hungry, I was hoping for the Miracle of the Pizza over Alex. I was that hungry.
A classroom building in the distance was all lit up, and I headed that way, hoping to find a reception or an art gallery opening, solely to score some free canapés. I mean, screw the education and the socializing—my situation was dire. When I got closer, I saw a small sandwich-board sign propped up outside the front doors: “Mona Urquhart Film Series: Death and Taxes. Discussion following with Prof. Mason Mitchell.”
Oh, I couldn’t miss this.
I slipped into the lecture hall through an open door; I was at the back, up high, and there were about fifty people scattered in the rows below me. Mason stood at the bottom of the bowl, in a bright spotlight. I tucked myself into the nearest empty seat. The place was dead silent except for his resonant voice, which carried clearly all the way to the back. Nobody coughed, nobody fidgeted, nobody checked their phones.
“. . . this marked her entrance into the inner circle. The ‘big leagues,’ if you will, of modern cinema. No woman had ever come this far, this quickly, as a producer and director in the film industry and lived to tell about it.” Polite laughter. “But as the film showed, and I hope you noticed, she was able to keep up with the boys. She thoughtlike the boys, she actedlike the boys, and it showed in the choices she made, the toughness she made sure was brought to the screen, in every frame. In hindsight, from our comfortable perch in the twenty-first century, we could criticize, and say that she wasn’t being true to herself, to her gender, to feminism in general. But thirty-five years ago, that was her mode of survival. With Death and Taxes, she came into her own . . .”
Mason was talking about my mother’s first blockbuster, the one that really put her on the map. I was too young to remember this era of Mona’s career clearly, but I’d heard enough about it, both from her and from the film community at large. After all, who didn’t know about Mona’s first big success after slaving away during the early seventies on a bunch of silly, forgettable, girly-fluff films and then more serious, but weaker, ones?
Mason, bless his fuzzy face, wasn’t saying anything new, nothing that a thousand film scholars hadn’t already said over the years. And yet the audience still lapped it up. I glanced around; there were a lot of senior citizens, many of them sagely nodding their gray heads in agreement. I knew they were remembering their first viewing of this movie, back when tickets cost $2.50 and the theater speakers didn’t blow you out the back wall. It was weird to think that my mother’s work was a part of their cultural memory, that it meant so much to them.
“And yet . . .” Here Mason paused dramatically, which effectively brought my wandering attention back to him. He thoughtfully rubbed his chin, and I noticed he didn’t have a fuzzy face tonight—he had shaved off his two-day stubble for the occasion. I kind of missed it. “What I think many retrospectives and nostalgic multiple re-viewings of this film miss is that Mona Urquhart did not ignore the feminine in her quest to be accepted by the masculine. Whereas the men were busy with the gritty realism of the era, she made sure that her female characters were not, in fact, prostitutes, or divorcees, or junkies. Not downtrodden. Although they may have fallen on hard times, they, like she herself, remained strong and purposeful. And I think that’s the biggest lesson we can take away tonight: In every female character onscreen in her films, there was a little piece of indomitable spirit, of Mona Urquhart, to last for eternity. Thank you.”
After a healthy round of applause, the audience began to disperse, most of the attendees heading for the exits, but some of them clustering around Mason. I inched down that way myself to hear them complimenting him on his insight, sharing their own thoughts, asking questions. Mason gave each of them his full time and attention—and then he glanced up at me. The small, brilliant spotlights overhead made his eyes sparkle. He extricated himself from the group with apologies and pats on shoulders, and came up the steps.
“Hey.”
“Hey yourself, Moner.”
He reddened a little.
“You didn’t tell me you gave lectures on my mom’s work.”
“Well, it hasn’t come up in casual conversation. Were you here for the whole thing?”
“I caught the tail end of it. Mona would be pleased with your offering.”
“I’m honored.” He gestured up toward the doors, and I turned and loped awkwardly up the wide, shallow, oddly spaced steps, Mason following. Once we were outside in the warm night, he asked, “What about you? Did you approve?”
“Hey, it’s got nothing to do with me.”
A tiny smile curled up the corner of his mouth. “You sure?”
“Completely. Mona’s Mona, and that’s nifty, but if you want to know the truth, I really don’t give a rip about a lecture on her work—yours or anybody else’s,” I added.
“Wow. When you said you weren’t a fan of hers, you meant it, didn’t you?”
“If you knew Mona like I know Mona . . .”
“I can only imagine.”
“I’ll bet you can’t.”
“Was she really all that awful? You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” he rushed to tack on, which I appreciated.
But something, maybe the honest way he looked straight at me, made me trust him. Mason started to meander down one of the walkways, and I joined him, trying to explain.
“Mona was . . . not the greatest mom,” I started. My opening was lame, but how in the world could I even begin to start explaining our messy mother–daughter relationship? How in the world could I distill our complicated . . . thing . . . down to a few pithy sentences?
When my pause went on a little too long, he tried to fill in the blanks for me. “Um, let me guess: married to her work, which came first, and that meant you came second, or was it a distant third to her Husband of the Week?”
Impressive. He cut to the chase well. “Pretty much.”
“Not really warm and fuzzy? Didn’t do the blankies and hot cocoa thing with you?”
Wow. I couldn’t remember the last time someone made me laugh when the topic was my childhood with Mona. “Not even a little bit.”
“Dad?” he suggested.
“Not in the picture. My parents divorced when I was two years old, and my father immediately hightailed it for Europe. I hear he’s got a really small, rustic vineyard somewhere in France. I couldn’t pick him out of a police lineup if my life depended on it, though. It’s like he . . . doesn’t even exist for me. Is that weird?”
Mason shrugged. “Who’s to say what’s weird, for anyone? So,” he went on, “it was just you and your mom—and her movies—for most of your life. And you still hate her for the way you were brought up?”
I considered that for a minute. “I don’t hate her. She is who she is. Mona has always been larger than life. But I didn’t understand how important her work was to the entertainment world, and to her. I was a kid; I just wanted a normal mom. So I carried a lot of anger for a really long time.”
“Do you think she didn’t love you or something?”
“Are you going to charge me for this hour?”
“You don’t have to—” he started to say again.
I still wanted to put this into words for him, so I took a breath and gave it a shot. “I felt like I was an afterthought to her, and most of the time like I was an inconvenience. An irritant. You know, when I was little, I used to think that making myself really small, physically, would help keep her happy. That she would notice I was being quiet and staying out of the way, and she’d be pleased. I have no idea why I thought that, but I did, so I used to try to squeeze into the tiniest spaces I could find, like boxes, or the back of a closet. I even tried to shut myself in a dresser drawer once. But of course, when I went missing, she’d freak out, and then when she—or one of her staff—found me, I’d get a strong lecture, to put it mildly.” I paused, thinking. “Maybe I was doing the opposite of what I thought I meant. Maybe I was trying to get attention but telling myself I was trying notto call attention to myself.”
“A very astute observation.”
“Hey, you’re not the only amateur psychoanalyst around here.” I sighed. “But I am a grown-up now, and I have come to terms with Mona. I have accepted that some people get real moms, and some of us get Hollywood legends. It’s just the roll of the dice.”
He stopped walking. “‘Real’ moms?” he repeated, smiling incredulously. “What in the world are those?”
“You know what I mean. Hell, I’ll bet you had one of those, and a Ward Cleaver dad too. And a bunch of clean-cut brothers and sisters. You’re so normal I’ll bet you were born and raised in Pasadena, weren’t you? Admit it! And they’re still there, behind a white picket fence, waiting for you to come visit, which you do, happily, at least once a month.”
“I’ll have you know that I grew up in Garden Grove, thank you very much—”
“Pfft. Whitebread by any other geography . . .”
“My parents are no longer alive, and I don’t have any brothers or sisters. Other than that . . . well, pretty accurate, I confess.”
That stopped me. “You have no family?” Heck, even I had Jamie and Mona and Dominic, weird as they were.
He shrugged. “Some cousins back east.” He smiled gamely. “Maybe I consider my students a family, of a sort. The way you make your cast and crew your family.”
“Thank you for your input, Dr. Freud.”
“I prefer Jung.”
“Why am I not surprised.” We started walking again, and I decided to change the subject. “Thanks for hooking me up with the guest room.”
“You’re very welcome. How is it?” My hesitation was enough. “Uh-oh . . .”
“No, no, it’s fine,” I rushed to answer. This guy had stuck his neck out for me; I wasn’t going to be rude and complain about the lodgings. It was my own problem that I erroneously thought I was going to get an antique four-poster bed and a Jacuzzi bath.
“Oh, that’s convincing.”
I laughed. “Okay, it’s a dorm room in a forty-five-year-old cinderblock building. My neighbors believe they can’t go out for the evening without shattering the eardrums of everyone within a four-mile radius for two hours beforehand, I’m sleeping on a cot, I think there are silverfish in the dresser drawers, and I’m pretty sure there was some kinky sex going on in one of the shower stalls in the community bathroom . . .” Mason winced. “But,” I went on forcefully, “I am so, so grateful that you found me a place to stay. So thank you.”
“I don’t know—sounds like more of a curse than a blessing.”
“Five words: Super Duper Nine Motor Court.”
“You know, you don’t have to stay out here, no matter what I said. If you want to go back to L.A.—”
“Yeah, well, I can’t, actually. Long story. All you need to know is it’s better that I’m here right now. And that means I’m all yours for the duration.”
I hadn’t meant that comment to have any romantic or sexual connotation, but all the same, something uncomfortable passed between us. A weird kind of uncomfortable, but kind of good at the same time.
Mason glanced at me as we walked along. “You seem taller.”
“I’ve got my Friday-night-struttin’ platforms on.” I lifted one red canvas and raffia shoe sideways to show it off.
“Very nice. Not much of a nightlife here, though.”
“I noticed.”
“Not that I’m assuming you don’t have plans. I don’t mean to keep you or anything—”
“Like I have someplace to go.”
“Well, then. Can I buy you dinner?”
“Oh. No, thanks.” The words were out before I had a chance to think about it. Was I that skittish, even though we were actually having a nice time at the moment?
Mason looked disappointed for a split second, then recovered. “Thought you might say that. I won’t insist. But . . . do you have any money at all, for food or whatever?”
Oh, I didn’t want to tell him the truth of that. I was not up for a pity party. “What!” I scoffed. “Forget it. I’m fine.”
And then that old complainer, my stomach, rumbled loudly enough to be heard thirty miles away in Hemet.
Mason’s eyes bugged. “Was that you? When was the last time you ate?”
“Mason, I’m fine.”
“Not according to your stomach.” He reached into his back pocket. “Look, at least take this and go over to the cafeteria, get something—”
He handed me a couple of small bills—everything that was in his wallet—but I wouldn’t take the money. “Mason, no. You’ve done enough today.”
“What did I say earlier? I don’t want to be responsible for your untimely demise. That includes starving to death. So take it. Okay?”
I looked into his warm brown eyes and saw a little bit of pity, but mostly kindness there. “Why are you being so nice to me?”
“What, you don’t deserve people being nice to you? Take it,” he said again. “Please.”
I wanted to protest, but my stomach beat me to the punch, its monster noise accepting Mason’s generosity before I could get a word out to the contrary. “Fine. Fine! But as soon as I get the bank stuff straightened out, I’m giving this back to you, with interest.”
He smirked. “I may be just a community college professor, but I can afford to take this hit. So don’t worry about it.”
Tucking the money into my pocket, I said, “Tough. I’m going to. What can I say? I’m a worrier.”
“Funny, I don’t believe you.”
“Doesn’t matter what you believe or don’t believe, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell. I yam what I yam.”
“Yes, you yam. All right then,” he said, running his hand through his mop of hair, “I’d better head out. Get some food down you, get some rest, and avoid the noisy shower stalls.”
“You got that right.”
“Have a good night, Faith,” he said kindly.
I waved and headed in the opposite direction, a warm feeling in the pit of my very vocal stomach.

Chapter 15
“Oh hellno,” I muttered, leaning into the cooler.
At this time of night, the cafeteria was dark and empty, the steam trays spirited away to the kitchens, the warming lamps long since turned off. Even the snack counters were closed. One sleepy work-study student slouched behind the cash register as I studied the packaged-up leftovers, trying to figure out what was lurking in each box under the condensation on the inside of the lids.
“Hey,” I called to the guy, “what’s in these, anyway?” He shrugged. “Great. Thanks for your help.” I turned back to the cooler.
Then he said, almost as though it cost him a massive amount of energy to speak, “There are labels on the bottom.”
Well, now we were getting somewhere. I lifted a particularly heavy container and read the bubbled paper sticker. Hey, mac and cheese—I hadn’t had some in ages. I suspected something this fat- and calorie-laden was outlawed within fifty miles of Beverly Hills. If I ever needed comfort food, now was the time. I took it over to the cash register.
While the logy employee deciphered the buttons on the machine, I fished out a spork from a box on the counter. “Any place to heat this up?”
He shrugged again. “You need to?”
“Usually.”
“Microwaves are around the corner.”
“Thanks bunches.”
The darkened cafeteria was too depressing to sit in, as was the dim and echoing student center, so after I nuked the food, I decided to decamp to my monk’s cell with my late dinner. On the way, I hit redial on my cell, still trying to find Jamie. I called his phone. No answer. And no answer at my house, either. Mona was already at her beach house. I was stupid not to get a contact number for her. She had a cell phone, but she never turned it on unless she needed to make a call. I never understood the point of that, but from what I’d observed of her and others in her age group, it was a senior citizen thing.
Desperate for some sort of contact before I lost my mind, I dialed Jaya. Our friendship still wasn’t at one hundred percent, but I didn’t have time to be skittish about where we stood with each other. I knew that even now, if I asked her, she would help me find Jamie.
“Hello?”
“Jaya—thank God.”
“Faith? You all right?”
Oh, so not all right. But I decided to skip most of my sob story. If I told her, I knew Jaya would drive out to Moreno Valley to bring me cash. Or send a car—or a helicopter—for me. I didn’t have the heart to ask for any favors like that—not just yet. Besides, everything was supposed to be cleared up in a couple of days. I could last till then.
“I’m fine. But I can’t get hold of Jamie.”
“So what? He always takes off without telling you.”
“He’s not even answering his phone.”
“Where are you that you can’t find him?”
“In Moreno Valley.”
“On a Friday night? That’d better be some party.”
“No party at all, I’m afraid.”
“Do I want to know?”
“Nope. But can you find him for me? Like, I don’t know, go to my house and check on him? I’m really worried.”
“Aw, Faith, I’m not in L.A. I’m in Santa Barbara for the weekend.”
A weekend getaway? Oh really? That pulled my nose out of my own navel for a minute. “Are you with Taco Truck Tito?”
I could hear her grinning when she said, “Maybe . . .”
“Good for you!”
“Never mind my love life. Look, if you’re serious about Jamie, I can get somebody to go to your house—I can call Ashley. Or maybe you should call the police—”
Cripes, not Ashley! And . . . “No. No police.”
“Whatis going on? Am I going to read something juicy in the trades Monday morning?”
“Pfft. I should be so lucky to grab some headlines.” I paused. “You’re right. He probably just took off again. But . . .”
“Obviously there’s something more to it.”
With a sigh, I caved. I told her about my disappearing money, and she gasped.
“Faith! That’s—”
“Theft. I know. But he’s my stepbrother, Jaya. I can’t sic the police on him until I know what’s going on. I really don’t think he’d have taken it without a good reason.”
Silence on the other end of the line, but Jaya’s skepticism came through loud and clear all the same. “That guy has your number, you know that? And by that I mean your PIN numbers. And your Internet passwords, your extra checks . . .”
“And my safe combination. But I lurve him. He’s family. He’s my bud.”
“A bud who may have disappeared with all your money.”
Talking about this out loud made it all suddenly seem overblown and silly. Jamie wouldn’t do something like that to me. At least, not without good reason. “Look, you know what? Don’t worry about it. It’s no big deal. I’m going to stay here tonight, and tomorrow I’m going to head back to L.A. and find out what’s going on.”
“Do you have gas money?”
“I know where I can get some.” I winced, hating myself for thinking of Mason as a human ATM, but it looked like I had no other option.
“If you’re sure . . .”
“Yeah, I am. I’m sorry to bother you. I was just alone and freaking out.”
I clicked off and looked around to get my bearings. It wasn’t hard anymore; I was getting pretty familiar with the layout of the campus, and the buildings that once seemed identical were now easily identifiable. Of course, the round theater building that appeared on my right was always recognizable. I took the sidewalk that circled around the back, certain that if I went that way and cut across a corner of one of the interminable parking lots, I could get back to the dorm faster than the route through the middle of campus I took earlier.
Security lights illuminated the small lot at the back of the building; I could see people milling about on the loading dock. The scent of cigarette smoke drifted toward me on the warm air. Someone left the group, slipping back into the building, and the slam of the heavy metal door echoed loudly.
It seemed weird that the students would be working on something in the theater this early in the school year—an upcoming lecture or dance show, perhaps? But there was a fair amount of activity, and my first thought was perhaps Alex was there, putting in his required tech time for his degree. I just couldn’t resist taking a little peek.
Once the shadowed figures had gone back inside, I waited a few more seconds, then followed them. It was pretty difficult—no, impossible—to keep the door from making noise, so I decided to be up front about my arrival. I let it creak open and close behind me with a whunk, then crossed the stage. A bunch of kids were sitting there, but they didn’t notice me until I entered the glare of the hot lights past the proscenium. The students who were facing me, their back to the house, jumped.
“Ms. Sinclair! What are you doing here?” Brandon exclaimed, as the students who were directly in front of me turned to see what was going on.
“Just passing by,” I said.
“We can be here,” a girl I recognized from the advanced acting class said, pretty defensively. “We have a key.”
“Didn’t say you couldn’t.” Although tempted to try to look stern and make them squirm, I just didn’t have the heart. “Relax, guys. I don’t care what you’re doing in here as long as you’re not vandalizing the place.”
As I glanced around the circle—there were about ten kids but no Alex (I tried not to feel disappointed)—the back door opened again, and a voice called, “Fresh provisions!”
I looked over my shoulder. Kaylie and Elias stopped dead in their tracks, perilously close to dropping the cases of beer they were carrying.
“Hey,” I greeted them genially.
Elias recovered first and turned on his brilliant smile. “Beer, Ms. Sinclair?”
“No, thanks.”
I almost didn’t recognize Kaylie; she was looking exceptionally pretty tonight—her brown hair down, waves framing her face, and she was wearing a floaty, sleeveless tunic over barely there denim shorts. Then the pleasant effect was spoiled when she scowled at me. “Are you going to tell on us?”
“Are any of you underage?”
Brandon said, “No,” as some students surreptitiously slid their bottles behind their backs.
“I’ll just go then,” I said, working hard to hide my amusement. I really didn’t care if some of the kids were underage—hell, the drinking age was considered an adorably outdated formality in Hollywood (imagine telling Miley Cyrus she could only have soda at a party)—but I figured my current status as an instructor, even a temporary one, obligated me to blow the whistle on underage students drinking in the theater after hours. What I didn’t know, I couldn’t report on.
Kaylie stalked away, but Elias hurriedly put down the beer he had brought in and crossed to me. “No, stay! We’re lots of fun.”
“I’m sure that’s true. But . . . can’t. Sorry.” I indicated my plastic container. “Dinner’s getting cold.”
A girl to my left looked at the box suspiciously. “What is that?”
Brandon rose to his knees. “Did you get that from the after-hours cooler?”
“Uh . . . yeah? Why?”
Alice made a face and shrugged. “It’s your funeral.”
“What are you talking about?” I checked the food; it looked and smelled fine. “A little mac and cheese never hurt—”
“Omigod, you did not get the mac and cheese!” Trina exclaimed.
“No! Never get the mac and cheese!” Brandon cried, and several other students agreed, loudly.
“I like to live dangerously.”
“Then it really willbe your funeral,” Taylor muttered.
“Hey, missy, I’m pretty tough, you know. I’m not afraid of some suspect leftovers from a hinky cafeteria.”
Kaylie reappeared and interrupted with, “So are we doing this or what?”
“In a minute,” Brandon said. “I think we should dare Ms. Sinclair to eat her mac and cheese first.”
“Doing what?” I asked Kaylie, then what Brandon said registered. “‘Dare’ me? Honey, nobody dares me to do anything.”
“Does that mean you’re gonna eat the mac and cheese?”
“Eventually.”
“No, I mean now. Where we can see you.”
And then a merry chant of “Eat! It! Eat! It!” erupted from the happily buzzed kids. It didn’t stop till I shouted over them, “All right! All right! Just to shut you guys up, I will absolutely eat some of my delicious dinner right in front of you.” I popped open the plastic top and whipped out my spork. “Nobody get jealous, now. This is all mine.”
“No problem there,” Trina said, making a grossed-out face.
I looked around at the circle of students, all watching me eagerly. “Y’all are weird, you know that?” And then I downed a big sporkful.
Amid “ewws” and agonized expressions—a couple of students put their hands to their throats and toppled over—I ate some more. It was fine. So much for their dare. In fact, my stomach was so happy to see food again it encouraged me to gobble up quite a bit of it. A large boy ran over to the piano at the edge of the stage and started playing Chopin’s funeral march.
“Very funny,” I said, “but as you can see, I’m still standing. Dare vanquished. Now, what’s Kaylie talking about—what is this ‘thing’ you’re going to do?”
“Just a little tradition, Ms. Sinclair,” Kaylie said.
“It’s really no big deal.” Elias took my mostly empty food container away like an attentive waiter and came back with several cans of spray paint he had squirreled away behind the proscenium curtain.
“Dude. Nothing good can come from any plan that involves spray paint.”
“We’re going to tag the rock,” Trina said, taking one of the cans from Elias.
“‘Tag the . . .’ what now?”
Elias was patient with me. “Did you see the big rock, way high up the mountainside, just outside of town? The one with all the writing on it?”
Come to think of it, I had seen that rock, and I wondered how—and why—someone scaled the giant, boulder-strewn hill to mark it up. I nodded.
“It’s IECC tradition to tag it once in a while. Tonight the theater majors are going to do it.”
“I see. Well, good luck with that.” I didn’t know if it was illegal or not, but if it was, I didn’t want to know anything more about it.
“You should come too.”
Kaylie. Damn her. What a stupid suggestion. Even the other students were looking at her like she’d lost her mind. “Uh, no.”
“It’s less risky than eating that mac and cheese.”
“I didn’t fall off the turnip truck yesterday, child. I know you’re trying to get me arrested.”
Kaylie rolled her eyes. “We’re all going. It’s not like we’re sending you up there alone or anything.”
“No way.”
She hesitated, then shrugged and turned away. “All right. Whatever. We’d better get going, you guys.”
“Hang on,” I interrupted. “I don’t think any of you should be driving. And thatI would rat on you for.”
Elias stepped forward. “I haven’t been drinking, Ms. Sinclair. I can drive everybody. I’ve got my mom’s minivan.”
“All right then!” Kaylie said, clapping her hands like Mason did when he wanted to get the group’s attention. “Let’s go. Alex and Michael are probably already there by now.”
The minute my head whipped around, I regretted it, because Kaylie knew she had me. She gave me a smug sidelong glance but said nothing. I resolved not to rise to the bait . . . but of course I failed.
I took her aside. “Kaylie, are you sure you’re going to be all right?” I asked softly.
Kaylie matched my low tone. “We’ll be fine, Ms. Sinclair. We do this all the time.”
“Maybe I should go along. Not, you know, climb the mountain with you, but be available, just in case.”
She pretended to think about it for a minute. She knew that I was bluffing, and I knew she knew. And yet we kept up the charade. “Well . . . if you’re sure . . .” She did a quick head count. “I don’t think you’ll fit in the van, though.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t want to. I mean, I think it’d be better if there’s a backup vehicle too. What if Elias’s van breaks down?”
“Sure.”
“I’ll just meet you there.”
“Okay. Let me give you directions . . .”
* * *
Fucking Moreno Valley. Fucking quasi-desert. Fucking dark roads.
I had no idea where I was. Well, my map app told me I was just outside the city proper, which was clearly evident if I just looked out my windshield, because then I could see the lights of the city spread out below me in the haze, but I was sort of preoccupied with the little orange light on my dash that seemed even more insistent that I really was running out of gas. Not to mention being well and truly lost. I could pretty much figure out how to get back to town—head straight down—but that wasn’t what I needed to do. I needed to find the damned rock, because it sure wasn’t where Kaylie told me it would be.
Oh, there were plenty of rocks. Millions, in fact. Big, small, every size. Brown and jagged when they loomed in my headlights, all black against the light-polluted amber sky when they weren’t directly in my path. The mountains that seemed low and close from the city roads were, in fact, farther away than I thought and much taller, steeper, and more imposing than I expected. I was, frankly, intimidated by nature for the first time in my life. Of course, this was the closest I’d been to nature for ages, unless hiking on a canyon trail carrying a fancy water bottle counted. And I was pretty sure it didn’t.
And something else. It was sohotall of a sudden. I was used to the cooler air creeping in, closer to the coast, at night, and I thought it would be the same here. Apparently not, but why was it hotter than earlier in the evening? I turned up the air-conditioning in my SUV, but it gave me chills. I turned it off, and then it was too stuffy. I wanted to open the windows, but my tires were generating such a cloud of dust, I didn’t think that was a great idea.
I went over the directions Kaylie had given me. They were simple and straightforward enough that I hadn’t felt the need to write them down. Now I had second thoughts about that. But no—they were simple. Take the main road out of campus, turn right, and keep going till the road started going up. Take the second left. Not rocket science. But there was no sign of Elias’s mom’s minivan anywhere. No sign of that damned spray-painted rock, either. Not that I’d be able to see it easily, now that I was on a road that was essentially right under it.
I was ready to give up on the whole thing, Alex or not, but I just couldn’t. I wasn’t sure what was the stronger impulse—to be able to talk to Alex outside of school, which might give him a different perspective and give me some more influence over him, or my sudden desire to check on the students. I believed Elias when he said he hadn’t been drinking, but a bunch of tipsy young folk acting up in a van? Sounded like trouble. And what if the whole “tagging the rock” thing was more illegal than they let on, and the cops caught them? Somebody responsible should be around to speak up for them—or phone a lawyer. I turned my SUV around, carefully, on the empty but dark and shoulderless road, and retraced my route. The mountainous area around Moreno Valley was only so big, I reasoned; I’d have to come across that stupid spray-painted rock sometime.
And then something else hit, and it wasn’t a brilliant idea about how to track down a van full of students. I felt like I was being stabbed in the gut. Instinctively, I hit the brakes as shooting pains radiated through my abdomen. My breath shallow, I broke out in a cold sweat. Then the pains dissipated. I took another, deeper, breath, straightened up, and kept driving.
What the hell was that? Nerves?
Another jab hit me, worse than the first, and lasting longer. I saw a turnoff along the road and pulled into it. Vaguely I wondered if this was the parking area Kaylie had said was just below the rock, with a trail leading up the hillside from it, but as another pain shot through me, I didn’t care as much anymore.
So hot . . . I needed air. I opened the car door and took a few deep breaths, pushed my hair out of my face, and wiped beads of sweat from my forehead. Turning sideways in the doorway, I wrapped my arms around my stomach and leaned forward, willing the pain away.
And it eased up. Okay. That was better. I sat up again and looked around the small parking area—just enough room for one car to pull over, really, so there was no mistaking I was the only one here. I peered into the darkness, trying to discern whether there was a trail or not. I thought I saw one in the distance, so I turned off my car and gingerly climbed out, leaving the headlights on. I wondered if there were scorpions around. I hated scorpions.
I walked over to where I thought I saw a path, and then another cramp hit. Dammit. Sitting down on a rock, I cradled my stomach again. When I thought the pain was gone, I stood up. Yeahhh, bad idea. Spots swam in front of my eyes, blending with the darkness, until I couldn’t see much of anything. A wave of nausea swept over me. I dropped onto the rock again, sure I was going to vomit on my beloved raffia wedges. I spread my feet apart to clear a space, just in case.
More deep breathing. I could wait this thing out. I could. As soon as the nausea passed, I decided, I would throw myself into my SUV and beat it out of there, back down the mountain, students and their spray paint and their rock be damned. I would get my butt back into my monk’s cell and sleep this thing off, whatever it was.
But the nausea didn’t pass. The minutes ticked by as I sat there, the warm breeze ruffling my hair and making me icky and chilled. I started shaking, partially from the chills, partially from the queasiness, and partially from . . .just everything.
How in the world had I gotten here? I wanted to go home. I wanted to be able to click my red heels and be back in my own king-size memory-foam-mattressed bed in L.A., with no nausea, no safety of community college students weighing on my mind, no longing to have Mason in front of me, smiling warmly . . . (Wait—what was that last thing?)
I wanted to reverse time, back to before my mother invaded, before Jamie stole all my money. Before stupid Random Shit Productions and Sean and Evan’s stupid obsession with vomit and strippers, before being persona non grata in the business, before Bea told me to get out of town, before being booted off the lot by studio security, before I grabbed Randy’s balls.
Back to when I still had a job I was good at, back to when I was happily ensconced in my own home with no intrusions, no drama except what I put on TV each week, no disruptions at all.
Could I get rid of all of that but keep Mason in my life?
Wait—what?
I started to wonder if I was inching toward delirium, but then all thoughts left my head as a new, more powerful wave of barfiness swept over me. I went from queasy to stand-back-she’s-gonna-blow. At that point everything went sort of hazy. The one thing that stood out was a lurch of panic that doubled my level of ickiness. Was I going to pass out? Was I going to die here, out in the weird semi-wilderness above Moreno Valley? Would anyone find my body, or would it be dragged off by coyotes? Wait—were there coyotes around here? Or could scorpions drag me off if they joined forces, like those killer ants did to that guy in Indiana Jones 4?
Oh God, I really was delirious, wasn’t I?
I tried more deep breathing, but that just made me barfier than ever. I prayed for wellness. I prayed for rescue.
I realized I had my phone in my pocket.
My hand shaking, I forced it to unclench from my abdomen, and I reached into the back pocket of my jeans. Doing that let in some cold air near my stomach, and I shivered. I pushed the button to bring my phone to life. My eyes tried to focus on my phone options. If I hit “redial,” it would get me Jaya, who was too far away to help. Should I call 911? Where would I tell them I was? “On a mountain somewhere—please help!” Just great. Could they track me by my phone signal, or was that a myth?
I aimed for the keypad button, failed. More nausea. I stopped to tighten my grip on my stomach, then rocked back and forth on my rock perch. Oh, that didn’t help. When the cramp eased up a little, I hit the phone again. I ended up with my contacts list. Oh bloody hell . . . But then there it was. My eyes focused on Mason’s number, the one he had just put into my phone. Call him if I needed anything, he said. Well, I needed. I needed bad.
I went to tap the number . . . and then I stopped. How could I ask for his help again? How could I ask him to come get me, wherever I was, late at night? I barely knew the guy. My pride wouldn’t let me dial.
I groaned. Maybe I’d feel better in a minute. Sure I would. Another wave of nausea. Um, nope, I wouldn’t. But Faith Freakin’ Sinclair was not about to be laid low by some sickness, on the side of a mountain, outside ofMoreno Valley. That was notpart of the agenda, dammit. That was nothow this story ended.
So I waited, my phone clutched in my hand, unused. I wrapped my arms around my legs and rested my forehead on my knees. And prayed for death.
* * *
That was the last thing I remembered, until a noise. A light. Someone was shaking my shoulder gently. “Faith. Faith, come on. How much did you have to drink, Faith?”
I hadn’t been able to respond to whoever it was, except for a weak groan, until that question. The part of my brain that was still functioning thought, the nerve! “Nothing!” I moaned.
“All right. Can you walk? No?” A sigh. “Okay. Let’s go . . .”
More darkness, more nothing. Then I was jostled into consciousness as someone folded me into a car. Oh, too much jostling. Way too much. I tried to form words, wasn’t sure I succeeded.
“Faith—what did you say?”
Apparently I’d failed. I tried again. “Move.”
I pushed on the person’s chest. He yielded. Somehow I slid back out of the car, landed on my feet, leaned forward . . . and spewed. A lot. And then some more.
And when I was done, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Goddamn. It’s always about vomit.”

Chapter 16
My eyes opened to dim light. A bed. Sheets. I moved my legs and realized that the bed was larger than my glorified cot in the dorm, but that thought was driven right out of my head by sudden blinding, searing pains shooting through my abdomen like ninjas were stabbing me with a bunch of knives, first here, then there—all over, all at once. Instinctively, I drew my knees up to my stomach and kept very, very still. The pain settled. I moved my leg a bit. More pain. Back to fetal position. I was afraid to even move my head to look around, although I wasn’t sure what I’d be able to see in the half-light.
I decided to just focus on not moving. And, after a short time, when my heartbeat slowed to a normal rate, I dropped back off to sleep.
* * *
When I woke again, it was day. I was still a human knot, tensely perched near the edge of the bed. Vividly recalling what happened the last time I moved, I was afraid to budge an inch, but my legs were aching. I decided to chance it. Gingerly, I straightened my right leg; no stomach pain. Now the left leg; pain. I winced as my abdomen seized up, as though someone had sewn my innards with string and pulled them taut like lacing up a shoe. But it wasn’t nearly as bad as the last time. I waited; the pain passed.
Next goal: roll over. And relax my shoulders—they were bunched up something terrible. I rolled over—slowly—onto my back. Still alive. That was good. Pain again but, again, bearable. I took some deep breaths. I didn’t think it actually helped, but at least it was something to focus on till things calmed down in my gut.
Now . . . where was I? The blank white ceiling didn’t tell me anything. I was going to have to move again, maybe even—shudder—raise my head and have a look around. After the few moments it took to talk myself into it, I reached behind my head, bunched up the pillow a little, and propped my head up.
It was a darned pleasant room, I had to admit. A comfortable bed, happy yellow walls, white IKEA-type furniture, flowery pictures in white frames, flowery quilt, dotted-swiss curtains. Judging by the light trying to peek through the blond wood blinds, probably a brilliantly sunny room most days. It was like I was in Oz, the brightness of this place, the difference between it and the dorm room, let alone the Super Duper Nine Motor Court. Too bad something smelled really bad. Super-Duper-Nine-Motor-Court-bathtub-drain bad.
I shifted again and realized that smell was coming from me.
Ew.
Before I could puzzle that part out, the bedroom door opened.
“Hey, you’re awake. How do you feel?”
My cottony mouth moved, but nothing came out, no matter how desperately I tried to make it work. Or maybe, I realized, I had no idea what to say.
Mason crouched down by the side of the bed and studied me. “Had me worried there for a while, you know? I was ready to call 911 a couple of times during the night.”
During the night? What? I turned my head to look at the other side of the bed, but it was still neatly made up, not even a body indentation on top of the happy flowered quilt. Then I saw a blanket and a pillow thrown on a small cushioned chair in the corner. He slept in that chair all night? Watching me?
My eyes were pulled back to Mason, who was looking at me calmly, eyes clear (if a little red-rimmed), and with a pleasant, patient smile on his face. “You look better. Do you feel better?”
Still I wasn’t able to answer. It was like someone had iced my brain. Thoughts weren’t connecting, ideas weren’t completing, and words definitely weren’t forming.
And then a memory popped into my head. And then another. And another. And . . . aw, shit.
“Sorry I yakked on your shoes.” My words came out all raspy, as though I hadn’t spoken in a month. My throat was burning—probably, it occurred to me, from said yakking.
“I never liked them much anyway.”
Then I remembered something else. “And your car mat.” He nodded, smiling serenely. “And . . . your driveway?” Nod. “And . . .” I winced. “Your foyer.” Nod. “And . . . oh damn, I’m so sorry about your ficus tree.”
“I never liked that thing much either.”
“I got your carpet too, didn’t I?”
“And your attractive outfit, which was, I’m sorry to report, beyond salvation.”
My clothes? Well, then, if they were . . . waitaminnit. Slowly, I lifted the quilt a few inches and peeked under it. I was wearing a stretched-out, faded heather-gray T-shirt with some red logo, split and peeling, on the front. Mason’s? I moved a little, and my bare nipples grazed the cotton. No bra? I pulled the quilt up to my chin.
Mortification, that’s what it was. It must have showed in my face when I looked back at Mason, because he answered the question I didn’t ask, still quite calmly. “Kaylie.”
That didn’t make me feel any better. “What?”
“Kaylie took care of you. Actually, she called me late last night, told me about the plan to tag the rock, that the students invited you, but you didn’t show up. She got worried, thought you were lost. Elias had left with his van, so she called me.”
“And the two of you . . .”
“Checked your room, didn’t find you there, then drove around till we did. Kaylie had an idea where you’d gone wrong with her directions, and there you were. Thank goodness. We brought you back here—she followed with your car, hope you don’t mind—and she got you changed before we got you into bed.”
Slowly my brain was thawing, and one thing jumped out at me from the avalanche of last night’s recollections: I doubted I had “gone wrong” with Kaylie’s directions. I was starting to suspect that she had given me bogus directions to get me lost. But I couldn’t prove that. Instead, I said, “So you saved me from dying on a mountainside and being gnawed on by coyotes or prairie dogs or whatever lives out there.”
He shrugged. “I don’t think you would have died—”
“Oh yes, I would have. It was the mac and cheese. The kids were right.”
“Never eat the mac and cheese!”
Apparently everybody on campus knew that except me. “They dared me.”
“Also, never accept one of their dares. Those guys are ruthless.”
“I’m catching on,” I said, thinking of Kaylie.
“However,” he went on, “the mac and cheese was not to blame.”
“Was too.”
He chuckled. “No bringing a lawsuit against the cafeteria. There’s a vicious stomach bug running rampant among the residents of the dorm where your guest room is. If Kaylie hadn’t called me with the news this morning from campus, and if your fever had stayed high, I would have gotten you to the hospital.”
Part of me wanted to yell at him, scream that he should have called an ambulance ages ago, and what if it had been more serious, I could have diedblah blah blah . . . But I was here, and (mostly) whole, and he had apparently spent the night in achair to keep an eye on me. That was . . . something. Really something.
So instead of going off on him, I studied his open face, his warm brown eyes, and just said, “Thank you.”
“You’re more than welcome. I’m sorry you had such a rough night.”
“Sounds like you did too.”
“I wasn’t the one hurling up a vat of mac and cheese.”
“No, you were just the person who had to clean it up. I’m . . . sorry about that.”
“No apologies, okay?”
“Yeah, well, you’ve . . . done enough in the past twelve hours. And while I’m appreciative and all that, I’d better get—”
I had every intention of throwing back the covers—at least as far as the hem of the T-shirt would allow—and sitting up, ready to take on the world, but the moment I moved too vigorously, the ninjas came back and started attacking me again.
“Whoa, there,” Mason said, taking me by the shoulders and easing me back against the pillow. “Not a good idea.”
Wincing, I fought out, “Yeah. I can see that.”
“Just . . . stay there, all right?”
“Here? In . . . in your bed?” I panted, willing the ninjas to go away. The ninjas laughed in my face and stabbed me some more.
“Do I look like a flowered quilt person to you?”
“This isn’t your house?”
“Oh, it’s my house, all right. But you’re in the guest room, and you’re going to stay here until you’re functional.” I opened my mouth to protest, but Mason cut me off. “No arguing.”
And honestly, I didn’t have the strength.
* * *
The rest of the day passed in a haze of random naps, bouts of guilt, ninja knifings, and Mason stopping in to try to get fluids down me. By noon, I had managed half a can of ginger ale. And two crackers. My sense of accomplishment was epic.
I nodded off late in the afternoon, and when I woke again, it was dark. And . . . something else was different. What was it? Then I realized—I was hungry. That was good, right? Hungry? Unless that gnawing feeling was my stomach lining disintegrating, which I decided not to think about. It was a huge relief when I tried to move and found the ninjas kept their knives sheathed, even when I dared to get vertical. I opened the bedroom door carefully, tugging the T-shirt down over my butt with my free hand; the last thing I wanted to do was run into Mason while I was literally half dressed.
It took me a minute to get my bearings; I flexed my toes and curled them into the carpet as I took a guess at which door led to the bathroom. Pleased that my first choice was the right one, I ducked inside and took care of business, then found a travel-size tube of toothpaste in a drawer and ran some over my teeth with my finger.
There was a knock on the door. “Faith?”
“Yeah.”
“You all right?”
Aw, that concern again—it warmed the pit of my shriveled stomach. Which, come to think of it, felt . . . pretty normal. “I’m doing good, actually.”
“Not hurling?”
“Not hurling.”
“Can I get you anything?”
“. . . Some pants?”
A pause, then a laugh. “Sure, I can dig something up. I’ll put them on the bed.”
While I waited, I found a small brush and dragged it through my hair. My attempt to look more presentable was a ninety percent fail, but I figured I should have gotten points for trying. I counted to fifty to give Mason time to deliver the pants and retreat. Then I made it a hundred for good measure. When I opened the bathroom door, there was no sign of him; I scooted back into the bedroom to find a large pair of blue sweatpants, obviously also Mason’s, on the bed. When I put them on, they immediately fell down to my thighs. I hitched them up, pulled the drawstring as tight as I could, knotted it securely, then ventured into the main part of the house.
It was another one of those cookie-cutter homes, just like the ones I’d looked at to rent—good grief, was it only yesterday?—but it was clean, neat, and nicely decorated.
Most of the lights were off in the main part of the house, which was essentially one big room, with a modern kitchen with a granite-topped island separating it from the dining area, both off to the left, and the living room part to the right. The sofa, a narrow table butted up against the back of it, acted as a divider for the room. The large-screen TV on the wall opposite was showing a paused scene of what I thought was a familiar movie, but before I could identify it, Mason turned around on the sofa, stretching his arm across the cushions.
“Welcome back to the land of the living.”
He got up and crossed to me as I looked around appreciatively. “This is a really nice house.”
Shrugging those broad shoulders of his, he said, “It’s all right. A little tract-house-ish. What can you do?”
I couldn’t figure this out. As far as I knew, Mason was single, although I’d never asked him—I’d just noticed the lack of a wedding band, and he never mentioned a spouse. I supposed I had been expecting him to live in Guyville—some flea-riddled apartment with a broken-down couch, a wooden spool for a coffee table, and a mattress on the floor—and, of course, a bitchin’ entertainment system. But that wasn’t fair to him. He taughtat a college; he wasn’t one of the students. Why wouldn’t he have a nice house, like a proper adult? Still, what was getting to me was that the place was a little too . . . girly? The color schemes, the artwork, the curtains . . . The décor didn’t even imply that he was gay. I knew more than my fair share of gay men, and their style was entirely different. No, this place looked like it was made homey by a woman with good, if conservative, taste. But there was no trace of her here now. Curious.
I was so wrapped up in playing detective that I missed what Mason was saying. “—sit down?”
“Sorry—what?”
“Do you need to sit down? You, um, still seem a little . . .”
“Out of it?”
“A bit.”
“You know, I think I feel fine. Is that weird?”
He shrugged again. “No, not really. Kaylie called again—she’s worried about you.” Sure she was. “The update from campus is this virus is vicious, but brief—a twenty-four-hour thing. If you have an iron constitution, you’d probably recover even faster.”
“That could be me. I’m, uh, sort of . . . hungry?”
“Well, good. More crackers? Some toast?”
I bit my lip. “Maybe something more than that?”
He laughed outright. “That’s an iron constitution. How about grilled cheese? I am the master of the griddle.”
“You know, I should say ‘no’ to cheese for the rest of my life, after last night’s mac and cheese reappearance, but that sounds really good.”
“Grilled cheese it is. And tomato?”
I grimaced. “Who would do that?”
“A purist, eh? I can change your mind with a grilled cheese and bacon. Just like a bacon cheeseburger without the burger.”
“Then you’re leaving out the best part.”
“You could eat a big ol’ bacon cheeseburger right about now? Seriously?”
“I could. But I won’t. Just in case.”
“Then my grilled cheese and bacon is a good compromise. Try it. I’ll use turkey bacon so there isn’t much grease.”
“Sounds horrible.”
“Trust me.”
“Well, if you’re half as good a cook as you are a doctor—”
He moved toward the kitchen. “Mm, more of a caregiver and vomit cleaner, I think. But if I could have cured you faster, I would have.” He pulled out a skillet from a cupboard.
“You did great. And, again, I’m so sorry—”
He stood up, pointing the skillet at me. “Uh-uh. Remember—no apologies. I was happy to help.”
“Yes, sir.”
“That’s more like it. Sit; I’ll get you some more ginger ale.”
I slipped into one of the tall chairs at the breakfast bar and watched Mason put together a grilled cheese and turkey bacon sandwich, and halfway through the show, I realized I had a dopey smile on my face that I couldn’t manage to get rid of. I tried, repeatedly, forcing the corners of my mouth into neutral, but they always curved upward again a few seconds later. So I gave up and let it be.

Chapter 17
“You may say I was right at any time.”
“Can’t.”
“No?”
“Nope. Not s’posed to talk with my mouth full.”
“Ah, manners. I’ll wait.”
I swallowed the last bite of Mason’s grilled cheese and turkey bacon sandwich, wiped my lips and fingers with my napkin, then said, “You were so totally right.”
“Thank you.”
“You could create an entire restaurant around that sandwich.”
Mason leaned forward, resting his forearms on the granite counter across from me. “A grilled cheese restaurant? I think it’s been done.”
I leaned forward too, over my now-empty plate. “No, I mean sell just that one type. You’d make millions.”
“Maybe when I retire.” He paused, watching me. “So you’re sure you’re feeling all right?”
“Yep.”
“Impressive.”
“I am that.”
There was a moment’s silence, and I realized that Mason and I were a ridiculous six inches away from each other—ridiculous because we’d leaned in close to one another, but then what were we going to do with that proximity? From here I could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, his dark amber lashes, a small mole by the bridge of his nose, the sweep of his wavy hair. His usual light stubble was back, dusting his chin, circling his smiling lips.
So I did the only thing I could, under the circumstances.
I sat back.
Oh, I didn’t want to. I had to. Because suddenly my only other option was to go flying across the counter at him. And I really wasn’t sure how he would take that. Hell, I wasn’t sure how Iwould take that. I mean, this was Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell—wasn’t there some sort of rule against throwing oneself at one’s co-teacher? Or . . . something? I wasn’t about to risk it. That would have been insane on my part.
When I sat back, Mason stood up straight, as though taking a cue from me. Well, drat. I realized, too late, that that was exactly what I didn’t want. To cover my disappointment, I glanced over at the still-frozen TV screen, finally realizing.
“Hey, is that Whatever She Wants?”
He looked in that direction as well, as though he had forgotten he had been watching one of my mother’s movies before I had risen from my deathbed and interrupted him. “It is. I’m prepping for my next lecture on your mom.”
“Last night was . . . ?”
“The first in a series, yeah. I’ve scheduled four, but that’s not going to be anywhere near enough lectures to do your mother’s career justice. I might do another series in the spring. Want to watch it with me? It’s still in the first five minutes.”
I followed him over to the sofa. I wasn’t interested in watching my mom’s take on the “precocious child/weary adult oddball team” movie trope that kept rearing its ugly head throughout the last decades of the twentieth century. (Her offering was released in 1984.) I was, however, interested in spending more time with Mason. So I sat down next to him, sinking into the butterscotch-colored leather. He flashed me a smile as he picked up the remote. Bracing myself for an hour and a half of boredom, I sat back, tucking my bare feet under me.
“Some people call this my contract-fulfillment picture, but I didn’t mind making it . . .”
I jumped a mile as my mother’s imperious tone floated out of the speakers.
“Oh. I have the commentary track on. You don’t mind, do you?”
I shook my head. Just great. Not only did I get to rewatch one of my mother’s movies—an event I could have lived without—I was going to have to listen to her talk about it. “I don’t remember my mom doing a commentary track for this.”
“I just got her new boxed set. She did commentary for all her earlier films—any of the ones she hadn’t done yet, I mean—just last year. The bonus material has been fascinating.”
“I’ll bet.”
I didn’t mean to sound jaded, but hey, I was. All this inside information may have been new to her fans, but I’d been hearing these anecdotes my entire life, during her cocktail parties and dinner parties and sitting in on interview after interview for documentaries, up-close-and-personal TV features, and magazine articles.
Sure enough, Mona’s commentary was nothing I hadn’t heard before, although I could see how it would be of interest to her fans and film students. After a while, Mason turned down the volume a bit and, keeping his eyes on the TV screen, murmured, “I met your mom once, you know. Briefly. When I was a kid.”
Okay, now thiswas interesting. “Really? And what did you think of her?”
He laughed. “She was terrifying.”
“I know, right?”
“Tall, really great posture, which made her look even taller, and that big hair thing . . . and that way she had of sort of looking down her nose . . .”
“I know that look!” And I drew myself up and did my best Mona.
Mason shuddered. “Oh God, don’t do that! You look just like her!”
“Say that again and you’ll get a fist in your face.”
“Yes’m.”
“Anyway,” I went on, relaxing into the sofa cushions again, “you were hardly the only person she intimidated. Word is she even scared the bejebus out of De Niro.”
“Did she scare you?”
“I didn’t really have a lot of one-on-one time with her, to tell you the truth. I had staff. Nannies. And not the waifish young Swedish chicks these kids have nowadays. I had fat old broads with mustaches, who still believed children should go outside in the snow in their bloomers, for their ‘constitution.’”
“Wait . . . you got pushed out in the snow—in your ‘bloomers’—in California?”
“Tch. Silly. Not California. On our ski trips to Biarritz, obviously.”
“Oh, obviously.”
“Now, let’s rewind a minute. I want to hear about you meeting my mother. Where did you meet her? How old were you?”
“I was twelve.”
“And how did it happen?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“Oh yes, it does. Mona isn’t the kind of woman you just walk up to on the street and say howdy to.”
“Well, if you must know, I met her on the set. This one, in fact,” he added, pointing the remote at the TV.
I leaned toward him, even more curious. “And what were you doing on Mona’s set?”
“I told you, it doesn’t matter. My point is—”
“No, no. Context does indeed matter, as you very well know, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell. So let’s have it. I’m picking up a little discomfort here—something you don’t want to tell me?”
He sighed, dragged his fingers through his mane, then rubbed his cheek. Mumble.
“Run that by me again?”
“I said . . . I had a part in the movie.”
“Oh really!”
“It was nothing. My scene’s not even in the final cut,” he added hastily, as I made a grab for the remote. He figured out in a flash that I would have fast-forwarded to the boarding school scenes, looking for a young Mason. Of course I would have.
“Did you do this often, this child acting thing?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“How many movies were you in?”
“I’m not answering these questions.”
“Don’t make me IMDb you, mister.”
“Oh no, not the all-seeing power of the Internet—anything but that!”
“Speak, then.”
He sighed, relenting. “I was in a few things. Nothing successful. You won’t find them on Netflix or anything. In fact, Mona’s film was probably the biggest one I was in. Or, as it turned out, not in, in the end.”
“I’m seeing you in a whole new light, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell.”
“Yeah, well, it was a whole different lifetime, if you know what I mean.”
“But you’ve had a soft spot for Hollywood ever since?”
“In a manner of speaking, I guess, yeah.”
“So why have you been applying for writing jobs instead of auditioning for parts?”
“Somewhere along the line I realized that I’m a better writer than actor. I’m fine with that—I really enjoy writing. And every once in a while, I try to, you know, be a writer. Not that I don’t love my job here. It’s just . . .” He trailed off, and although I waited for him to finish the thought, he stayed silent.
So I decided this was the perfect time to hit him with, “If that’s the case, why did you turn down the job on Modern Women?”
He gave me a sidelong glance. “You heard, huh? It, uh, lost its appeal.”
“Why?”
No answer.
“Mason. Why?”
“Watch the movie.”
“I’ve seen the movie.”
“I mean with the commentary. I think you’ll like this bit here—especially in light of our conversation about your mom, last night.”
And he turned the volume up again, in time for me to hear Mona say, “Oh, little Haley. There really was no question about casting her in the lead role. She was a natural. I just loved her—she reminded me of my own daughter in so many ways—the same spirit, the same fire. In fact, that was the main reason I chose her.”
That brought me up short. I’d never heard Mona say that before. I glanced over, saw Mason watching me. Whatever had just started to open up in my chest slammed closed again. It wasn’t going to be that easy. “And that’s supposed to make up for my entire childhood, is it?”
“You’re one tough nut—and I do mean that in the psycho way, Faith Sinclair.”
“Right you are. And that’s Faith Freakin’ Sinclair to you.”
“But I’ve got your number. I’ve seen your human side. I’ve held your hair back while you hurled.”
“You’re going to guilt me with that for eternity, aren’t you?”
“I will definitely try to, yes. And while we’re on the subject . . .”
“Oh God, what?”
“When you were asleep last night—”
“When you were watching me sleep, creeper—”
“When I was watching you sleep to make sure you didn’t choke on your own vomit—”
“Why is it always about the vomit?”
“Exactly.”
“What?”
“That’s what I was going to ask you about. You kept saying, ‘Why is it always about the vomit?’ and something like—and I could be totally wrong here, but this is what it sounded like—‘No vomiting strippers.’ At one point you even said, ‘I’ve got your puke right here, boys.’ What in the world was all that?”
Oh lordy, I was talking to Evan and Sean in my sleep? I shook my head. “Trust me, you do not want to know.”
“Oh, I think I do.”
I stared at the smile playing around his lips, and I realized dimly that I was finding them quite interesting. Delectable, if I had to choose a sensual word for them. I wanted to reach out and run a finger over them, see if they were as soft as they looked. I wanted to—
“Faith?”
I blinked. “Yeah.”
“What’s with the vomit talk?”
Okay, that was a mood killer. I paused, gathering my thoughts, then launched into the unfortunate tale of Faith Freakin’ Sinclair’s Adventure at Random Shit Productions. To my great relief, Mason roared with laughter, quite frequently. Yeah, it was pretty ridiculous.
“So let me get this straight,” he chuckled, wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. “You actually tried to work with a couple of hipsters—”
“To help them become the next big thing. Yeah.”
“And they fired you.”
“For being too old.”
“Jesus.”
“See how my life has been lately?”
“You’ve had a rough few months, I’ll give you that.”
At the moment, however, after unloading all of this on somebody else, somebody as understanding and—dared I say it?—as trustworthy as Mason, my load was feeling pretty light for the first time in ages.
“Jamie got along with them better than I did; I should have sent him there with my ideas, and it would have worked out better . . .” I froze. “Oh God, Jamie.”
“Sorry?”
I rubbed my eyes. “My stepbrother.”
“I remember.”
I got the feeling that Mason would remember everything I told him. He was that kind of a guy. “I was going to go back to L.A. this weekend to try to hunt him down, find out what he did with my money.”
“Wait—the credit card problems? He did that?”
I nodded. “I made the deadly mistake of telling him to, um, how did I put it? ‘Take whatever he wanted.’ Of course I didn’t mean for him to clean me out, but—”
“Faith, that’s a crime. It doesn’t matter if he’s your stepbrother. You need to call the police.”
“That’s what Jaya said. But . . . I can’t. You don’t get it—”
“I get that someone you trust just took all your money and disappeared.”
“Jamie’s a flake, but he’s not malicious. I’m more worried about him than angry. I can get more money freed up; I can’t get another stepbrother.”
“Well, technically—”
I laughed ruefully. “You’ve got a point. Mona could indeed dump Dominic and find Husband Number Five, complete with kids. She’s still young. Ish.”
“Look, I’m not going to tell you how to live your life, but you need to—”
“He could be in trouble. I’ve got to find him.”
“You still need to recuperate. But I could go to L.A. tomorrow for you.”
I gaped. “What? No! That’s . . . above and beyond the call. I can’t ask you to do that.”
“I would, though.”
Nearly speechless, I could only fight out in an awed whisper, “I believe you.”
Mason was staring at me, and the urge to throw myself at him returned with a vengeance. He couldn’t be real, could he? An apparently straight, possibly single, good-looking, intelligent, funny, caring, compassionate guy? They didn’t really make those in real life, did they? They only existed in fiction—and I should know, as I’d filled my character roster with more than a few of them in my day.
My breath shallow, I inched toward him. Just a bit. Did he come closer to me too? Oh God, I was hoping he did, and that it wasn’t my imagination.
But . . .
Two people on a sofa, in soft lighting, with an awkward pause . . . it immediately put me in mind of the last time I was in this situation. With Alex. And how badly that ended.
I couldn’t risk this. I didn’t dare attempt the same thing, only to end up rejected by Mason as soundly as I had been rejected by Alex. My ego couldn’t take it, for one thing, but more important, I realized my heart would break if Mason did it—far worse than with Alex. Wasn’t that an interesting development.
So instead, I resettled myself on the couch, crossing my arms in front of my chest, worrying that my braless boobs were giving away my true intention.
Mason’s eyes flicked downward to my breasts—the exact opposite of what I had intended—but he only reached over to an easy chair, grabbed a fleece blanket, and arranged it over my lap and my bare feet. “Better?”
Was there such a thing as being too chivalrous? I sighed. “Play the movie, Professor.”
* * *
We watched the rest of the film, mostly in silence. Once in a while Mason would point out a part that he particularly liked, and on occasion I was able to add even more insight than my mom’s commentary, like some odd thing from a particular day that affected what happened on camera. I may have been young at the time, but I was already paying attention to everything Mona did, learning how to put stories to celluloid.
By the time we got to the last act, I was feeling far more comfortable beside Mason again. I slid down and rested my head on the back of the couch.
He glanced over. “Tired? Want me to save the rest of this for later?”
I shook my head. “I’m okay.”
When the movie ended, Mason turned to me as the credits rolled. “Thanks for watching with me.”
“Happy to.” And I meant it. For the first time, watching one of my mom’s movies wasn’t painful or boring or irritating; I saw the whole thing through Mason’s eyes, and the experience was completely different. Plus I found myself able to recall that time of my life with less bitterness than usual. And that was progress, right there.
As if he could read my mind, Mason asked, “Still hate your mom?”
“I told you, I don’t hate her—”
“Still resent her, then?”
“Not for what happened in the past, no. The present, well, that’s another story, isn’t it?”
“She’s still sticking in your craw?”
I laughed at his archaic expression. “Far less than she used to. But she still manages it on a fairly regular basis.”
“Come on, when was the last time your mother drove you crazy?”
“Um, two days ago?”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.” And I told him about Mona’s plans to make me her errand girl while she recovered from her plastic surgery. Even though it occurred to me that she’d kill me if I told anyone she was having “work” done.
I expected him to moan and groan along with me, but instead he was quiet, reflecting on what I’d just said. Then, “Do you really think she did that just to boss you around?”
“She’s a bit of a control freak, you know,” I said with as much sarcasm as I could muster.
“I remember. But I mean, in this instance, do you really think she wanted you there just to annoy you?”
“Absolutely.”
“Hm.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“What if she wanted you with her because she was, you know, scared?”
“Mona’s neverscared. Of anything.”
“Like you?” He dropped that bomb and sat back, waiting. I didn’t rise to the bait, just made a face, so he went on, “Surgery is a scary thing, even elective surgery. I mean, sure, she opted for it, but the fear may have hit her later, when she was already committed.”
“Even if that were the case, why would she want me there? I couldn’t do anything—”
“Not to ‘do.’ Just to be with her, because you’re her daughter. And she loves you.”
I laughed at that. “I am the last person Mona would look for if she needed her hand held. I told you, it’s like I’m daughter in name only.”
“Okay.” He picked up the remote and scrolled through the DVD menu. “Do you think you can handle another half hour or so? There’s another interesting bit here.”
I would have stayed up all night if it meant spending more time with Mason. “Fire it up.”
It was an interview with Mona. Just her, in a room that was supposedly in her Palm Springs home, but which I was certain was a well-lit set instead, as she never allowed film crews into her house. Not even one guy with a camera and an interviewer. She had her rules, and she stuck to them.
In the mini-doc, Mona talked about the films she made in the eighties and a bit more about Whatever She Wants, then segued into her personal life, which I found surprising. She didn’t usually open up about anything that wasn’t directly related to her work.Just like me, I thought . . . then buried it quickly. I turned my attention back to my mom’s interview.
She was saying, “One stepson, whom I think of as my own. Jamie lives a . . . vibrant life, let’s say. I adore his energy. And of course my daughter, Rosemary—well, she goes by her middle name, Faith, but I can’t help but think of her as Rosemary, so please do excuse me if I slip here and there—Faith Sinclair, a marvelously successful television producer, director, and writer. Her show, Modern Women, is just fabulous.” The interviewer murmured a question, and she said in a choked voice, “I’m so proud of her, of everything she’s accomplished. The women of my era opened the door a bit, and the women of today, like my daughter, have blown it off the hinges. I’m so, so proud. I wish her every success in the world.” Another murmured question, which she answered, her eyes glassy, “I just wish . . . I wish we saw more of each other. Oh, I understand what she’s up against, better than anyone. Yet . . . I do miss her. What can I say? I love my Rosemary.”
The interview moved on to another subject, but I didn’t hear a word after that. When my mother got teary, so did I. When her voice constricted, my throat closed up. Dimly, I was aware of Mason watching me.
“Faith?”
“Yeah,” I answered, my voice raspy.
“You okay?”
I nodded, looking down, and a couple of tears dropped onto the blanket he had tucked around me. I intended to say, “Fine,” but instead I heard myself blurt out, “Why doesn’t she ever say that to me?”
Then Mason was gathering me in his arms—not in a romantic way, but to comfort me. And I was happy to lean against him as I unsuccessfully fought back more tears.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I thought you should see that. I was wrong.”
I shook my head, my hair moving against his shoulder. I tipped my head all the way back until I was staring at the ceiling, trying to keep more tears from falling. They didn’t stop, of course. They just ran into my ears. “I’m glad you showed it to me. Really.”
“I’m finding that hard to believe at the moment.”
I laughed a little and swiped at my eyes. “Sorry. I don’t mean to freak you out.”
“You’re not freaking me out,” he whispered. “Except . . .”
I raised my head to look at him, pressing the heel of my hand to one eye, then the other. “What?”
“It’s just . . .”
“What?” I asked again, growing alarmed.
“. . . Rosemary?”
“Shut up.” But I was smiling through the last of my tears, as Mason pressed his lips to my forehead.

Chapter 18
I’d love to say that after that, Mason’s lips moved from my forehead to my mouth and (ahem) other places, and that we stayed up all night, showing that sofa a thing or two. But I’d have been lying. Instead, we sat there quietly for a while longer, Mason waiting patiently until my tears finally stopped. Then he told me to get some sleep. And I went to the guest room.
Alone.
Yeah, I was pretty pissed at that, myself. But it was what it was, and I tried to view myself as he saw me—a jobless, moneyless wreck with a messed-up relationship with my mother. Not exactly alluring, especially with that whole “recently having vomited a lot” thing going on. So when my eyes opened the next morning, I vowed to present myself as physically, mentally, and emotionally whole. Because in one night—okay, it had been creeping up gradually, but officiallyas of last night—Mason had become what I’d call a “person of interest.”
I hopped out of bed, feeling even better, physically, than yesterday. And mentally and emotionally? Far better than I had in a long time. Corny as it may have seemed, I had Mason to thank for that.
I opened the bedroom door a crack and called, “Mason?”
He came down the hall. “Good morning.”
“’Morning,” I smiled. “Mind if I take a shower?”
“You don’t have to ask, Faith.”
“Okay.”
“Towels are in the closet next to the bathroom; toiletries are in the cabinet. Help yourself. I put out a new toothbrush by the sink.”
“You always think of everything?”
He smiled. “Hardly. How does your stomach feel about waffles?”
“Seriously? Waffles? I could make do with a bowl of cereal.”
“You could. Or, you know, waffles.”
“That would be amazing. I’ll just be a few minutes.”
I intended to hurry with my shower, but first I felt compelled to snoop through the entire bathroom for evidence of a wife or a girlfriend. I wanted to find some frou-frou berry-scented shampoo or facial scrub—something, anything. But there was nothing. However, this must have been a guest bathroom, because there weren’t any of Mason’s personal things in here either, so my search didn’t prove anything.
But waffles were calling, so I cleaned myself up—but not too quickly, because I was enjoying getting the last of the funk off me. No wonder Mason only kissed my forehead last night. Why would he want to go any further with me in this state?
After my shower, I put Mason’s T-shirt and sweatpants back on. I decided to go commando. It would be my little secret. And maybe, if I played my cards right, Mason would be privy to my secret as well.
I shuffled into the kitchen to find him pulling out waffle batter ingredients. He had already made a pot of coffee, and he immediately put a mug on the counter in front of me. “Relax. I’ll get the waffles going.”
“No, let me,” I said as I helped myself to cream and sugar. “I owe you for the perfect grilled cheese last night.”
Taking a step back, he said, “Be my guest.”
“Okay, let’s see. Waffle iron . . . ?”
As Mason poured some coffee for himself, I opened up a cupboard. No waffle iron, but some lovely crystal dishes stared back at me. I checked another cupboard, this time under the counter. There was the waffle iron, next to a fancy mixer, crock pot, and blender. I pulled it out, plugged it in, then took a breath and spun around.
“Mason,” I said, and it came out more forcefully than I intended, “are you gay?”
He spluttered into his coffee. “What?”
“Are you gay? Or are you married, and your wife works in, I don’t know, Seattle or something, and only comes home once a month?”
“What . . . why?”
“Not that it matters or anything,” I rushed on, desperate to repair the damage of my outburst. “If you’re gay, I mean. It’s cool, whatever—”
“Faith. What are you talking about?” He wasn’t angry, but he was puzzled. And I didn’t blame him. This wasn’t coming out right at all.
I tried again. “It’s just that . . . I mean . . . okay, no straight single guy has crystal.” I yanked open the first cupboard I had checked for the waffle iron. “I mean, what is this—a pickle dish? Idon’t even have a pickle dish. And you have a waffle iron? Come on—oh my God.” My words tumbled over themselves as I realized. “You are married. This is wedding swag.”
He paused and looked down at the counter. “Ah.”
It was the longest few seconds of my entire life. My stomach dropped and my heart seized up as I waited for the confession. If he wasn’t married, wouldn’t he deny it right away? Well, wouldn’t he? What was he waiting fo—
“Um, I was married. ‘Was’ being the operative word here.”
I let out a small breath. My heart started up again, albeit tentatively. My stomach climbed back into its proper position. “What happened?”
He shrugged. “I was married. Now I’m divorced. Happens to the best of us, doesn’t it?”
I ignored any implied jab about my mom’s multiple marriages. I was not about to be sidetracked at this point. “Okay, that’s the short version; now give me the long one.”
Mason settled himself sideways on one of the tall chairs at the island and took a sip of his coffee before he began. “Okay. We were married for three years. It wasn’t a good idea from the get-go, but I can only say that in hindsight. I think we knew at the time we weren’t right for each other, but we went ahead with the wedding anyway. Big ceremony, huge reception, all our friends and relatives. Hence all that ‘wedding swag’ there. I got the job at the college, she had a job at the Air Force base. We bought this house, set up housekeeping. The nice décor you mentioned last night? Her handiwork. We lasted for a while.”
“And then . . . ?”
“And then . . .” Another pause, as he chose his words carefully. “She fell in love with someone else—for real, not the ‘playing house’ stuff we were doing. Now she and her new man lead drum circles and tours of the petroglyphs in the desert outside Sedona. And they’re very happy. And I’m happy for them.” My skepticism must have been showing, because he added, “No, really. I mean it. Now . . .” Mason stood up and rounded the end of the counter to stand squarely in front of me. “My question for you is . . . why do you want to know?”
He was close. Really close. And staring at me like he did the night before, like he’d done so many times since we’d met. That peaceful, direct gaze that turned my knees to jelly every time.
I had to work hard to even make a sound. “Just . . .” was all I came up with, and then I fizzled out, my throat dry.
“Why, Faith?” It was more of a demand than a question.
“Um . . .” Gee, I was a font of wisdom this morning. Couldn’t shut me up.
“Why?” he demanded again.
But if he wanted to get something out of me, he was going to have to put those hands away. Those hands that had just reached up and cradled my cheeks, with those long fingers that crept into my hair at the back of my neck, with those thumbs that caressed my jawline, gently, but persistently. I couldn’t help it; I pressed my cheek against his left hand with a sigh and closed my eyes.
“Maybe,” I started slowly, “maybe I want to know if you’ve got an opening for something a little more intimate than just guest lecturer.”
There was a smile in his voice when he said, “Why? Would you like to apply for the job?”
I opened my eyes to stare back at him. “How are the benefits?”
“Really,” he murmured, coming much closer, “really great—”
I tipped my head back, bringing my lips to his, my heart pounding. This. This is what I wanted, what I needed . . . This. Him. Mason—of all people. He kissed me, gently at first, then deeper, then deeper still, and I gave in. To all of it. Suddenly everything was clear; this was the only thing that made sense. I clung to him as tightly as I could, my arms around him, his hands deep in my hair now, pulling me even closer. Nothing existed outside of us—nothing.
Mason stepped back, staring into my eyes once more, his breath ragged. “What happens now, Ms. Sinclair?”
“Oh, I’ve got a few ideas, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell.”
He ducked his head toward me once again, nuzzling my ear just as a knock sounded on the front door.
“Expecting someone?” I breathed, as his lips made their way from my jawline down the length of my neck.
“Nope,” he murmured between kisses. Then, “Oh crap.”
“‘Oh crap?’”
He took a step back. “Kaylie. I told her to—crap.” Kaylie? What the—? He shouted over my head, “Come on in!”
I crossed to the sink to hide my flushed face as she entered the room.
“Hi, Mason. Hi, Ms. Sinclair.”
Glancing over my shoulder, I managed to say, “Hi, Kaylie. What’s going on?”
She dropped a backpack on the floor. “Mason asked me to get you some clothes and bring your SUV back. I had the R.A. let me into your room. I just took a guess at what you needed.”
“I’m sure what you brought will be great. Thanks so much.”
“Yes, thanks, Kaylie,” Mason added, leaning on his elbows at the far end of the kitchen island. I smirked; judging by what I felt a moment before Kaylie came in, he was using the counter to hide something. I turned on the faucet and washed my hands, just to have something to do, as he said, “We’re, uh, making waffles. Would you like some?”
What? Inviting Kaylie for breakfast? After what had just happened—er, almost happened? What should be happening right this minute? It occurred to me that although Mason had told me he didn’t have a wife, we hadn’t discussed a girlfriend. He had said there was nothing between him and Kaylie, but I just couldn’t be certain. Time to leave these two alone for a minute and see what happened. I scooped up the backpack by the straps.
“I’ll just put these away,” I said over my shoulder as I left the room.
In the guest bedroom, I tossed the backpack onto the bed and stood there, taking some much-needed steadying breaths. I listened intently, trying to hear their conversation. If there were a lot of heated whispers, I’d have my answer.
But instead, I heard Mason say, “So, how about it? Waffles?”
And then Kaylie answered, just as clearly, “No thanks; I ate already. But would you mind if I used your bathroom?”
Hardly a lovers’ quarrel. My concern eased up somewhat. When I heard Kaylie coming down the hall, I busied myself unpacking my clothes.
Then, instead of going into the bathroom, Kaylie appeared in the guest room doorway.
“Thanks for the clothes,” I said again. “I appreciate it.” And I handed her the empty backpack.
“Look,” she snapped, coming close to me. “I don’t really care about bringing you your clothes. I only did it because Mason asked me to. And because I wanted to talk to you privately.”
“What about?”
“I just want to say . . . just . . . stay away from him, all right?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You heard me.”
She put on her tough-girl face, which had absolutely no effect on me.
“Well, that’s kind of difficult. It is his house and all.”
Kaylie frowned at me. “What are you talking about?”
“I get it,” I said with a labored, dramatic sigh. “You have a crush on Mason—”
“I—”
“—and you want him to be your boyfriend and everything. But I’m here to tell you, it’s not really a wise choice—”
“Ms. Sinclair, are you out of your mind?” Kaylie interrupted. “Mason’s . . . old!”
I bristled. “He’s not old!” At this point I didn’t know what side of the argument I was on. “He’s just older than you—wait a minute. Then who are you talking about?”
She rolled her eyes and whispered, “Alex!”
“Alex? Why are you—” Then I stopped, realizing. “Ohhh. Oh, honey, no. Don’t do it. Trust me on this. Just—”
“Ms. Sinclair,” she interrupted again. “Please.”
“That’s why you’re so adamant about protecting him from me? It’s a personal thing?” And then I realized something else. “Oh wait—that’s why you gave me the bogus directions Friday night? You didn’t want me to be in the same place as Alex?”
She dropped her gaze to the carpet. “I’m sorry about that. Really. I had no idea you were sick . . . I just thought you’d drive around for a while and then give up. But yeah. So you wouldn’t be there. Because of Alex.”
Bluntness was my thing today, apparently, because before I knew it, I was demanding, “Kaylie, are you Mrs. McNulty? The blogger, I mean. Not actually . . . you know.”
“I don’t know what that is.”
I studied her closely to see if she was lying. She seemed sincere. “She’s the blogger who leaked the news that Alex was attending college and that I was trying to get him back on Modern Women. I have to ask—nobody else knows about this whole thing except you, me, and Mason. And one other person back in L.A.,” I added, remembering that it was Jaya’s idea in the first place.
“No,” she corrected me, “the only people who knew about it were you, Mason, and the other person. I didn’t know about it till just now.”
“Mason didn’t tell you?”
“Of course not.”
“Not Alex either?”
She looked at the floor again. “No. He didn’t tell me.”
“If the two of you are, you know, involved, don’t you think it’s odd that he didn’t tell you?” Her pained look drew a pitying sigh out of me. “I’m sorry to break the news to you like that. But maybe you should take this as a sign of whether Alex feels as strongly about you as you do about him. I mean, if he couldn’t even be bothered to tell you . . .”
Kaylie’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Why are you trying to get me away from him? Do you think he won’t go back to do the show if we’re together?”
And now I felt like a complete shit. “No, Kaylie,” I said as gently as I could. “Because I know that he willgo. If not back to the show, then off to Tibet. Or Argentina. Or . . . some other place that pops into his head. And if he does stick around here, that doesn’t mean he’ll stick with you. He goes through women like squares of toilet paper—and for the same purpose. That’s what you need to keep in mind. I know you’re an adult, and you can make your own decisions. I just thought you should have all the information before you fall for him completely.”
She hesitated, then asked, “Did you?”
I decided to continue my blunt streak. “I had my head turned for a little while, yes. It didn’t go anywhere, and now I’m grateful that it didn’t.”
“So you’re telling me to get out while I still can.”
“Pretty much.”
Her tough-girl look resurfaced. “What if I don’t want to?”
“You care about him that much?”
Kaylie nodded.
“Then just . . . consider yourself warned. Don’t get too attached.”
“What if you’re wrong?”
“You know, nothing would make me happier. Honest, Kaylie.” And I meant it.
“I’d better go. I’ve got a bus to catch.” She dropped my car keys on the bed beside the pile of clothes.
I picked them up again, handed them to her. “Take my car. I’ll get it tomorrow. And . . . Kaylie?” I called her back when she turned to leave.
“Yeah, Ms. Sinclair?”
“I’m still going to try to convince Alex to leave. Don’t take it personally, okay?”
She nodded, and even smiled, as she slipped out the door. I think she saw that as a challenge.
When I heard the front door shut, I made my way back down the hall to find Mason locking the door behind her.
He turned around with a wicked gleam in his eye. “Weren’t we in the middle of something . . . ?”
“Waffles, wasn’t it?” I teased, backing into the kitchen as he advanced on me.
He pressed me up against the island. “Really? Waffles?”
“Pretty sure,” I said as he grasped me by the hips and lifted me onto the counter.
“No, it was definitely something else . . .”
And he kissed me, leaning me back a little; I wrapped my legs around his waist. I couldn’t get enough of this, and judging by his response, neither could he. Our tongues mingled again, and he groaned deep in his throat as he inched his hands under my T-shirt . . . well, his T-shirt.
“God, Faith,” he groaned again, his face in my neck. “You’ve been driving me crazy. Especially since yesterday.”
“Oh really?” I managed to say, although I was short of breath. His lips on my throat were driving all logical thought right out of my head. “Feeling’s mutual.”
“Not exactly mutual. You in my T-shirt, without a bra . . . You have no idea . . .”
The notion that my nipples had been distracting him made me laugh—that, and the tickle of his stubbly beard under my ear.
“It’s not funny!” he protested. “You’re going to have to keep that shirt. I’ll never be able to look at it again without getting . . .”
“One of these?” I reached between his legs, ran my hand up the conspicuous bulge in the front of his jeans. That got the biggest groan out of him yet. “You were the one who said my clothes weren’t salvageable. You made my bra disappear.”
“What if I told you I did that just so you’d have to go around without one?”
“I don’t believe you. You’re too much of a gentleman.”
“Not always.” And he pulled my—his—T-shirt right off me and tossed it away. It caught the carton of eggs, which went flying off the counter and landed on the floor with a series of cracks in quick succession—crkcrkcrk. I barely noticed, because his lips started working their way downward, which set my head spinning.
I gasped out, “I see. Don’t ask me about how I’ve been wearing your sweatpants, then.”
Immediately, his hands caressed the small of my back, then snuck down the waistband. A little farther . . . a little farther . . . “Faith . . .”
“Mm?”
“Are you telling me . . .”
“Mm.”
“Oh God. Right. That’s it.”
And he gathered me up, my arms and legs still wrapped around him, and carried me off to his bedroom.

Chapter 19
“You know, we really should get up sometime today.”
I nodded distractedly, preoccupied with running my fingers through the blond chest hair scattered across Mason’s wonderfully broad, solid torso. “Hey, I thought college professors were supposed to be all . . . you know . . . doughy and pale.”
“Ah, another one of those clichés, like the elbow patches on the blazers, right?”
“I guess.”
“And I thought all you Hollywood types were supposed to be stick insects, addicted to kale smoothies and endless yoga sessions.” He cupped my rear end under the sheets, to illustrate the contrast.
“Not me, bub. Sorry.”
“Sorry? I say thank God.”
He turned toward me and, stroking my hip, kissed me again.
“I suppose,” I forced myself to say when we came up for air, “that I should get back to campus sometime.”
“No, stay here. I mean,” he rushed to add, “if you want to. You don’t have to.” I laughed at how flustered he became, but I didn’t interrupt. I figured I’d let him wear himself out; he’d stop eventually. “But, you know, I’ve got decent food, no plague-causing viruses, and showers that you don’t have to share. You can even stay in the guest room—I’m not . . . not saying . . . you know . . .”
“Would I have to? Stay in the guest room, I mean.”
“Entirely up to you.”
“Do you snore?”
“No. Do you?”
“Like a grizzly bear.”
“So, socharming.”
I kissed him for the hundredth time. “Tell me again about those private showers. There’s no sharing? Really?”
“Well. Not unless you want to, that is.”
I felt him stirring against my hip. “Oh, I want to. Let’s go.”
* * *
When the hot-water tank had refilled and Mason was back in the bathroom taking an actual shower, I went into the guest room to clean out all the sickroom detritus—half-empty cans of soda, sticky glasses, plates filled with cracker crumbs. A crumpled napkin tumbled to the floor; I sighed, plonked the stack of dirty dishes and glasses back on the nightstand, and bent down to pick it up. Another one was sticking out from under the bed, so I got down on all fours, peeked under the quilt, half of which had slid onto the floor, and grabbed it.
It turned out not to be a napkin, but a piece of paper. It was quite clear, even from a quick glance, that I was holding a page of a script. I didn’t intend to sneak a look at Mason’s things; I knew I should push it back under the bed. But I was nosy. So I read it.
Of course, just one page of a script with some intriguing dialogue only piqued my curiosity, so I lifted up the quilt and pressed my temple to the rug to see what else was under there. My eyes widened at the sight of a large plastic bin full of papers—loose sheets, like the one I had in my hand, and stacks of informally bound pages. I pulled on the bin, and the lid slid off and down the other side. Well, that was a sign, I figured, like the writing gods were telling me to have a good, long peeksie.
Twenty minutes later, Mason found me sitting cross-legged on the guest bed, surrounded by stacks of his writing. He appeared in the doorway, saying, “Hey, are we going to go get your car or—” and cut himself off with a faint, “Oh. Uh-oh.”
I looked up from the script in my lap to see that, in his inimitable way, Mason wasn’t shocked or angry, just surprised. And uneasy—that was clear from his nervous fidgeting, the way he suddenly didn’t know what to do with his hands. But nervous was the absolute last thing he needed to be.
“These,” I said firmly, looking him straight in the eye so he could see I wasn’t bluffing, “are fucking incredible.”
He let out a breath, dragging his fingers through his hair, and his face flushed a bit. “Come on . . .”
“Mason, I mean it. And I’m not saying that as the woman you just banged senseless in your shower, either; I’m saying it as a producer. These. Are. Fucking. Incredible.”
Reddening even more, he protested, “Please. They’re not—”
“I’m telling you they are. So okay, I haven’t had time to read each and every one, but from what I’ve seen so far, I want to. And it’s my job to know these things, so shut up and accept it.”
He cleared a spot on the bed next to me and plopped down, studying my face as I turned the page of the script I was reading. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me, bud. You wrote ’em. I just call ’em as I see ’em.”
Mason sat beside me in silence as I blew through the rest of the script. I closed it and put it aside, then turned to fix him with what I hoped was a penetrating glare.
“Now tell me why you turned down the job on my show.”
He got fidgety again. “I told you, it lost its appeal.”
“Yeah, yeah, that means nothing. I want the real reason.”
“It is the real reason. The job lost its appeal when I found out you were off the show. I didn’t want to just write for Modern Women. I wanted to write for you. If you weren’t there, I didn’t want to be there. That’s why.”
Now it was my turn to blush. “Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“Jaya said you were a fan.”
“Too true.”
“I never sleep with fans, just in case they turn out to be psycho stalkers.”
“Too late for that, I’m afraid.”
“Several sessions too late. So . . . areyou a psycho stalker?”
He smiled. “You asked me that before, in the studio parking lot. My answer is the same now as it was then: No.”
“That’s what psycho stalkers always say.” I chewed on my thumbnail, thinking. Then, “Are we . . . here . . . I mean, did you . . . do you like me just in a fan kind of way? Did I just fulfill some weird fantasy of yours or something?”
“I have been a fan of yours for a long time, that’s true. That means I have admired your workfor a long time. But . . .” He paused. “I’m trying to find the right words, here.”
“So I don’t run screaming when you turn into a psycho stalker?”
“I just figure I’ve got one shot at explaining this the right way.”
“Or I’ll run screaming?”
“Faith!”
“Sorry! Go on.”
“I thought of you only in terms of your work. But . . . when I met you . . . when I got to know you . . .” He let out a whuf of amazement. “I was a goner. So you don’t have to be Faith Freakin’ Sinclair for me to be crazy about you. You could be, I don’t know, a Porta-Potty cleaner, and I’d still feel the same way.”
“You say the sweetest things.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah, I do,” I said quietly, then kissed him. “So that means you’re going to support my dream of being a Porta-Potty cleaner?”
“Whatever makes you happy.”
I gave him an evil laugh. “Oh, never say that. You know what that’ll get you.”
“Why, yes, I do.”
And with a couple of inelegant, frantic shoves, we cleared the papers off the bed.
* * *
Our Sunday evening was spent collecting my things from the dorm and my Cayenne from the parking lot, then devouring a huge Italian dinner before we retired for the night. Both of us in his bed. And it wasn’t awkward in the least. Not that I ever really thought he was a psycho stalker, but I was surprised at how comfortable we were with each other, so quickly. It was like we’d always been together. Or maybe were meant to be together. Not that I was getting ahead of myself or anything. Ahem.
We just . . . played well together. Not even the morning routine, before heading to campus, was clumsy. Mason was thrilled that there was finally a way to get me to class on time (he could—and did—hustle me out the door), and I had a good laugh at the number of tweed jackets with patches on the elbows that he actually did have squirreled away in his bedroom closet, despite his denials.
Naturally we always behaved professionally in front of the students, but some of them seemed a little suspicious at how we smiled at each other for an extended beat or had the same idea at the same time. Still, nobody was rude enough to question us outright, for which I was eternally grateful. Not that I cared what they thought; I just didn’t want to be confronted with questions about my private life. Especially now that I had one.
Of course, it was probably a dead giveaway that something was different between us when Mason finally acknowledged me as a guest lecturer, instead of just a piece of furniture ordered to “observe for now.” Near the end of class, he said, “For next time . . . the syllabus says to read Chapter Four in the text, but I’m going to give you some additional work.” Amid groans, he went on, “I want you to watch TV.” That perked them up. “Specifically, I want you to watch an episode of Modern Women with the plan to discuss its structure in depth with the person who wrote and directed it. If you’re all right with that, Ms. Sinclair?”
“I am more than all right with that, Professor Mitchell.”
“So what I want you to do is go to the EWW site and watch Modern Women’s sixth episode from season two. I believe it’s called ‘Raine Over Me’—is that correct?” he asked me, and I nodded. “It’s considered one of the best examples of the form in the past decade. I believe it was nominated for an Emmy . . . ?”
“Don’t remind me, Professor. It didn’t win.”
He smiled warmly at me. “You were robbed.” To the class, he said, “And next time, you can pick Ms. Sinclair’s brain. About the episode in question, Brandon,” Mason added hastily. “No showbiz gossip.”
Taylor pouted. “Aw, why can’t we watch the episode with the Hershey’s Kisses? That was the best. I could watch that one a hundred times.”
“That was a good episode as well,” Mason agreed. “But I think you’ll get a lot more out of the one I’ve assigned, once we’ve examined its intricate structure and superior dialogue.”
“Hot love scene in the Hershey’s Kisses one, though,” Trina said.
Mason snuck a glance at me that burned right through my clothes. “Ms. Sinclair is very talented.”
Yee haw.
* * *
Mason said something about going to a meeting after class, so I hung out in his office and made some phone calls. My bank accounts were reopened, albeit with almost nothing in them. My charge accounts were cleared, and the companies were ready to send me new cards with new account numbers. I had to specify that they not be sent to my house, in case Jamie was still there and took it upon himself to open my mail, and it gave me a silly thrill to tell them to FedEx the cards to Mason’s address instead.
I got another thrill thinking I’d see Mason again soon, as I was planning on sitting in on his acting class this afternoon—only this time notfor Alex.
Good grief, I was in hip deep, wasn’t I?
As if on cue, my phone rang in my hand. Jaya. Just the person I wanted to talk to—who else but a best friend was perfect for gushing about a new boyfriend? I let her take some time to apologize for being out of town when I needed her (oh—had she been out of town? had I been in distress?) and to share the news and gossip from the set, but the minute she asked the floodgate-opening “How are you doing?” I launched into an account of the weekend adventures and didn’t stop till I had covered every sordid detail.
Jaya laughed long and loud at the turn of events. “I told you! You just needed to get laid!”
I didn’t answer.
“Faith? It is a good thing, right?”
“It . . .” I sat very quietly, licked my lips, and then said, “It’s . . . more than just getting laid. Way more.”
“Baby, please. That’s the good-sex downpour after a mighty long drought talking. Nothing more. Don’t make it more.”
“It already is.”
“Honey. Be careful.”
It occurred to me that Jaya was giving me the same advice that I had given Kaylie regarding Alex. And now I understood why the younger girl had gotten defensive. Jaya just didn’t get it, probably the same way that I didn’t get it about Kaylie and Alex. I vowed to keep my opinions about them to myself from now on.
“So . . . does this mean Alex is out of the picture? For your love life, I mean.”
“Alex who?”
“Very funny.”
“Yes, Alex is out. In fact, he was never really in, was he? I don’t know what I was thinking—what I thought I felt about him, it was . . . nothing. Not like this.”
“Wow. You really mean it.”
“I do.”
“Well then,” Jaya went on, in a fake demanding tone, “just when do I get to re-meet this guy? As your bestie, I feel it’s my duty to do a little cross-examination—just to protect you, you understand.”
“You already said you liked him.”
“I was talking of him in terms of his joining the staff!”
“Oh, and what part of—what was it? ‘he was really cute’?—matches the job description?”
She laughed again. “Who said the eye candy all has to be in front of the camera?”
“There are laws against hiring on that basis, you know.”
“And speaking of eye candy, what’s the deal with Alex, show-wise? I know you’re all googly-eyed in lust or whatever it is, and I’m really happy for you, but don’t forget why you’re there. Alex.”
“I know. Alex. Back on show. I get.”
“Oh my God, you’ve lost it.”
“Most soundly.”
* * *
Trouble was, when I was sitting in the auditorium during the advanced acting class, I wasn’t focusing on Alex. I was staring at Mason and trying not to drool. Why hadn’t I noticed before how self-possessed he was in front of the class? How clever and smart he was, how he just owned the space when he was teaching? Well, I had noticed, but I had pretended not to. Now, however, I could ogle him openly. And I did. I enjoyed the little wiggly feeling in my stomach as I watched his every move, laughed at his jokes along with the class, and thought about what I was going to do to him when we got back to his house tonight.
When I noticed Alex was waving hello to me during a break, I barely waved back and didn’t even approach him. Instead, I went back to watching Mason talk with some of the students at the side of the stage.
And then, a minute later, I jumped a mile when Alex plopped into the seat next to me and put his feet up on the row in front.
“Hey, Faith. How’s it going?”
“Good, Alex.”
“You still coming by to watch me act, huh?”
I smiled patiently. “I’m observing the class.” My attention drifted back to Mason, and I started undressing him with my eyes.
“Hey, Faith?”
“Mm?”
“Uh . . . you’re . . . nothere to see me?”
I tore my gaze away from Mason and forced myself to look at Alex. I was glad I did. He was as handsome as ever, still tanned, still with the same dramatic sweep of glossy hair and chiseled jaw. But now he didn’t incite any lustful feelings or excited nervousness. It was like all that crushing I had done on him had happened to someone else—or like I had written it into one of my Modern Women scripts. Instead of feeling it myself, I was one step removed from it.
I also felt more detached, more placid, about the plan to get him back on the show. When I talked with Jaya earlier, I just hadn’t felt the urgency that she had. Not anymore. Sure, maybe it was because I was all googly-eyed over Mason, like she said, but I just couldn’t seem to muster up the same level of concern I once felt. The way I saw things now, if I could convince Alex to rejoin Modern Women, great. If that saved the show’s ratings, also great. If not, life would go on somehow. Jaya could work extra-hard to get the audience back. I could get another job. My priority at the moment was to find out how Mason felt about office nooky.
“Sure, I’m here to see you, Alex,” I said mildly. “But I already told you why. I asked you to come back on the show, and you said no. Seems pretty clear where you stand.”
It occurred to me that my relaxed detachment was bothering him—a lot—and I knew why. He wasn’t all that hard to figure out: Alex’s Achilles’ heel was his burning desire to be, well, desired. Professionally, personally, romantically, what have you. My not making a fuss over him just ate at him. Therefore, I reasoned, if I wanted to get my way, my smartest move would be . . .
“Excuse me, Alex. I need to talk to Mas—Professor Mitchell. I’ll see you around.”
And I got up and glided down the aisle to chat with my favorite person in the world, leaving Alex agape behind me. (I snuck a peek to make sure my mad manipulation skillz were still working. Apparently they were.) When I came up to Mason, he gave me a bright, delighted smile that thrilled me to the tips of my toes.
“Doing well, Professor,” I murmured.
“Aw, I kind of miss my other names.”
“The ones I call you in public, or the ones I call you when we’re—” And the next thing I knew, there were hands on me—from behind.
“Faith, I forgot . . .”
Goddamn. Alex again. “Yeah, Alex. What can I do for you?” I looked at Mason. He was staring at Alex’s hands, which were now massaging my shoulders.
“I was going to ask you—do you want to hang out tonight? Maybe talk more about this whole David thing?”
While a part of me pinged to attention at Alex wanting to discuss the possibility of returning to the show, mostly I was horrified that he was coming on to me. What a twisted stinker, that he’d get all flirty just because I wasn’t falling all over him anymore. And right in front of Mason, even though Alex didn’t know that mattered.
I ducked out from under his hands and turned around to face him, which put me next to Mason. “Can’t, Alex, sorry. I have plans.”
His pretty face arranged itself into a confused frown. I’d bet I was the first woman to turn down one of his invitations. Ever. “Oh . . . okay. Sure.”
“Sorry,” I said again, and stood quietly until he figured out that my silence was his cue to leave. After he’d wandered off, I turned to Mason, getting as close as I dared with a class full of students milling around. “Er, we do have plans, don’t we?”
He gazed at me warmly. “Now that you mention it . . .”
“Will it involve props?”
“Actually, no.”
“Well, darn.”
“It occurred to me that we haven’t been out on a real date yet, so I was thinking we could go out to dinner tonight.”
“Well, you did buy me coffee and a muffin last week. And you bought me dinner in absentia. Which you then saw proof of when it made its grand reappearance on your shoes.”
“As enchanting and memorable as that was, I would like the opportunity to court you properly, Ms. Sinclair.”
“Why? You’ve already got me.”
His eyes flicked over to Alex. “You sure about that?”
If we were alone, I would have turned him back to me and kissed the stuffing out of him. As it was, however, I had to keep my hands—and my lips—to myself. “One hundred percent.”

Chapter 20
“Here, do your homework.” Mason slipped into bed beside me and handed me his laptop, browser cued up to the episode of Modern Women the scriptwriting class was going to discuss tomorrow.
“Do you think we spend an inordinate amount of time in bed?”
“No such thing. Of course, if we find ourselves holding class by Skype from here, then . . .”
“I’m sure the kids would find your lectures much more interesting.”
“I’m going to ignore your implication that my lectures are boring. You’re stalling. Watch the episode, refresh your memory.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Ooh, I like that. Will you call me that some more if I ask you to?”
His hand crept under the covers and up my shirt. Although I really wanted him to continue, I decided to toss the responsibility thing back at him. “Hey. Homework. You said.”
Reluctantly he pulled his hand away, kissed my temple. “Right. You and me both.” He sat up and pulled some fat folders onto his lap as my video started to play.
I glanced over. “What’re those?”
“Administrative stuff. Department budget, enrollment trends. I’ve got a meeting with the trustees tomorrow.”
“Another one?” He’d just had one today; he’d been gone well into the evening, which had left me a lot of time to brainstorm different story lines for reintroducing David, but I couldn’t deny I had been mighty distracted, watching the minutes tick by until he walked through the door.
“Yeah,” was all Mason answered, as he shuffled through the papers.
That was weird; he usually wasn’t that curt with me. “What’s going on?”
“Well . . .”
Then I had a thought about the next day’s class. “Hey, do you think the students are going to notice how important the sequence of these opening shots is?”
Mason paused, then said, “They might. If they don’t ask, you should tell them.”
“Okay. Oh, sorry—what were you saying?”
“Nothing. Do your homework.”
I turned back to the laptop. Alex wasn’t in this episode a whole lot, but I found myself distracted by the scenes he was in. Not like when I had a crush on him; instead, I started to wonder if bringing him back was the smartest thing to do. I thought back to his last couple of months on the show before we let him out of his contract. By the time he’d gotten ready to fly the coop, he was causing a whole lot of trouble—aimed at me, but of course it had an effect on the whole production. Would he be different now? Would his time as a student have humbled him? Would he be grateful to have his old job back, or would he think he was doing us—or, worse, me—a favor, and try to take advantage of that? There were so many ways this could go bad.
The video kept playing, but I wasn’t really paying attention, even though I kept my eyes in the general vicinity of the screen. Then Mason shifted beside me, resting his chin on my shoulder, and watched a few minutes of the episode. “Alex sure spends a lot of time shirtless.”
“Just giving the fans what they wanted. Did you know there are dozens of Web sites that are nothing more than collections of screen shots of David without a shirt on?”
“And that was painless for the females in the cast and crew as well, I suppose.”
“And a fair share of the men too. Don’t be hetero-centric.”
Mason laughed softly and kissed my shoulder. “Noted.”
I looked up at him. “Hey, about the other day—you kind of hinted that . . . you don’t think Alex and I—?”
To my surprise, instead of denying it outright, he shrugged, silent.
I put the laptop aside and rolled over to face him. “Why would you think that?”
“Observation.”
“What?”
With one of his half-smiles, he said, “Faith, don’t take this the wrong way, but you can be kind of . . . transparent.”
“What! I have an excellent poker face.”
“No, you don’t. Not to me, anyway.”
“Yeah, well, you’re freaky.”
“Maybe so. But it was pretty obvious, even from the first time you came barging into the theater to see Alex, that there was something more between the two of you than you admitted to.”
“I don’t barge. And there is absolutely nothing between me and Alex.”
“And never was?”
I hesitated. “I . . . may have been attracted to him at one point a long time ago. I can’t change the past; all I can do is own up to it and then move forward. And that forward includes you—just you.”
“You two dated?”
“No.” I didn’t think a miserable evening of pizza and awkward conversation that culminated with my gnawing on the side of Alex’s head like a zombie counted as a date.
“And what about now?”
“I just told you, I’m not—”
“Not you. Him. How he feels about you.”
I laughed. “Oh, I doubt that very much.”
“Don’t underestimate yourself.”
“That’s incredibly sweet. But I’m positive you’re way off base. Alex never had any interest in me, and he doesn’t now. And even if he did, I wouldn’t care, because I have you.” I kissed him nice and deep, for a long time, for emphasis. “Besides,” I added, as I started to pull his shirt off, “Alex is with Kaylie.”
“What?”
The bewildered, hit-in-the-back-of-the-head-with-a-Frisbee look on his face made me laugh. “You never noticed?”
“I don’t pay attention to my students’ love lives.”
“You are missing out on so much drama.”
He helped me get his shirt over his head. “That’s what I was aiming for. So . . . Kaylie and Alex? Really? Is that wise?”
I shrugged. “I don’t think so. And I told her as much.”
“Knowing Kaylie, that’ll make her go and do what you told her not to.”
“She does seem to be that kind of a person.”
“She’s going to get hurt, isn’t she?”
“Maybe not. Alex could very well be committed to her. It’s possible.”
“Alex?”
“I know,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“And you don’t think he’s going to lose interest—whether he goes back to L.A. or not?”
“He might stick with her,” I said, trying not to think about all the women he’d gone through in the years I’d known him. “There’s a first time for everything. Maybe Kaylie is the one who . . .”
“Please don’t say ‘tames him.’”
“I won’t, if you shut up about Kaylie and Alex’s love life and kiss me instead.”
* * *
“Okay, hit me.”




“Sure you want to open up the floor that way?”
“Professor Mitchell,” I reprimanded him pertly. “Who’s in charge today?”
He gave me a nod from the back of the room, where he was leaning on the window ledge. “I get the feeling you’re in charge every day, Ms. Sinclair.”
The students looked back and forth between us with great interest. Time to make them focus before they decided to grill me about something other than today’s topic.
“Okay, did everyone watch the episode of Modern Women, ‘Raine Over Me,’ that Professor Mitchell assigned on Monday?” Everyone nodded. “Great. Okay, go ahead—ask me anything. About the episode,” I reminded them, with a significant look at Mason. I just couldn’t seem to manage to keep my eyes off him. He nodded approvingly.
Alice sat forward. “So . . . why did Raine make that big, long speech?”
“The one in Act III?”
“Yeah. Where she told off Ariel and Marcel?”
“Why do you ask?” I knew the answer, but I wanted Alice to explain why it caught her attention.
“Well, because it was . . . kind of long, for the type of scripts you usually write. And I was wondering if you thought that was kind of risky to do.”
“You mean in case we lost viewers’ interest?”
“Yeah.”
“Good question. It was a risk, but it was one I was willing to take. At that point in the story, it was time for Raine to make her positions clear—and it was also time to show that she wasn’t afraid of Marcel. I wanted to make sure that her speech was long enough to get her points across, but not so long that people paused the DVR and wandered off to raid the fridge. It was important to keep viewers there, right then, for the whole thing. To that end, I tried to add enough humor, as well as enough of a variation in tone, to keep viewers’ attention. Now, my question for you is, did it work?”
“I think so,” Alice said.
“Okay, what about everybody else?”
“I wandered off to raid the fridge,” Michael rumbled, slouching in his seat, his long legs all over the place, like he was intent on taking up as much space as possible.
“You did?”
“Yeah. But I brought my tablet with me.”
“So you kept watching.”
“Yeah. I liked it.”
Astute, in-depth observation. Thanks a bunch, Michael. Luckily Brandon spoke up next, to ask about the specific sequence of scenes, and we were back on track.
* * *
“Nice work,” Mason murmured as we followed the students out the door at the end of class.
I shivered as his breath grazed my ear. “Why thank you, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell. You should have let me do this earlier.”
“Oh really? Because after what happened the last time, when I wasn’t around . . .”
“Very funny. However, I’ve just proven I can handle it. So if I need a job next semester, maybe you’ll give me my own class?”
He smiled briefly but didn’t answer.
“Yikes,” I muttered. “Forget I said anything.”
“Sorry,” he said, stopping at the intersection of two hallways. “That was no reflection on your teaching ability. My mind was elsewhere.”
“I’m going to go back to the house to see if FedEx has dropped off my new credit cards—I don’t want them sitting around outside. Want to come back with me, maybe have a little, you know, break?”
“Can’t. Meeting, remember?”
“Oh, right.” I tried not to show that I was disappointed. That would be silly. “Well, good luck with . . . whatever it is.”
“Thanks,” was all he said before he walked off down the hallway.
He sounded so serious I almost ran to catch up with him and force some information out of him, but I really wanted to get my new credit cards. I went in the other direction, swung around a corner, and ran smack into Kaylie.
“Oh, Kaylie, sorry,” I said, trying to get around her. A strange sort of squeak erupted from the girl—odd enough that it made me stop and take a good look at her. “Hey . . . are you crying?”
She kept her eyes on the floor, one hand covering her mouth, and violently shook her head “no” —confirmation if ever I’d seen it. I never, ever expected to see tough little Kaylie cry, and in public too.
“Tell me what’s wrong.”
She shook her head again, even more vehemently.
Didn’t matter. I knew already. “Alex,” I growled.
No response. I grabbed her arm. “Come on.”
The nearest private spot was a concrete bench outside, at the back of the building. I plopped her down, sat next to her, and waited till she got herself together.
Finally, when her shoulders were shaking less, I demanded, “What did he do?”
“I never said it was about Alex.”
“Honey, please. Let’s skip the preliminary denials, all right? What did he do?”
In a choked whisper, she fought out, “Taylor.”
“He did Taylor.”
“That’s what I heard.” And her tears started afresh.
It was nearly impossible for me to bite back my “I told you so.” Kaylie didn’t need to hear that right now. But it was just so tempting. I’d warned her. And then I thought about it from her point of view: This was Alex, the hot celebrity. The guy who could amp up the charm until he had you so turned around you forgot your own name. I’d been there; I couldn’t fault her.
I patted her back. “Are you sure?”
“What do you mean, am I sure?” she cried.
“I mean, who told you? Someone you can trust?”
“Taylor told me.”
“Ah, well. There’s your problem.”
“You know, Ms. Sinclair, you are not helping.”
“I mean, Taylor’s the last person you can trust in this instance.”
“We’re friends. Well, we were.”
“I’ve seen friends implode in a tussle over someone like Alex.” Hell, I’d seen friends implode in a tussle over Alex.
“You think she’s lying?”
“What did she say, exactly?”
“She said Alex cornered her in the light booth and . . . and . . .” Kaylie took a heaving breath. “She was giggling a lot.”
“That’s it?”
“Isn’t that enough?!”
I took a breath. “No, it’s not. You need to find out the truth from Alex.”
“And what if he says nothing happened? I’m supposed to believe him?”
“Ah, I can help you there. I know exactly how to tell when Alex is lying.”
Kaylie finally looked up at me, a little hopeful. “Really?”
Yeah, that was a definite light in her watery eyes. And why not? Someone could help her solve the riddle that was Alex McNulty—who wouldn’t jump at the chance?
“I have a secret weapon for handling Alex McNulty. But you can’t ever tell him I told you, all right?”
“I promise.”
“Okay, then, here’s what you do: First, you hit him with what you need to know, but you make it a statement, not a question. In this case, something like ‘I heard from Taylor that the two of you were getting cozy in the light booth.’ That’s all—then you just wait.”
“That’s it?”
“No, trust me. It’s good. You’re going to want to hurl all kinds of things at him—words and objects—but don’t. Just wait. It’s the silence that kills him. He can’t handle it. Now, while you’re waiting, step two: Watch his hands. Know that silver ring he wears on his forefinger? If he starts spinning it with his thumb, he’s hiding something. If he doesn’t, he’s innocent. Simple as that.”
“That sounds pretty hard to believe.”
“Trust me. I’ve used it on him a million times.”
Kaylie sat for a moment, chewing her lower lip. “And it always works?”
“Always.”
“. . . Why are you helping me?”
I sighed. “Because I know how you feel, and it sucks. And if I can help you one way or the other—get Alex to commit to you or get you out—that’s all that matters.”
She studied me closely. “You’re weird, Ms. Sinclair.”
“So I’ve heard. I usually prefer people who say that to follow it up with ‘in a good way.’” I paused. She sat. “I’m waiting, Kaylie.”
She smiled reluctantly and rolled her eyes. “Okay. ‘In a good way.’”
“Why, Kaylie. How sweet. Thanks so much.”
* * *
“Faith, Faith!” Alex grabbed my hand as soon as I walked into the advanced acting class and pulled, like a little boy trying to get an adult to come see a new favorite toy. “Gotta talk to you.” And he dragged me over to the far aisle at the foot of the stage.
In spite of myself, I was charmed by the dopey look on his face. “Alex, what the hell?”
“Let’s do it, Faith. Let’s revive David.”
My mouth dropped open. I had been hoping Alex was getting closer to making a decision, but I didn’t think he’d do it this quickly. “You mean it?”
“Hell yeah I mean it!”
“Oh my God—excellent!” Alex said yes. Alex said yes! He was going to be back on Modern Women—and so was I. “But what—how—”
“I was thinking about what you said, and it just . . . made sense, you know? Get back with everybody, have some fun—”
“You know it!” Suddenly bursting with energy, I gave his arm a shove. “This is going to be—”
“Awesome!”
Not even Alex’s limited vocabulary could dim my suddenly great mood. “Yeah.” I beamed, laughing. “Awesome.”
Alex held his arms wide, and I gave him a quick hug, nothing more than that. But as I pulled away, he suddenly reached out and stroked my cheek—and it seemed like more intimate a gesture than if he had kissed me. I took a step back and turned my head away, feeling my cheeks flame. Dammit.
To make matters worse, there was a familiar strangled hiccup, and I looked over just in time to see Kaylie’s glossy ponytail swing out of sight backstage. Dammit!Had Kaylie followed my instructions, and was Alex using the show as an opportunity to run away from her? Had I just pushed Kaylie into forcing Alex’s hand, and she’d lost? I considered going after her, but Alex was still pulling on me.
“Hey, Faith? Faith, do you think I can get my old trailer back? I think I left some excellent weed hidden behind the cushions of the bench seat . . .”
For a second, I was torn, but . . . Alex was coming back toModern Women! Nothing else mattered. I had to call Jaya ASAP.
* * *
“Can you believe it? I mean, finally!” I exclaimed, bouncing around the bedroom. I paused in my bouncing as something occurred to me. “It was pretty easy in the end, come to think of it.”
Mason made a noncommittal noise as he rooted around in his messenger bag.
I resumed bouncing. “Jaya and I have been on the phone ever since, brainstorming. God, it feels so good to be able to make concrete plans now! I told her we’d give him a limited contract, just three or four episodes for now—we’ll see how it works out before we decide whether to make this a permanent thing. But I really think this is going to breathe new life into the old girl. It’ll turn the whole thing around, pull us out of the nosedive Randy put us in.
“I told Jaya to tell Randy I’d write the scripts, and direct—that’s non-negotiable. God, getting Alex’s first episode ready in time for November sweeps is going to be a bitch. And we need teasers. I’m thinking tons of spots running on TV and the Web—really mysterious, you know? Maybe angled, grainy still shots of a biker boot, a guy’s leg, maybe a butt, with a voiceover, something like, ‘You’ll never guess who’s coming back,’ maybe some dramatic-tension-building mood music, boom, boom, boom, to punctuate the shots. What do you think?”
Mason glanced up, nodded.
I knew I was rambling, but I couldn’t stop. I had limitless energy all of a sudden, and I couldn’t seem to rein it in. “Jaya’s sending me the scripts from this season as soon as she can, so I can see what kind of mess the story lines are in. It’s going to be hellish, untangling them with any sort of believability. Would you mind if I missed Friday’s class? I really have a lot of reading to do. It’s all informal at the moment—Jaya has to get Randy to approve giving me my job back, but she says it won’t be a problem. She’s calling me and Alex a package deal. He wants Alex, he’s gotta take me. She can sell it. She’s going to track him down tonight, or tomorrow at the latest.”
I paused in the bathroom doorway. “Everything all right?” Keeping his back to me, he nodded again. Hm. “Mason?”
“I have a headache, Faith. I’m just going to go to sleep, if you don’t mind.” And he crawled under the covers and closed his eyes.
I plopped onto the bed, on my knees, looking down at him. “What’s up with you?”
“Look,” he said sharply, “I’m really in no shape to keep up with you right now. Congratulations and all that, okay? I’m happy for you. Now goodnight.” After a moment, he added, “We’ll talk in the morning, okay?”
Nope, not okay—not by a long shot. “Hey, come on,” I persisted. “I thought you’d be, you know, happier for me. It’s the whole reason I came out here in the first place—”
I could feel Mason tense up beside me. “Yep,” he said in a clipped voice, “there it is.”
“What?”
With a heavy sigh, he rolled onto his back, his arm across his forehead, and gave me a hard look. “God, you can be so callous, you know that?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing.”
“Oh no, you don’t. You can’t just drop that bomb and then say ‘nothing.’ Tell me what’s going on.”
“Doesn’t matter, does it? Not if it doesn’t directly affect you and your damned TV show.”
Wow. “That’s a little harsh.”
He glared at me. “But accurate.”
“So, what, I’m not supposed to be excited that I get my show back?”
Mason didn’t answer, just closed his eyes again.
“This isn’t about me and Alex again, is it?” I tried.
“No, this is not about you and Alex. Give me somecredit.”
“Well, what then!”
He rose up on his elbow and stared straight at me. “There are more people in the world than just you, you know. You could act like it sometimes.”
“What are you accusing me of? Don’t tell me we’re back to the ‘self-serving’ thing again.”
“If it fits.”
I sighed, aggravated beyond measure. “Look. My whole point of being here was to—”
“I know, I know. Get Alex back and get back to the show yourself.”
“I told you that ages ago.”
“I realize that. But between then and now, other people’s lives have gotten mixed up in yours. And Alex’s. But you don’t even seem to care.”
“What—”
“Did you know Kaylie was in tears in the middle of acting class today? I took her aside to find out what was going on, and she told me that you gave her some advice about confronting Alex . . . ?”
“So? It was my best advice!”
“And he told her, in no uncertain terms, that he was done with her.”
Ouch. My conviction faltered, but I still felt defensive under Mason’s accusing, disapproving eye. “Hey, look, I warned her—”
“The point is that you just come in here and run roughshod over everybody—”
“‘Roughshod’?”
“Don’t deflect by making fun of my vocabulary. You come barging in, drag Alex out of here, you commit to helping to teach a class and then bail on it whenever it suits you, you mess with Kaylie’s relationship, not to mention—”
“You think I’m walking out on you.”
Mason was silent a moment, then continued, in a weary voice, “I don’t know what to think anymore. Except that I’ve come to realize that if it’s not about you, it doesn’t merit your attention for very long.”
I hadn’t felt this much pain in my gut since the ninja virus. Come to think of it, this hurt worse. “You’re being a dick.”
“Maybe. But you know I’m right.”
“So, what, I’m supposed to give up everything that I am now?”
“Of course not.”
“I have to go. It’s my show.”
“I’ve heard.”
“It’s the most important thing in the world to me!”
“Themostimportant?”
Dammit. This wasn’t coming out right. “What I mean is, it’s everything that makes me . . .”
“Faith Freakin’ Sinclair?”
I almost smiled. “Yeah.”
“I disagree.” Argh. I started to protest, but he went on, “You are notjust a television show. It’s not your identity—not all that you are. If it got canceled tomorrow—”
“Don’t even . . . !”
“—You’d still be you. You’re much more than your show.”
“You don’t know me at all, do you?”
He looked at me thoughtfully. “I think I know you better than you’d care to admit. But I never pegged you for being insecure.”
“That’s because I’m not, thank you very much.”
“Okay.”
I stomped into the bathroom and slammed the door. Who did he think he was, calling me insecure and selfish? I spun around in the small room for a second or two, my insides churning. Then I stormed back out of the bathroom and landed on the bed with a thud, back on my knees, staring down at him again.
He groaned, irritated. “What?”
“Why are you worried about us? L.A. isn’t that far from here. I know; I’ve made the drive enough times.”
“I’m notworried about us. Not really.”
“So what are you talkingabout?”
“I said there are other things going on besides your drama.”
“So tell me.”
He rubbed his eyes. “The trustees are shutting down the theater department.”
I stopped short, stunned.
“All those meetings I’ve been having—all the ones you never ask about? They were to discuss the future of the department. I’ve been fighting like hell to convince them to let us continue. But today they said it’s not cost effective. We don’t have enough theater students. It’s been decided that everyone at IECC can apply to transfer to UCR, since Riverside is only a few miles down the road, or another community college if they don’t want to enter a four-year program. But they won’t be needing any additional faculty at UCR, so I’m out of a job at the end of the semester, and I’m not sure where I’m going to end up.”
“That soon?”
“No time like the present, apparently. I thought they’d at least wait till the end of the year, but they want to shift the theater budget to other departments that need it right now.”
“Mason, I—I don’t know what to say . . .”
“How about ‘it sucks’?”
“Well, yeah, of course. It completely sucks. And you’re right. I haven’t been thinking of anything but the show. I should have asked.”
He shrugged. “I haven’t really gone out of my way to let you know.”
“But I knew something was up, and I didn’t bother to find out what was bothering you. I’m . . . I’m sorry.”
“Thank you.”
“So what happens now?”
“Let’s just talk about it in the morning, okay? I’m really exhausted.”
“But—”
“Faith. Please?”
I sighed and nodded. Didn’t have much choice, did I?

Chapter 21
The tension between us had me so tied in knots, I barely slept. And when I finally dropped off, it seemed it was only moments later that my ringing phone woke me up. I fumbled around, grasping loosely at items on the nightstand until my hand closed around the noisy thing. Beside me, Mason groaned and rolled over.
Once I saw who was calling, I was wide awake in an instant. “Jamie!” I hissed. “Where the hell have you been?”
“Hallo, Faith—”
“Skip the pleasantries. You bastard—wait. What time is it?” Pushing my hair out of my eyes, I looked around for the glow of the digital clock on the dresser.
“Just about three.”
It felt like a rock landed in my stomach. “Are you in jail?”
“Nah, nah . . . er, hospital.”
“What’s wrong?” Panic replaced my anger, and my words tumbled out in a rush.
“Oh, I’m all right. It’s, er, Mona.”
I lurched into a sitting position. “What about Mona?” God, at her age, it could have been anything—stroke, heart attack . . .
At the word “Mona,” and likely my frantic tone, Mason came fully awake as well. Distantly, I felt him put a warm hand on my hip.
“She’s had some, er, complications from her surgery. Nasty infection.”
“Dammit!” Stupid plastic surgery. I flew out of bed, groping around in the dark for some clothes. “Which hospital?”
Jamie gave me Mona’s information and I promised I’d be there as soon as I could. Then I stood motionless in the dark, absolutely clueless about what to do next. It was like someone had flash-frozen me. Mason, bless him, was also on his feet.
“I’ll go with you.”
I tossed my phone onto the bed and dragged my fingers through my hair, gathering it into a ponytail even though I didn’t have an elastic band nearby. I tied it into a knot instead. “No. You have things to do here. I’ll be fine.”
“I’m not so sure you should drive—you might be too upset—”
I took a breath and tried to appear completely composed, more for his sake than mine. “I’ll be fine. Really. I just . . . need to pack . . .”
“I could bring your things later—”
“No . . .” I said faintly. “I’ll take them. I don’t know how long . . .”
“I’ll help you, then.”
Most of my stuff was still hanging out of my suitcases, so we just flipped jeans, skirts, and shirts back into them, I put on whatever was handy, and I grabbed all my toiletries and dumped them into the nearest bag. Within minutes, I was out the door and hurrying toward my SUV in the cool darkness, Mason following with my biggest suitcase. We heaved the bags into the back and I yanked the driver’s side door open.
I was so preoccupied that I almost took off without saying good-bye, but at the last minute I froze again. Rooted to the driveway, I whispered, “Mason . . . ?”
He grasped my shoulders and kissed me on the forehead, as though he were willing strength into me. “Faith, everything will be fine.”
I nodded and climbed into the car, but before I could shut the door all the way, I jumped back out and into his arms. He held me tightly for a long minute as I tried not to get tears all over his T-shirt.
“I love you,” I stammered. “I’m . . . I’m sorry for being a selfish jerk before.”
“I love you too,” he whispered into my hair. “And I’m sorry too. Your mom will be fine. And you and I . . . we’llbe fine. I promise. Okay? One thing at a time. Just focus on your mom right now.” I nodded against his chest. “I want you to take a deep breath, dry your eyes, and drive carefully, all right?” I nodded again, swiping at my tears. “Hey,” he said, tipping my chin up, “at least you won’t have any traffic at this time of night.”
In spite of the situation, I laughed.
* * *
I drove straight to the hospital at unwise speeds, parked haphazardly, and ran through the corridors as fast as glaring nurses allowed. I didn’t know how serious my mother’s illness was, but it had to be dire if she actually had a room in a medical facility instead of doctors and nurses at her bedside at home. Sure enough, I found her in a private room that would have looked more like a hotel than a hospital if it hadn’t been for the bank of beeping machines and the collection of tubes running into her.
I bent over her. “Mom?” Her face was swollen and red with infection, the areas where she’d been operated on were bruised a deep purple. God.
Someone stirred in the shadows. Jamie rose from a chair by the windows, joined me at Mona’s bedside. “It’ll be all right, Faith.”
I could barely answer. There were so many questions I wanted to ask, so many fears I wanted to get out in the open so they weren’t festering inside me anymore. But when Jamie put his arm around me, I just withered, leaned my head on his shoulder, and said, “You don’t really know that, though, do you?”
“Why wouldn’t it be, eh?”
“Why did she have to have plastic surgery?”
“Faith, you’ve lived in Los Angeles all your life. You may as well ask why the sky is brown.”
He was right on that one. I sighed, retreating to safe, sure practicalities. “Did you call Dominic?”
“Yes. She didn’t want me to, you know. Said it’d just frighten him. But when she got worse, I thought . . .”
“You did the right thing. How long will it take him to get back?”
“A couple of days. Crazy old bugger is at some remote beach for the enormous waves. Has to make his way back to Sydney and then find a flight here.”
I hesitated before asking my next question. “What did the doctors say?”
Jamie summarized what the medical team had found: Mona was fighting an infection that had started to go septic. Luckily it hadn’t spread very far before her home nurse realized it; otherwise she would have been doing time in intensive care. As it was, they were pumping her full of antibiotics, and we just had to wait until the medication fought off the infection. There was nothing Jamie or I could do for her at the moment but will her back to health from our perches on the periphery in the hospital room.
So we waited.
And although we sat side by side, with all the time in the world to talk, I couldn’t grill Jamie about the money he took. Honestly, that issue came in a distant second to whether my mother got better or worse at any given moment. I was sure that Jamie was on tenterhooks, waiting for me to jump on him about it, but it wasn’t going to happen—not right now. Soon, though.
Around dawn, just as I was nodding off in my chair, I noticed my mom stirring. I hurried to the metal rail, fumbled with it until it dropped lower.
“Mom?”
She mumbled something I couldn’t make out.
“I’m here. Don’t try to talk, all right? Unless you need something. Do you need something?”
Her hand fumbled at her side, reached for me. I took it in both of my own and held it tightly. It was very cool and dry.
I didn’t know what else to do, so I stayed right there and held her hand. I thought she had fallen asleep again, but a few minutes later she murmured, “Rmry.”
“I’m here, Mom.”
Her eyes fluttered open, then closed. But she squeezed my hand.
Jamie quietly brought the chair I had been sitting in over to me and unobtrusively tucked it behind my knees. I sank into it, still holding onto my mother.
* * *
I fell asleep there, with my head on my arm. Hours later, I opened my eyes and raised my head to find my mother was looking straight at me, her imperious stare back with a vengeance, although it was lessened somewhat by the bandages, bruises, and swelling.
“Rosemary,” she said, her speech slurring a little. “What are you doing here?”
“You’re in the hospital.”
“I know that.”
I almost laughed—she was close to sounding like her usual snappish self. “Well, when you end up in the hospital and Jamie calls me at three in the morning to tell me, I figure I’d better show up.”
“Very true.”
“Mom?”
“Could you get me some water, Rosemary? I’m quite thirsty.”
“Glacier water?”
“They have that here?”
“I don’t know. How about whatever’s in this pitcher?”
“I suppose it’ll have to do.” I poured some water into a glass and held the straw to her lips. When she’d taken a sip, she said, a little more clearly, “Aren’t you supposed to be teaching?”
“Let’s review, Mom—you, hospital, phone call. I think teaching is secondary at this moment, don’t you?”
“No, I don’t.”
“Okay, then, you’re wrong.”
“I’ll be fine. Go teach.”
Shaking my head, I sat back down. “No.”
“Stubborn girl.” She settled her head again and closed her eyes.
I fidgeted for a moment, then managed to say, haltingly, “Mom? I’m . . . I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you. For your surgery.”
“That’s all right.”
“No, it’s not. You asked me to help you, and I could have, but I . . . didn’t. And I’m sorry.”
Mona’s head shifted on the pillow, and she turned her pale eyes to me. “Well, now. I haven’t been there for you very often either, have I? I suppose it’s . . . only fair. Chickens coming home to roost, as they say.”
“It’s all right.”
Mona made a face that expressed her doubt.
“Hey, I turned out just fine, didn’t I? You must have done something right.”
“Or you turned out the way you are in spite of me.”
I thought about all the times I did something just because it was the opposite of what Mona would have done, like the way I treated my cast and crew, and I couldn’t say she was wrong on that count. Funny how we learn from our parents—not just how to do things, but also how notto do things. Still, I now knew she’d loved me the whole time, and that sure counted for something.
“You’re a good mom, Mona.”
“I did . . . my best. I helped you when I could. That show of yours . . . I’m glad it worked out. Glad I . . .”
She looked like she was drifting off to sleep again, but I asked, “Glad you what, Mom?”
“Randy owed me . . . got him to . . . greenlight . . . a good . . . day’s work, I think.”
And Mona was asleep again. I sat back. What? I wanted to shake her, wake her back up. Did she just say she’dgotten Randy to greenlight Modern Women?I looked over my shoulder at Jamie, to see if he’d witnessed this, but he was asleep sideways in his chair, his fist propping up his head, light snores issuing from his slack mouth.
My head was spinning, and it wasn’t just from stress and lack of sleep. The one thing—the one thing—I had always been immensely proud of was the fact that I’d beaten impossible odds and gotten Modern Women through the entire birthing process, from creation to screen, by myself. And now . . . I felt absolutely numb. For a few minutes. And then my skin started prickling. Restless, I paced in the small spot of open floor in the room. It wasn’t enough. I wanted to run somewhere, throw things. I had been going around for more than three years acting like I was some sort of wunderkind, heir to the Shonda Rhimes throne, and the whole time my show’s success was thanks to my mommy’s connections—exactly what I’d fought against all my life—and I’d had no idea. Had the network execs—not to mention Bea, contemptuous toad that she was—all been laughing behind my back the entire time? I was just another spoiled Hollywood brat, getting the breaks because of who my parent was, instead of getting ahead on talent alone.
I stopped pacing abruptly. No. Even though my reality had been upended just now, I was still dimly aware that no matter how the show had gotten started, it was all me from there on out.
. . . Wasn’t it?
Sure it was. All the episodes I wrote, all the ones I directed . . . all the fires I had put out as exec producer . . . my happy cast and crew (well, except for Alex, but he was just a douche) . . . that was all me. I made it what it was. And dammit, I was going to continue to prove it.
Which brought me right back to the argument I’d had with Mason the night before. His accusation of my caring only about the show still stung, but he didn’t understand. It truly was my life. I couldn’t let it go now.
Oh. Mason. I desperately wanted to call him. I wanted to hear his voice, especially if he was going to tell me he loved me again. And I wanted to tell him all about Mona. And this latest news. He’d understand. He’d listen, and he’d know just what to say to talk me off the ledge.
I pulled my phone from my pocket, my thumb hovering over the screen. I looked at the time. He’d be in class. I couldn’t disturb him. He had enough to deal with; he didn’t need me whining about my personal dramas. As I stood there, a nurse came in and checked my mother’s vitals.
“How’s she doing?” I asked.
“Improving, slowly.”
“She’s going to be all right?”
The harried nurse actually took a moment to look at me. “Well, the doctor should make that determination, but . . . I’d say she’s heading that way.”
My gut felt a whole lot lighter all of a sudden. “Thank you.” I glanced at the still-sleeping Jamie, who was now drooling, then back at Mona. “Can you, uh, tell my stepbrother that I went home to take a shower? I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
* * *
My head was in a dozen different places on the drive home, so I was grateful when I reached the canyon roads. They forced me to focus on only one thing: navigating the tight twists and turns without driving into a ditch or hitting a parked car. Like all the ones lining my street near my house . . . and in my driveway.
Either I was the victim of a flashmob home invasion, or it had something to do with Jamie. I was pretty sure it was the latter, but I wished it were the former. That’d be easier to deal with.
I got out of my car and dodged between the vehicles blocking my way into the house. Someone had rolled over a good chunk of my landscaping, flattening some flowers and mashing a solar light into the ground, which seriously irked me.
The foyer was empty, but the living room was a hive of activity. At least a dozen people were milling around. My furniture was moved again. Wires and cables were everywhere. And then someone shouted, “Okay, let’s go!” and blam—lights on C stands positioned around the room all came to life at the same time, and suddenly my living room could have doubled as the surface of the sun.
Somebody was using my house as a film set.
Oh my God,Jamie really was making a porn movie?
“What the fuck is going on here?” I demanded, charging into the room and nearly walking right into a tall, gangly guy with his hands on his hips.
“What the—shut up!” He spun toward me. “Who the fuck are you?”
I got in his face. “I fucking own this house. Who the fuck are you?”
“Oh shit.” That was some other person, who came flying between us, his hands raised as if to restrain the angry dude. “Trev, Trev. This is Faith Sinclair. She lives here.”
“‘Lives here’? It’s my fucking house. Now, I want to know what—” Then I recognized the white-boy ’fro blocking my view. “Evan?”
“Hey . . . Faith. How’s it going?”
This made no sense. I hadn’t seen this guy, or his cohort Sean, since they booted me from their Web site, months ago. And now he—and an entire film crew—were in my house?
“Jamie,” I hissed to no one in particular.
“He—he said it was okay!” Evan squeaked.
“Oh he did, did he? ‘Okay’? To film in my house?”
“He didn’t . . . didn’t check with you?”
“Do you know Jamie at all?”I gave Evan my best hairy eyeball, and included Trev the angry dude as well. It didn’t seem to faze Trev; he stayed angry, probably because I was cutting into his shooting schedule. I could relate. But I wasn’t about to accommodate him.
“Aw, Faith, I’m sorry, man. Really. I thought—”
“You thought wrong. Now gather up all your toys and clear out of here.”
“But—”
“I have a show to shoot!” Trev griped.
Trev had picked the wrong day to argue with me. I was sleep-deprived, I was stressed, I was full of beans. “Boo fucking hoo. Shoot it somewhere else. Does this look like fucking Paramount Pictures to you?”
“Faith, can I talk to you in private?” Evan ventured nervously.
“In private? Sure, if there’s one square inch of this house that’s still private.”
That square inch turned out to be the bathroom off my bedroom. Evan backed up against the sink, trying to keep as far away from me as possible. Wise move.
“So okay, Faith, remember when you were hanging out with us—”
“I was helping you out, yes.”
“And then MTV said they wanted a reality Web show?”
“When you fired my ass because I was too old for MTV? Yes, I remember that quite clearly.”
“Well . . . the webisodes got really great ratings. MTV picked us up for a series. On the network, not on the Web!”
I rubbed my forehead, trying to massage away an encroaching headache and smooth out the lines deepening between my eyebrows. “Get to the point, Evan. Why are you shooting it in my house?”
“Well, be–because . . . the show’s about Jamie.”
I’d like to say that I was shocked by this, but my shock-o-meter had broken long ago. Now all I could muster was a half-raised eyebrow. “Really.”
“Yeah.”
“Jamie living in his stepsister’s house? Jamie sponging off her and eating everything in her fridge? That’s a premise for a reality show? I mean, I shouldn’t be surprised—we have the Kardashians, after all—but isn’t MTV scraping the bottom of the barrel here?”
Evan looked at me like I’d been asleep for a hundred years. “Faith, Jamie’s got a huge fan base. His whole thing—it’s like a real-life Entourage. In fact, that’s how we pitched it. Good-looking guy, great accent, in L.A., partying, hanging with the hottest celebrities, inside scoop on the glam lifestyle, never know who he’s going to run into—get it?”
“Ah.” I hated to admit it, but it actually made sense. A reality show like that would sell in a heartbeat—and get a huge following.
“See?” Evan looked relieved that I was finally tweaking to the whole concept.
“Yeah. I do.”
“Okay, so—”
“Now get the fuck out of my house.”
“Aw, Faith.” He thought a moment. “Hey, we’d love to have you on the show. Great exposure—”
“OUT!”

Chapter 22
Well, now I knew where my money had gone. And I knew why Jamie had been avoiding my calls. He was hiding from me because of the money, sure, but he was also busy starring in his own reality show. Which, evidently, I had financed. He had a lot of ’splainin’ to do.
Once I had evicted the crew, their equipment, and the “actors” for today’s shoot—apparently their sole purpose today was to talk about Jamie while he wasn’t around (gotta love those top-notch reality story lines, but at least the cameras hadn’t followed him into Mona’s hospital room)—I allowed myself a good cry for a few minutes.
My money was gone. I had hoped that maybe there was a better, more reassuring answer for why my credit cards had been maxed out and my bank account emptied—some way the situation would wrap up like a happy-ending TV movie, with Jamie handing over a bag full of cash, saying, “It’s all here, Faith. I was keeping it safe for you.” But no. Every last penny had been spent on production costs, equipment, salaries for the cast and crew. And probably those brand-spankin’-new servers Sean was always moaning he needed. I could sue them to get my money back, I supposed, but I’d probably just end up with a garage full of their equipment, stuff that I didn’t want or need, for my trouble. But my actual cash was long gone.
Drained, I dragged myself toward my bathroom—stepping on a left-behind clamp in my bare feet on the way, which got me cursing and crying anew—and huddled in the shower. I sat down in the tub, my forehead on my knees, and let the water course over my hunched back. I had to get back to the hospital, but I just needed to sit for a moment. And maybe rock back and forth a little. And gather my strength. Because I decided that whatever method I chose for murdering Jamie was going to require the use of a very large, very heavy weapon.
* * *
Once I was showered and dressed, I felt better—at least on the outside. I checked my phone; I had two texts, one from Mason asking about Mona, which made my heart flutter, and the other from Jaya: “It is ON! Randy = YES” and a “thumbs up” emoticon. Well, that was something. I started to text her back, but then I heard rustling coming from the kitchen. I charged in there, guns blazing.
“I told you to get the fuck out of my house!” I roared.
Jamie stood up from his usual position—rooting around in the fridge—holding an open takeout container and munching on something that looked like an old, soggy taquito. Blech.
“Faith,” he said around a mouthful of Mexican leftovers, “’s just me.”
“Yeah, well, that goes double for you.”
“You met the crew, yeah?”
“I’m hoping you rushed back here to keep me from killing them all.”
“Exactly right.”
“Well, you’re too late. I’ve got ’em all buried in the back yard. Saved a space for you too.”
“Faith, I was going to tell you. I was!”
“When were you going to tell me? You’ve had plenty of time. But I guess you were too busy cleaning out my bank account, right? So, what, you were going to come clean when you needed to hit me up for more money? After all, I’ve got some investments you haven’t gotten your grubby little paws on yet.”
“You do?”
“Don’t even think about it,” I growled.
“Nah, nah—don’t have to, do we? Now that we’re on MTV and all.”
“I heard. From the crew of strangers making themselves at home in my house!”
“So—free sailing from now on. All gravy!”
“Then I’ll thank you to sign over those checks MTV writes Random Shit Productions: ‘Pay to the order of Faith Freakin’ Sinclair.’ Might take quite a few of them, come to think of it.”
Jamie approached me cautiously. When I didn’t rip his head from his neck, he gingerly put an arm around me. “I’ve got an even better idea.”
“Oh God.”
“Producer credit.”
“Oh God.” I rolled my eyes and ducked out from under his arm.
“What? ’S a brilliant idea. Loads of cash in it, and you don’t have to do a thing. Just sit back and watch the money roll in.”
“As easily as I watched the money go out?”
“Faith, it was an investment.”
“Don’t bullshit me, Tompkins. I’ve been in this business long enough to know when someone’s shoveling it.”
Jamie actually smiled around a mouthful of taquito.
“What are you grinning at?”
“You sound just like Mona.”
“And there’s strike three.”
“She’s been talking about you, you know. This afternoon, while you were out.”
“I can only imagine.”
“Nah. She’s chuffed you came to see her. Never seen her so happy.”
“Shut up.”
“Truth. I think she’s going to get better faster if you’re going to stay around.”
“Well, the bad news for you is that I am going to stay around. And that means no more shooting in my house.”
“But—”
“No buts. If you’re going to be an L.A. resident for a while, it’s time you got your own place. Make MTV pay for it.”
“That’s a good idea . . .”
“Experience, my dear stepbrother. It goes a long way.”
“And that’s why we need you as a producer.”
I thought about it a minute. There was no way I was going to get my money back in a lump sum, no matter what. This might be the only way I’d get reimbursed at all. “Who’s your contact at the network? I want to negotiate my terms.” That was something else I had a lot of experience with, and I was about to work it, big time.
* * *
I spent the next couple of days at the hospital, then stayed up all night, each night, writing new scripts and talking with Mason. I filled him in on all the details of Mona’s illness, Jamie’s follies, and plans for Modern Women. He told me how the students were doing—especially Kaylie, who was having trouble recovering from her addiction to Alex—and expressed how hard the faculty and kids were taking the news of the dissolution of IECC’s theater department. He wanted to visit me, but he felt he should be around to help get the students transitioned over to UCR or whatever college they ended up choosing, so we settled for lots of promises, future plans, and a little bit of smutty talk late at night.
Although I didn’t mind making the hospital my second home, I had to admit I was a bit relieved to walk into my mother’s room one day after making a coffee run to find my most recent stepfather, Dominic, by her bedside as she napped.
“Rossmerry,” he crooned in his thick accent, holding out his arms.
“Hi, Dominic.” I gave the rotund man a brief but warm hug. “How was Australia?”
“Very nice. Wait. I have something for you.” He rummaged around in a plastic grocery bag on the floor and brought out a brown and yellow jar. “Is Vegemite,” he said, holding it out to me. “Is good. Fix your wagon.”
“My wagon is fine the way it is, Dominic.”
“You take. You eat. Is good. Yes?”
He looked so eager, I couldn’t say no. “Thank you.”
Then he looked over at Mona, and his face fell. “This crazy,” he whispered. “I told her she no need this. She beautiful. So beautiful.” His pouchy eyes filled with tears. “I love her the way she was.”
“I can hear you, you know,” Mona mumbled. “I’m not dead yet.”
Dominic immediately grabbed her hand. “She tell me to go home. But no. I stay here.”
“I have Rosemary,” Mona protested.
“I stay,” her husband insisted.
“You irritate me, old man,” she muttered, but with a smile. Dominic brought her hand to his lips.
“Have you slept, Dominic?” I asked, banishing the jar of brown goo to a far table.
“Pah. Sleep.”
“Did you at least get some rest on the plane?”
“No, I too worried. Before that.”
“Good grief, you must have been up almost twenty-four hours by now. Look, at least stay at the beach house Mom rented.”
That got his attention. “Beach house, eh? How surf? Any ‘tasty waves’?”
I tried not to laugh, failed. “I have no idea, Dominic.”
“Wait! I have surf report app.” And he pulled his phone from his pocket.
“Of course you do.”
“Maybe I go, I surf, I come back here, then surf more later?”
“A fabulous idea.”
“You want me to open Vegemite for you before I go?”
“I’m good, thanks.”
* * *
When Alex rolled back into town, I was too busy with Mona to think about dealing with him. So I left him to Jaya without a second thought; I found I’d rather help Mona out, and keep her company, than babysit the ol’ prodigal star. I trusted Jaya. So this must be what it’s like to delegate, I thought. Not bad.
Mona was recovering nicely—and ahead of schedule. The doctors were impressed, but I took it as a matter of course. This was Mona Urquhart, after all—she wasn’t about to let a touch of sepsis slow her down. She was going to vanquish it out of sheer bullheadedness.
Her improved health was paralleled by her increasing number of demands for everything from stocking her hospital bathroom with special organic towels and handmade soap to exactly what she wanted for her meals, three times a day—and sure as shootin’ it wasn’t going to be anything from the hospital kitchen. The finest of fine dining establishments all over Los Angeles were put on high alert that Mona Urquhart needed meals. I suspected bookies were making a small fortune taking bets on which one she’d choose for each meal, each day. At least Mona wasn’t demanding linens, bone china, and silver service to eat it with. Yet. Right now she was tickled to be eating out of plastic containers—her version of slumming.
When she wasn’t selecting which restaurant was going to serve her next, Mona was holding court—once the bruising eased and the swelling went down a bit. She wouldn’t have been caught dead looking too ill and puffy, after all. Every big name in Hollywood managed to come see her—and some smaller names too—until Jamie and I got a talking-to by the charge nurse because of all the traffic. With Mona’s visitors limited to three at a time, it eventually quieted down, and there were even times when I was the only one with her. And what was interesting was I didn’t mind it as much as I thought I would.
One day, when I was unpacking some delicate gnocchi and a serving of greens and beans from one of her favorite Italian bistros in Beverly Hills, I decided to ask her something that had been bugging me for a while.
“Mona?”
She sighed. “You know, dear, I’m actually disappointed that we’re back to the ‘Mona’ thing. I rather enjoyed you calling me Mom. Or is that reserved only for when I’m well and truly ill? Should I use that as a bellwether for my impending passing, when I’m in my dotage?”
“Force of habit, I guess. I’ve been calling you Mona for so long it’d be pretty hard to change now.”
“I suppose.” And she took a tiny mouthful of the greens and beans. “Now, what did you want to say, dear?”
“Right. I . . . well, I happened to see the interview you did for your latest boxed set—”
“Did you?” She sounded thrilled. “How did that happen? I thought you didn’t, er, partake of my offerings.”
“You mean I don’t usually watch your movies? That’s true. But lately I’ve realized that there’s something to be learned there.”
“Ah, my little girl grows up. How nice.” And she nibbled on a gnocchi.
“Anyway.”
“Yes?”
“In the interview, you, uh, said some stuff about me.”
“I did, yes.”
“Was that . . . was it true? Or did you just say it because, you know, it sounded good?”
Mona put down her fork. “To what are you referring, exactly, Rosemary?”
Oh God, she was going to make me say it out loud. “The part about your being proud of me.”
My mother smiled patiently. “Yes, Rosemary,” she said slowly, as though she were talking to a child. “That was true. It’s still true, in fact.”
“Oh.”
“Don’t sound so surprised. Why wouldn’t I be proud of my successful daughter?”
“But it’s not my success.”
Mona started to tuck into her food again, stopped. “Whatever are you talking about?”
“I didn’t get the show off the ground. You did. By telling Randy to order the pilot.”
“Oh, that. How did you hear about it? Did he tell you? I told him not to.”
“No, you did. The first day you were here in the hospital.”
“I don’t remember that.”
“You were pretty out of it.”
She shrugged. “Well, I wanted to help.”
“Why couldn’t you just let me do it by myself?”
Mona actually laughed. “Oh, Rosemary, some things never change with you. You used to say that all the time when you were a toddler. ‘I want to do it myself!’ I heard that day and night. You never wanted anyone’s help.”
“Well? Why couldn’t you just let me do it?”
“Oh, my darling daughter.” Mona put down her fork again and, smiling, cradled my face. “I did it solely because you never, ever asked me to do anything for you. When I saw the opportunity to help, I jumped at it, even if I had to do it secretly. It gave me the greatest satisfaction, finally being able to give you something, even if you didn’t know it. I did it out of love for you, simple as that.”
I was mortified to find tears pricking the corners of my eyes. “I thought—” I started in a choked voice, “I thought I was just . . . a complication. Like you just barely put up with me because I existed, but wished I didn’t, because you’d rather be making movies instead.”
“Rosemary,” my mother declared, “that is the most ridiculous statement I have everheard issued from your lips. I made movies andhad you. It was never an either/or situation.”
“You weren’t very affectionate when I was little.”
She sighed. “I know. I simply didn’t know how. My parents weren’t demonstrative with me, and unfortunately I picked up the same bad trait. But I was more affectionate with you than they were with me, if you can believe it, so I expect you to be even more affectionate with your children, and we’ll break this cycle of chilly parentage. How does that sound?”
Swiping at the corners of my eyes, I actually laughed. “What children? I’m too old for children.”
She gave me a conspiratorial smile. “Not yet, dear. Not yet.”
“I don’t have time for kids. I’ve got a show to run.”
“I did it; so can you. I have faith in you.” She winked at me, pleased with her little joke. “Have you been in contact with Jaya? Has Randy approved your return yet? If not, I could make another phone call—”
“Mother!”
“I’d accept ‘Mother.’ That would do nicely, thank you dear.”
* * *
Soon enough Mona decamped to the beach house to continue healing, and she forced me to go to the studio as soon as Randy officially reinstated me. Being back on the set of Modern Women was the most incredible homecoming I could possibly have imagined. I loved signing my new contract in front of Randy—and giving him a dazzling smile and daring an air kiss—and yes, he flinched, afraid I was going to grab him again (as if). I enjoyed the extended round of applause from everyone when I walked onto the soundstage, the hugs and good wishes, and Jaya turning over the director’s chair to me once again. But best by far were the everyday things: Randy staying the hell away from the set and letting us get on with it (for which Jaya was eternally grateful). Settling back into the tiny corner I called my office—and bringing back my “personal stuff” that I’d had to tote home with me months before. Going over the new scripts with Jaya—and Elizabeth, whom I promoted to full-time writer. Retaining our fall premiere date instead of being shunted to midseason. And best of all, what happened later in the week . . .
“Good morning, Bea! I’m back!” I cried, leaning out of my Cayenne to give her my biggest, brightest smile.
“Mh.”
“Where have you been? I’ve been looking for you ever since I got back.”
Bea made a derisive gargling noise; there was more gunk in her lungs than in the La Brea Tar Pits. “Even gate attendants get vacations, you know.”
“I’ve sure missed your . . . spunk, Bea. Did you miss me?”
“They gave someone else your golf cart,” she croaked bluntly, sizing me up with a beady little eye to see how I’d take the news.
“Oh, pfft. I’ll just get a new one. Maybe with a custom paint job. Whaddya think?”
“Somebody thinks pretty highly of herself.”
“Apparently the networkthinks pretty highly of me, because not only am I back, with great new ideas for the show, but I also have a bigger budget.”
“Bully for you. Gimme a raise, then.”
“I would if I could, but the funds are spoken for already.”
“Yeah, paying a hefty salary to that pretty-boy of yours, Al—”
“Bea!” I shushed her. “You know that’s top secret!”
“Bah. I’ve kept more secrets in this town over the years than you have extensions on your head, missy.”
“Hey, old woman, I’ll have you know my hair is all real, thank you very much. But the whole . . . Alex thing,” I mouthed the last two words, “is still completely under wraps.”
Bea fired up her gurgling laugh again. “Sure it is.”
I felt a flare of alarm in my gut. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’ll find out. Now move along; you’re holding up the line.”
There was indeed a Lamborghini behind me, revving its engine, so I zipped to my parking space near the Modern Women soundstage and ran to find Jaya.
* * *
“You have got to be shitting me,” I hissed. “How did this happen?”
“I don’t know,” Jaya whispered, her eyes wide. “I swear—”
I stared down at Jaya’s tablet. At the Mrs. McNulty blog—again. Damn that blogger. The new hot-pink headline blared that Alex was coming back to Modern Women. Plus there were a few grainy cell phone pictures of Alex, obviously taken by stealth, on the set, in his trailer, outside the soundstage. These were all current. From our closed set. Which meant that it wasn’t Kaylie, or anyone else from IECC, behind the blog.
“Who the hellis breaking their confidentiality agreement?” I demanded.
“Someone immensely stupid,” Jaya said, crossing her arms and looking at the crew bustling around us. “And soon to be unemployed.”
“Goddammit. I’m feeling stabby.”
“This is going to be all over the Web in no time. Even if we issue a cease and desist on this Mrs. McNulty, whoever she is, a bunch of other sites will pick it up.”
“Who would do this?” I groaned. “We’re . . . we’re family here.”
Jaya turned to her ever-present shadow, Ashley. “Go get Faith a latte, Ash. Extra foam.” No amount of foam on my latte was going to make me feel any better, but I appreciated the gesture.
As she left, Justin, one of our runners, jogged up. “Faith, your mom’s here.”
I froze. “What?”
“Your mom. Just coming in now.” And he took off again, on his way to another errand.
“Seriously?” Jaya breathed.
I looked over to the entrance to the soundstage, and sure enough, there was Mona in all her glory, fast being approached by various awed members of the cast and crew, looking for all the world like Norma Desmond making her grand return to the studio. I hustled over.
“Mona,” I said, as the crowd parted for me, and I saw my wayward stepbrother by her side. “Jamie. What’s going on?”
“Hello, dear,” she said, holding out her hands to me, so I felt compelled to take them. “I thought I’d come visit you at work. It occurred to me that I’ve never visited your set. I hope this isn’t a bad time?”
“It’s fine. Um, let me show you around.”
Mona took my arm, leaving Jamie to follow us. I looked over my shoulder, to find that he had been waylaid by the younger women. There was no denying that his Web series had been big with the wired crowd, and they’d dutifully followed him to television.
“Your stepbrother was kind enough to drive me in his new Porsche,” Mona said as we made our way through the different interior sets for the show. “Never let me agree to that again.”
“Frightening?”
“If anyone should become successful enough to be able to hire a chauffeur, it’s Jamie.”
“Looks like he just might be able to. I was on a conference call with the MTV suits the other day—they’re saying Jamie could have the biggest reality series for their network since The Real World. They’re already talking about a second season. In Tokyo, just to mix things up a bit.”
“The mind reels,” my mother murmured.
As I fought back a smile, I snuck a glance at her, noted the heavy foundation she was wearing to hide the remaining bruises at the edges of her face. “How are you feeling?”
“Quite well, thank you.”
She nodded at some of the grips we passed, who greeted her deferentially. Like the queen was walking among her subjects. And the crew seemed thrilled.
And then I saw Alex homing in on Mona like a predator drone. “Uh-oh. Toady, twelve o’clock,” I muttered in warning.
“What’s that, dear?”
“Alex. He’s always asking me about you. He’s angling for a movie career. I’ll get rid of him.”
My mother patted my arm. “That’s all right, dear. I can take care of myself.” Mona took a deep breath and, before Alex could say a word, exclaimed, “Alex McNulty! My goodness!”
I could have sworn Alex’s heels made a cartoony screeeee braking noise as he stopped short, stunned. “You—you know me?”
“Of course, dear! I’m a huge fan! And may I say you are even more handsome in person! Oh, I’m so sorry—I should introduce myself. Mona Urquhart.” And she held out a hand for him to shake.
Alex looked from her to me as he shook her hand, clearly suspicious and wondering if this was a joke. At least he was that perceptive, because Mona was playing it to the hilt. If it wasn’t a joke, I’d have been ready to have her committed.
“May I also say,” my mother went on, cutting him off again, just as he opened his mouth to speak, “that I am just thrilled that you’re returning to Modern Women. My daughter shared the secret with me; I hope you don’t mind,” she added as an aside. “I do think you’re brilliant.”
Alex opened his mouth again, waited. When Mona didn’t interrupt him, he managed to say, “Thanks very much?”
“Oh, but I don’t want to keep you. I’m sure you have a thousand things to do, to prepare for your scenes today. Make my daughter proud, won’t you? And remember, I will definitely be watching!”
If Mona had physically shoved him to send him on his way, it couldn’t have worked out better. Through sheer force of will, she dismissed Alex, and he went, albeit glancing over his shoulder at her once or twice, trying to figure out what had just happened.
“Oh, excellent job, Mother,” I murmured, watching Alex’s retreat.
“Thank you, dear. You’d better keep an eye on that one. He’s not to be trusted.”
“I agree wholeheartedly.”
Jamie finally caught up with us, having peeled off his new fans. “Wass going on?”
“I’m having doubts about bringing Alex back. But,” I sighed, “it’s too late now, so I’m just going to have to suck it up.”
“Thought that’s what you always wanted, sis,” he said with a leer, nudging me with his elbow. “Eh?”
I landed a solid punch, and it was gratifying to see him wince. “Watch yourself, English.”
“’S true, innit?”
“Not even a little bit.”
“Ah, times have changed, then, eh? You’re more taken with that bloke you’ve been video-chatting with every night, am I right?”
“Oh?” Mona asked, sounding highly interested. “And who’s this?”
My mother, interested in my love life? Suddenly I became fascinated by my manicure. “Just . . . somebody I met. At school.” Oh excellent. Way to sound like a teenager. I might as well have said I met him in study hall.
“A student?”
“No, Mona!” I gasped. “A, uh, professor. Theater and film studies.”
“Ooh, a rumpled intellectual. I’ve always liked those. Well done.”
“Mona, what in the world has gotten into you lately?”
She just smiled placidly. “Just enjoying being alive, dear, which is hardly a crime,” she murmured. She patted my arm and looked around. “Why don’t you show me your office?”

Chapter 23
“So this is what I’m thinking,” I said, leaning in toward my propped-up tablet as I reached over it to grab some of the more troublesome sides of the script I was working on.
“Faith, could you move back just a little bit?”
“Oh, sorry.” I settled back in my seat.
“Um, no, not there. Can you go forward, just not as far? I need to see down your shirt again.”
I swiped my hand across the screen for a long-distance slap. “Perv.”
“I miss you. And not just your cleavage,” Mason said, even though he was indeed staring in the general vicinity of my breasts.
“I miss you too. But that’s what I was getting at. I’ve got a great idea.”
“Skype sex?”
“Again? Sure. But this is even better. Check it out: field trip.”
“What?”
“Field trip! You guys do field trips in college, don’t you?”
“Well . . . it’s not as common as in high school . . .”
“But you could, right? Especially if you were going to, say, spend the day at a major Hollywood studio to see how a television show gets made? Huh? Huh?”
Mason chewed on his lower lip as he thought about it.
“Stop that,” I snapped. I wanted to be the one doing that, dang it.
“Stop what?”
“That thing you’re doing with your lip. You’re making me crazy. Cut it out.”
He gave me one of his wicked smiles. “So ifwe ventured out your way on a field trip, the kids get an education. What does the professor get?”
I leaned in to give him another cleavage shot. “Whatever he wants,” I purred.
* * *
I was as proud as a new mother showing off her darling baby as I gave the awed students a tour of our digs. They, in turn, were thrilled to get an insider’s look at the way a television show was produced. Elias and Michael, predictably, were most captivated by Evie—and she didn’t seem to mind in the least. Kaylie hung back, nervous about seeing Alex, but looking for him all the same. To his credit, he bravely approached her, and I even saw them talking peacefully in a corner, with no sign of Taylor to interrupt them. After that, Kaylie was looking a little more sprightly, and Mason and I nodded to each other, pleased and relieved.
Over lunch in the studio commissary, I tried to control the students’ rubbernecking as they looked around for more famous people long enough to make a big announcement that even Mason didn’t know about.
“Okay guys, I’ve got something for you, besides the show T-shirts and mugs and other swag that I’m going to dump on you at the end of the day.” Mason was watching me closely, curious, and I even had the students’ full attention. “I heard from Professor Mitchell about IECC ending the theater program. I’m really sorry; I think the college is making a huge mistake—” The kids cut me off with a lot of grumbling. “I know, I know. But what’s done is done, and I’ve heard that you’ll be welcomed at the UCR theater department, and I’m sure it’s also a good program. However . . .” And they all got quiet again. “I’m going to offer you an alternative. We’ve got quite a few new internship spots available, thanks to the EWW network’s generous revised budget for the show, and I’m giving IECC students the right of first refusal. Want an internship for the second semester, starting in January? Come see me. You’ll get real-world experience right here at EWW, and the”—I was nearly drowned out by the clamor of their excited voices—“the internship credit will be honored by UCR. The studio’s internship program is also in good standing with most other colleges in the area too, if you choose to transfer to a different program in the fall. And!” The students got quiet again. “Did I mention they’re paid internships?”
As the students freaked out about the opportunity—and the prospect of cash in their pockets—Mason caught my eye, and we shared a smile. And suddenly, much as I loved the students, I couldn’t wait for them to leave. Because in a few hours, they were going back to Moreno Valley, but Mason was staying for the weekend.
* * *
“Hey.”
Mason glanced over at me, then back at his laptop. “Yep?” I didn’t say anything for a moment, just admired his profile, set off by the shadows and firelight in my living room. It was still too warm for a fire, but I had lit one anyway, because I was feeling soppily romantic. When I didn’t speak, he asked, still looking at his computer, “Faith? What?”
I crawled across the small space between us and planted a kiss on his soft, sexy lips. “I’ve missed you.”
He smiled. “I’m right here.”
“You know what I mean. I don’t like this three-hundred-miles-away thing. Not one bit. You’ve gotta be closer to me. I demand it.”
“You demand?” He twined a curl of my hair in his fingers, the gaze from his warm brown eyes, so dark in the half-light, making me tingle. “And for your information, we’re only about seventy miles away from each other.”
“Don’t burden me with details, mister. Where have you been looking for jobs?”
“Lots of places.”
I scanned the list of prospects on his computer. “None in L.A.? How come? There are, like, a million colleges around here.”
“And no openings in their theater or film departments. Think about it—a million colleges, but all of them within spitting distance of the entertainment industry. That means ten million showbiz-experienced applicants.”
“You just sound too scared to apply to the big theater and film programs. Or,” I hesitated, then rushed on, “don’t you want to get a job closer to me?”
“Oh, I do,” he murmured, reassuring me with a returned kiss, then sat back and dragged his long fingers through his unruly hair. “I don’t know why I’m bothering right now, anyway. Nobody’s listing jobs for next fall this early. They’ll start showing up in the spring.”
My heart beating triple time, I spoke before I could chicken out. “Sell your house. Move to L.A.”
Bewildered, he stammered, “Wh–what?”
“Move here—live with me. Be unemployed as long as you like; my money is your money.”
Mason blinked rapidly, trying to parse what I had just said. “Faith . . .” he started slowly, “that’s—”
“Insane, I know. Too fast, I know. I don’t care.”
“May I remind you,” he said with a smile, “of what happened the last time you let someone live with you, and you said something along the lines of ‘my money is your money’?”
“What . . . Jamie?”
“Wha’ about Jamie?”
Ugh. Yep, nice romantic setting, in front of the fire with my man . . . until my stepbrother trooped through the scene, flattening it as effectively as Godzilla flattened Tokyo. And speaking of that . . .
“Don’t you have that Jamie Takes Tokyo kickoff party to go to?” I growled at him.
“Iss only eight o’clock!”
“Do something unexpected—go early.”
“Can’t, can I? I’m the star of the show. I’ve got to make, you know, an entrance. All right, Mason?” he greeted my boyfriend. Jamie liked Mason a whole lot. Not enough to make himself scarce when it mattered, but still—it was nice to know my stepbrother approved.
“Jamie,” Mason said cheerfully. “You know, I think Faith is right. The earlier you get there, the more wide open the field of, you know, female companionship candidates.”
“That is true,” Jamie said, stroking his chin thoughtfully.
“Didn’t Trev say he was having a pre-party party at his place?” I added, nudging him out the door with every ounce of will I had.
“His parties are always naff.”
“Well, go liven it up, then!” I said through clenched teeth. What did I have to say to get him out of the house for the rest of the night?
Jamie considered, then said, to my immense relief, “Yeah, all right. But just for you two lovebirds.”
He retreated to his bedroom to primp a bit more, and Mason and I laughed quietly together.
“So,” I said, getting back to the topic at hand, “when can you move in?”
Mason shook his head dazedly. “Faith, you don’t know what you’re asking.”
“Yes, I do. And don’t go calling me a bossypants, either—I know I’m making selfish demands, and I’m not apologizing for it. Not this time. I want to be with you. I love you, Mason. Don’t say no.”
He didn’t say no. He didn’t say anything for a minute. Then he whispered, “I love you too.”
Our kiss would have been a passionate one ifJamie hadn’t trilled “Byeeee!” and slammed the front door just as  our lips met.
“I move in, he moves out,” Mason murmured against my mouth.
“He was supposed to have moved out weeks ago. Remind me to call MTV and nag them to set him up with his own place. And—hey, was that a yes?”
“Yes.”
He drew me into his arms, and we leaned against the sofa, watching the fire dance.
“You won’t regret it.”
Kissing the top of my head, he said, “Oh, not for a second. But I’m not mooching off you. I’m not Jamie.”
“You’re definitely not,” I agreed. Then I ventured, “You know, I can give you a job on Modern Women.”
“What? No! That’s unethical. That’s . . . nepotism.”
“That’s Hollywood.”
“Sounds highly suspect to me.”
“Happens here every day, sugar. In a way, it happened to me, didn’t it?”
“Is that still bothering you?”
“Actually, it’s not. Sure, my mom helped me get started, but if my show had sucked, it wouldn’t have mattered—it would have gotten canceled. But as for you, don’t forget that you interviewed for, and got, the job when I was off the show, no undue influence from me. I could say we just, you know, held the job for you until you were ready to take it.”
“Nice try. But I can’t accept.”
“I thought you always wanted to work with me.”
“I did. I do. But not like that.”
“Freelance. Script consultant.”
“Not even.”
I shook my head. “You are a disgustingly upstanding individual, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell.”
“To my everlasting detriment, I’m sure.”
“Can you at least help me with one of the story arcs I’m stuck on? I promise not to pay you or give you a writing credit or any other proper recognition.”
He laughed. “Love to.”
* * *
“How many new interns? Paid interns?”
“Five. Er, wait—six.”
“And we can afford this?”
“I’ll supplement by giving up part of my salary if I have to. This is important to them.”
Jaya was silent. I looked up from my laptop; she was in the chair on the other side of my desk, long legs crossed, shaking her head.
“What?” I demanded.
“Nothing,” she said after a moment. “You’re acting weird is all.”
“No, I’m not. We’ve always offered lots of internships; this is no different.”
And it was important—I wanted to give the kids a home of sorts, if they wanted it. It turned out that nearly every second-year IECC theater major asked me for an internship, except for Alice and Michael. Alice was freaked out by the hugeness of it—a major studio, L.A. in general—so she opted out. And Michael confessed he only studied theater because he thought he could “bag chicks” that way. He was going to stay at IECC and, I heard from Brandon, switch to a phys ed major. All the other students were eager to join the Modern Women crew in some capacity—even Kaylie, which shocked me to no end. But she insisted that she was over Alex—or working on it—and could handle being on the set with him every day. That remained to be seen; I promised myself to keep a close eye on her to make sure she wasn’t hurt all over again.
The cast and crew were pleased with the news; new interns meant more hands on deck, and we desperately needed them if we were going to produce a quality show to get us back on top in the ratings, not to mention that now the lowly assistants would have folks lower down in the pecking order to kick around. It also meant, to some lecherous few, fresh meat.
Evie pulled me aside later that day and said, “Faith? I need to talk to you. I need an assistant. To, you know, help me with . . . stuff.”
I knew this was serious, because she didn’t drift off to text somebody in the middle of our conversation. Instead, she was actually looking at me, quite alert and focused. I also knew exactly what she was getting at, but I fought down a smile and played dumb.
“Don’t you have an assistant already, Evie?”
“Um, yeah, but I don’t like her. She can never find my false eyelashes when I lose them. I want a new one.”
“This isn’t like trading in a car when you get tired of it, you know.”
“Faith—!”
“Well, I could assign you one of the new interns, I suppose. I think Kaylie—”
“Oh. Um?”
“Yes, Evie?” It was getting harder and harder to keep a straight face. I would never make Kaylie be Evie’s assistant—not unless I wanted one of them to end up dead—but I knew Evie would nix that pretty quick. And she was faster on the draw than I thought.
“I was thinking maybe . . .”
“Yes?” I prompted again.
“Maybe I could have Elias?”
I hid my grin by looking down at the script in my lap, wondering what had happened to Chasen, but not really caring one way or the other. “No problem, Evie. I’m sure he’d be happy to, um, assist you.”
She let out a huge, relieved breath, her impressive breasts giving a mighty heave under her sheer top. “Cool. Thanks.”
“Anytime.”
I was pleased with myself for, oh, about thirty seconds—right up to the moment Jaya came flying toward me, brandishing her tablet. “Take a look at this.”
Groaning, I took it from her. Mrs. McNulty. Again. “Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “These are scans of our sides! Alex’s scenes! Jaya, this is going too far.”
“I agree.”
“I want the mole out. Now.”
“And just who do we fire? There’s nothing on this site that says who Mrs. McNulty is—nothing. No identification—”
“There are ways to find out who’s behind a blog. I don’t know how, but Sean would.”
“Who’s Sean?” Jaya asked, nearly tripping over cables while she tried to keep up with me as we zigzagged through the rooms on the set toward my office.
“A computer nerd. I don’t have his number anymore—I’ll get it from Jamie. In the meantime, you and I are going to sit down and try to figure out—”
It was like someone had reached into my throat and yanked out my vocal cords. I’d flung open the door to my office and found . . . well, skin. A lot of it.
“Ohhh shit,” Jaya groaned from over my shoulder.
“Faith!”
There was a mad scramble as Alex and Ashley scooted off my desk, both of them looking around wildly, as though not sure what to do next. Well, I could help there.
“Put those away, Ashley,” I snapped, averting my eyes, studying the crisscross of pipes in the soundstage rafters.
“Faith,” Alex said again. “We . . . we were just—”
“Oh, don’t tell me. Let me guess. You were dusting my desk with Ashley’s ass. No, wait—she was helping you block a David and Sabrina scene and you decided to employ a little method acting.”
“It’s not what it—”
“Hold it!” I jabbed my index finger at a plaque on my wall. It read “Cliché-Free Zone.” “See that? It applies to real life as well as scripts. If you can call how you live your life ‘real.’” And yes, I was intentionally throwing his favorite word back at him. He missed the reference, however, as he was preoccupied with frantically putting himself back together.
“Faith, please! I didn’t—it’s not—she doesn’t mean anything to me!”
“What did I just make you read?” I snapped, while Ashley squeaked, “Hey!”
I rounded on her. “Does he mean anything to you?”
She looked confused. “Well, no . . .”
“So what’s the problem? And you missed a button.”
“Faith?” she whimpered. “Am I in trouble?”
At this point Jaya took over, as her question had pretty much rendered me speechless. “Ashley, come with me.”
“But—”
“Just stop talking.” And Jaya shoved her shoulder until she had gotten her out the door.
That left me alone with Alex. “And you,” I snarled. “Christ, I could kill you right about now!”
“But—”
“You have a freakin’ trailerfor that sort of thing, Alex. Use it!”
“It just kind of happened!”
“Everything ‘just kind of happens’ to you, Alex! Every damned day!”
“I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“You didn’t! Don’t worry about that!”
“I don’t care about Ashley. I only care about you—”
“Oh, do not—”
“But Faith, I lo—”
“So help me, if you say anything, anything to the effect of ‘But Faith, I love you,’ and/or ‘It’s always been you,’ and/or ‘You’ve always had my heart,’ I will flatten you.”
And my eyes were drawn to his strong, tanned hands, where he was frantically spinning his silver ring around his index finger with his thumb.
“It’s true, though! I do! I always have! I was so stoked that you came to IECC—I thought you were there to get me back. I mean, you and me, not just get me back on the show. I thought you wanted to try again. I know I blew it before, when we . . . when I . . . but this time I thought we could—”
“Oh, of course. You love me so much you had to express your devotion by screwing Ashley on my desk. That makes perfect sense.”
I pushed past him. A cheap plastic crown was lying on my chair. The crew had given it to me for my birthday last year. I had worn it the whole day; after that, it had hung on a nail on the wall of my improvised office. When I returned to work, I brought it back and proudly hung it up again. Now one of the points was broken and another bent, some of the plastic “jewels” scattered on the floor. I didn’t want to know what Alex and Ashley had done with it in the past few minutes. Really I didn’t.
“. . . Faith?”
I kept staring at the crown. “Alex.”
“Do you hear what I’m saying?”
“Oh, I hear you all right,” I said quietly. “I hear you loud and clear.”
Wow. Here was Alex, man of my dreams, saying what I always wanted him to say to me—that he wanted me. Alex—the guy I had dreamed about, and daydreamed about, ten thousand times, if once, for more than two years. He was right there, inches from me, looking at me so earnestly, so hopefully. And the longer I hesitated, the closer he got, getting more and more confident.
“So?” he asked eagerly. “Do you think we can . . . ?”
I looked at him. Really looked at him. His glossy dark hair, his earnest blue-gray eyes, his sculpted body. And what I saw was . . . nothing I’d ever want in this lifetime.
I picked up the damaged crown and walked away, returned it to its place on the wall. “No,” I said, quite calmly.
He didn’t expected that. “Wh –what?”
“I said no. We can’t.”
“Faith, come on!”
I turned to face him, crossed my arms. “Let’s review, Alex. You say you have feelings for me, only moments after your dick was inches from another girl’s . . . whatever. And we really don’t know where that girl’s whatever has been, but that’s not the issue. You don’t love me. You just like to use me. You knew I had a crush on you the whole time you were on the show before, and you took advantage of that. You only came on to me when you wanted something—just like right now.”
“No, that’s not—” he protested.
“That’s exactly what you’re doing,” I snapped. “Face it, Alex, you’re a man-ho. There’s really no other word for it. And all those games you played with me—I thought I was hurt, but it was nothing. What really pisses me off is what you did to Kaylie. She really cared about you. She might have even lovedyou. God knows why, but there it is. And you walked away from her without a second thought. After that . . . I lost any respect I might have had for you. You can’t bowl me over with your charm, you can’t con me.Just . . . get out of my office.”
He started to speak again, but seared by my death glare, he wisely abandoned the idea. He crossed to the door, straightening the tight T-shirt that was twisted awkwardly around his chiseled torso, then turned back to me in the doorway.
“I’m sorry, Faith.” And I could tell he meant it. I just couldn’t figure out if he was sorry that he’d used me, sorry that he’d befouled my desk, sorry that he’d blown his chance to keep me under his thumb, or sorry that I wasn’t buying what he was selling anymore.
I nodded. “So am I, Alex.” And I meant it too.
When he was gone, I deflated. I dropped into my desk chair, putting my elbows on my desk and my head in my hands. After a moment I looked up. At least my laptop was still intact, still open the way I’d left it earlier. Instead of the script I had been working on, however, I found a browser window open—to Mrs. McNulty’s blog. Dear God, was this thing going to haunt me for the rest of my life? And why was it on my laptop? I hadn’t put it there.
Then I looked closer—and I knew I didn’t need to get in touch with Sean after all.
Because there was a new photo, front and center, the post time-stamped half an hour before. A shirtless Alex, in my desk chair, feet up on my desk. Wearing my plastic crown. The flash of a cell phone camera flaring behind him, reflected in the small mirror that hung on my back wall. And almost, but not entirely, obscured by the flash flare . . . ? Of course.
“She is so fired,” I murmured.
* * *
I didn’t usually get any pleasure out of kicking anyone to the curb—heck, I couldn’t recall the last time I had fired anyone; I always preferred to offer them a second chance to redeem themselves instead. But this time? No second chances for Ashley. Lots of pleasure. Oh yeah.
Jaya and I watched Ashley’s walk of shame in silence. When she was gone, I murmured, “Well, that was satisfying. Sorry you lost your assistant, though.”
“I’m not crying. What in the world was her excuse?”
“I couldn’t make it out,” I admitted. “I think she thought she was helping build hype or something.”
“Did Alex know?”
“That she was Mrs. McNulty? Nah. He probably just figured having his picture taken was foreplay, not that it was going to end up online. Although, if he did know, I don’t think he’d have cared.” I sighed. “All the same, I could kill him, I swear. I really could.”
“Understandable. He broke your heart. And possibly your desk.”
Shaking my head, I said, “Nope. My heart is intact. And my desk will be fine, once I disinfect it. It’s just . . . everything he does. Every damned day.” Then I had a thought. “Gotta make a phone call. You mind?” Jaya squeezed my arm as she walked away; I pulled out my cell and stepped outside into the brilliant sunshine, down the short flight of concrete steps to the pavement. When Mason answered, I leaned against the metal railing and said warmly, “Hey, it’s me. You busy?”
“For you, I’m always free. What’s going on?”
“I’ve got a proposition for you.”
“I’m in.”
“Filthy mind. What if it’s not that kind of proposition?”
“I’m still in.”
“Wait till I tell you what it is.”
“Well, if you want to take the long way around, fine. But just so you know? I’ll say yes at the end anyway.”
God, this man made me happy. “All right then, here it is: Come for the holidays. Spend them with me.”
“Yes.”
“I’m not done yet. If Jamie’s still around, we’ll leave my place to him and hide out at my mom and stepfather’s beach house in Malibu. They’ll be in Mexico.”
“Yes.”
“I’m not done yet. Peace and quiet, walks on the beach, sound of the surf . . .”
“Yes.”
“Will you let me sell it, please?”
“No. I already said yes.”
“Okay. One more thing. I also need you to help me commit a murder.”
“Yes, of cour—wait. What?”

Chapter 24
The good news: the holidays were as idyllic as I promised Mason they would be. Holing up together for a couple of weeks was very therapeutic. Mason needed time to mourn the loss of his theater department, which closed at the end of the semester, two weeks before Christmas. I needed time away from the frantic pace of shooting the spring episodes of Modern Women, and Mason helped me with the last few scripts I still had to write. When we weren’t busy doing . . . other things. And a few of them were even walks on the beach.
After the holidays, though, I found myself alone. Mason went back to Moreno Valley to put his house up for sale. My mother and stepfather were planning on staying in Mexico for several more weeks. Jamie left for Japan, so he was well and truly out of my house for good. And Jaya’s casual hookup with Taco Truck Tito seemed to be getting more serious; I didn’t see much of her outside of work.
So that left me with . . . work. And while there had been a time that I wouldn’t have thought twice about focusing on nothing but the show, now it wasn’t enough—not by a long shot. It was weird, disconcerting. I had to acknowledge that I was different somehow. It was dawning on me that the show was just a show; there was no evidence that it loved you back.
Well, except for ratings, of course. And ours were through the roof. “The Return of David” worked just as Jaya and I had intended. Our first episode featuring David aired during November sweeps, as planned, and—strangely enough, thanks in part to Mrs. McNulty/Ashley’s teasers—was an all-time ratings blockbuster. We gave fans what they wanted—lots of David and Sabrina, with a tearjerker of a reunion and all sorts of intrigue. That kept the viewers coming back week after week, until we were at the top of the EWW heap again.
The only trouble was the effect it had on Alex. Although he started out on his best behavior, it didn’t last, and it was dawning on me that we were going to end up reliving the end of the second season all over again.
* * *
Back then, Alex realized that he, well, had the show by the balls because he was the big draw for viewers, and he started throwing his weight around. His surliness was compounded by the fact that he was so put out I wasn’t caving to his “charms” that he took it out on me and the rest of the cast.
After our little incident at his apartment, Alex started raising hell on the set, disrupting our schedule and basically acting like a jerk. One day he was shooting a scene with three of the other actors, and out of the blue he decided he didn’t like the way Larry fed him a line. Larry had been in the business for more years than Alex has been alive, but all of a sudden Alex thought the older man needed some educating.
“I told you,” Alex spouted petulantly, slamming some props around, which made Hector, our props master, flinch and reach out as if he could catch the vases and glasses, even though he was more than a dozen feet away, “wait till I come out of the pause before you answer me! I want a beat . . . beat . . . and then you. Got it?”
I wasn’t directing that episode, and it showed. Although Irina was a good director, she was too easygoing, and Alex was walking all over her. So I stepped in.
“Alex,” I barked from behind the cameras, “knock it off. Do it the way Irina wants it.”
“But I think—”
“I don’t care what you think! We’re behind schedule, and we need to knock this scene out and move on. So do it the way Irina said.”
He slammed a few more props around, and I thought he was going to finish his tantrum and then carry on with the scene, like he usually did. Instead, he marched toward me. Suddenly his face was inches from mine, the muscles standing out in his neck like ropes, his heavily made-up face exaggerating his furious features. I pulled my head back but stood my ground.
“Alex, I said—”
“I don’t care what you said! You’re a two-bit producer on a two-bit show on a half-assed network. Why should I listen to you? I should be working for somebody like your mother instead. Now shewas a producer.”
“Alex, you’re really pushing it.”
“Did you know I got a movie offer, Faith? Lead role, in Guns and ’Gars. How about that?”
Ah, I’d heard about that movie. It had been generating some buzz around town recently. Top-drawer producers and director, purely indie—lots of grit and fast talking and macho weapons and grainy video, exactly what Alex dreamed of. No wonder he’d gotten cockier lately, if he was being courted by film. Even indies. Especially indies, he probably thought. But I wasn’t impressed.
“Congratulations, then,” was all I said, nice and neutral.
“I so want out of here to make that movie.”
I narrowed my eyes and hissed, “Oh please do a Caruso. I’m begging you.”
That tripped him up. Apparently Alex wasn’t acquainted with that pop culture tidbit, David Caruso’s name as shorthand for bailing after the first season of a TV show to make movies and then tanking. Hard.
He blinked. “Yeah. I should.”
It took every ounce of willpower I had not to laugh in his face. “You absolutely should.”
“Then I will.”
And he stalked off to his trailer to sulk—and call his agent.
He actually did start proceedings to get out of his contract and, to my own surprise, I was fine with it. I wanted him gone—I wanted peace restored to my set, even if it meant losing our biggest ratings draw.
Naturally it wasn’t that easy—there were contracts and studio executives and network lawyers and all sorts of other obstacles that Alex hadn’t thought about. So every day that he was forced to stay on the Modern Women set, the nastier he got, which only made me more certain that letting him go was the right thing to do.
Finally, Randy called a meeting, and negotiations ensued. There was a lot of shouting, a lot of wheedling, but I had the ultimate say on whether I let him out of his contract or not, despite the army of lawyers around the conference table. And I held my ground.
The compromise, to appease Randy and the other studio execs, was that when I wrote him off the show at the end of the season, I couldn’t kill him off, leaving him the option of returning at a later date without the awkwardness of Dallas’sBobby in the shower or Grey’s Anatomy’s Dead Denny. For Alex’s part, he had to sign an agreement that I came up with (and I couldn’t believe I got away with it) that prohibited him from appearing in any other network television show for three years. He signed it, but I remembered his expression when he did—there were some serious doubts there. Not like he’d ever confess them to me in private; we were beyond that stage, however fleeting it had been, in our odd relationship.
It turned out that Alex’s fears hadn’t been unfounded. He did indeed star in Guns and ’Gars, which opened in limited release and then went straight to video. He never snagged another movie deal, and the agreement he signed kept him off the small screen. So he could blather on all he wanted about wanting to “learn how to act” and wanting to go someplace “real,” like a college out in the middle of nowhere, but I knew the truth of it—he’d cut off his own nose to spite his pretty face, and all he could do was wait out the three-year ban by pretending to be doing something to broaden his mind.
I sincerely hoped that his time at IECC had changed him, but it hadn’t. And once again we were all paying for it.
* * *
Now here he was, repeating his past behavior. Just like last time. He threw tantrums. He was rude to the crew. He was late to the set, even when he had an afternoon or night call time. But the one thing he didn’t dare do was argue with me about anything having to do with David or the show. So that gave me a modicum of peace.
I realized Alex was biting the hand that fed him again because he was feeling trapped by his own success. Although he loved being back as the top ratings draw, he hadn’t thought far enough ahead to realize that he was locked in as David for the foreseeable future. He was getting the fame and adoration he longed for—by playing David.Only by playing David. Other actors might have embraced that and been grateful that one of their characters had become eternally beloved. But not Alex. The tighter the David costume, the more he fought to get out of it.
* * *
When it was time for the refugees from the IECC theater department to arrive, I was worried about what would happen when Kaylie and Alex were in the same place again. I even toyed with the idea of giving her some far-flung assignment, like liaison to the executive office, to keep her away from Alex as much as possible, but I knew that Kaylie wouldn’t want that. And I was right. She once again had her fierce little pit-bull persona in place, and dived right into life on the set as though she was born to do it.
Seeing her scoot around, with her aura of authority and her headphones around her neck, just like the first time I’d met her in the IECC auditorium, warmed the cockles of my jaded heart. The girl was definitely a survivor, and if she cast a regretful glance at Alex every once in a while, I knew it would soon blow over. I promised myself to give her a hand in whatever she planned to do in her career. I owed her that much, and she deserved it.
In fact, she was nearby, barking orders like she owned the place, when Randy came to the set for a visit. He just couldn’t stay away from a show that was once again a cash cow for the network. He had to parade around, surveying his kingdom and playing the benevolent despot to his peasants . . . although he tended to give me a wide berth physically (can’t imagine why). The cast and crew usually tolerated his occasional walk among the masses—because I always promised them ice cream afterward—and everything went well. Until this time, when Randy’s visit coincided with one of Alex’s tantrums.
I was directing, so Randy chatted with Jaya while the scene was being set up. I was proud of myself, that I didn’t get nervous or suspicious at the sight of them having a conversation without me. I was comfortable in my own skin, confident that nobody was going to take this job away from me again.
I turned back to the scene setup; it was going to be a pretty intense confrontation between David and tough-guy Roman. Both Alex and Frank, the guy who played Roman, were on their marks. Alex seemed a little fidgety as he muttered his lines to himself.
“Alex?” I called. “You good?”
He nodded and shot me a harsh look before returning to his muttering. Apparently I had messed with the vibe he had going—as if I cared. I shrugged and turned to talk to one of the camera crew.
Then all hell broke loose.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
My head whipped around in time to see Alex fling his hand up, blocking Zoë, one of our makeup artists, who had taken the opportunity to scoot onto the set and powder down Alex’s shine a little.
“Don’t touch me, all right?” he snarled at her.
“Hey!” I snapped. “Calm your ass down, Alex. Zoë’s just doing her job.”
“I’m concentrating! I don’t want her to touch me when I’m concentrating!”
Randy marched over to see what was going on. God, that was all I needed.
“Just do the fucking scene, prima donna. Who do you think you are, God’s gift to television?”
Oh, that didn’t help matters. Thanks a bunch, Randy.
Alex rounded on him. “Get out of my sight line, you fat fuck—”
I hadn’t seen Randy turn that color of purple since I had helped myself to his nuts. He choked out something like, “Do you knowwho I am—”
“I don’t care if you’re the king of India! You’re in my sight line. Now get out!”
So of course Randy turned to me. “What is it with this dipshit?” he growled, like it was my fault. And it was. It was my set; I was responsible.
“Don’t worry—I’ll take care of it.” I jumped down from my director’s chair and started toward Alex.
“Who does he think he is?” Randy shouted after me.
“Brando, apparently,” I tossed back.
I strode onto the set, but someone rushed past me. I blinked; it was Kaylie, inches from Alex, her palms flat on his chest as though she were pushing him back, talking to him rapidly, heatedly. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but I hung back and watched as Alex started to argue, stopped, tried to twist away, failed—Kaylie got in front of him again—and finally he calmed down, shoving his fists in the pockets of his jeans and staring at his shoes.
The entire crew let out the collective breath it had been holding as Kaylie said a few more words to him, patted him softly, touched the back of his neck gently, then walked away, her head bowed.
I grabbed her arm as she came off the set. “Hey,” I whispered. “What was that?”
She shook her head. “Nothing. It’s all right. He’ll be fine now.”
“What did you say?”
“Doesn’t matter, does it?”
“You’ve got the touch with him.” She shrugged and started to walk away, but I stopped her again. I glanced over at Alex; he had eyes for nobody but Kaylie, a thoughtful look on his face. “Thank you,” I murmured. “Stick around, all right?”
“Don’t make me his keeper.”
“I think you already are.”
She shrugged again.
“What’s up with the two of you lately, anyway?”
“That doesn’t matter either.”
“You still have a thing for him?”
“I . . . understand him.”
“Does he appreciate that?”
Almost smiling, she answered quietly, “Sometimes.”
“Stick by him, then. I think he’s starting to come around.”
“What if I don’t want to?” Ah, there was my tough little Kaylie.
“I think you do. Besides, I need you to help me get him through the rest of this season, all right?”
“Maybe.” And she gently pried my hand off her arm and walked away, calling someone on her headset.
Before I could get back to the scene, Randy got closer to me than he’d been in a long time, and he didn’t look happy. “Faith. Do something about that guy.”
I took a deep breath. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it covered.”

Chapter 25
Mason bobbed on his toes at the front door of my mother’s rented beach house. I glanced over at him as I rang the doorbell. I’d never seen him this jittery. “Oh, seriously? Calm your ass down, Mitchell. It’s just my mom and Dominic.”
He didn’t look at me. “I can’t believe I’m going to have dinner with Mona Urquhart.”
“So? It’s not like you haven’t spent time with her before. And she just loves you. So what are you worried about?”
“I can’t believe the woman I love is the daughter of Mona Urquhart.”
“And here I thought you just loved me for my boobs.”
That word snapped him out of it, at least for a second. He gazed at the anatomy in question and stopped twitching. “Oh, I do. Your being the daughter of one of my idols is just, you know, a bonus.”
I was ready to fire back when the door opened to reveal my stepfather, preceded by his prominent belly, encased rather tightly in a white polyester polo shirt and salmon slacks. “Rossmerry!” He held out his tanned arms, and I gave him a peck on his ruddy cheek.
“Dominic. How are you liking the beach?”
“Is very nice. I surf every day now. I think I buy the place.”
“Oh really?”
“Eh, we see.”
“I think you should, Dominic.”
“Why you no call me Papa?”
I admired his persistence; we’d been having the same conversation for years.
“Because I’m nearly forty, Dominic. I don’t call anybody Papa.”
He shook Mason’s hand and, still gripping it, pointed at him with the other. “You call him Papa, yes?”
Okay, that one threw me. I frowned at my stepfather, puzzled, then glanced at Mason, who also looked bewildered. But after a second, Mason’s confusion cleared. “Oh. I think you mean ‘Daddy.’”
“Ah!” Dominic crowed, nodding. “Ah-hah! Yes! Daddy! Hah?”
My mouth fell open. “Dominic! You dirty old man!”
He flapped his free hand dismissively, still beaming, still trapping Mason in an apparently permanent handshake. “I like him. You keep.” Then he turned to my blessedly good-natured boyfriend. “You come with me. I get you drink. You play ukulele?”
“Sorry . . . ?”
“Ukulele. Is good. You play? If no, I teach. Come . . .”
Dominic led Mason through the airy, all-white “mod” main floor of the spacious beach house, then down some stairs to the entertainment room and the bar. I was left to wend my way into the kitchen, trying not to think too much about the time Mason and I spent here for the holidays a couple of months ago—or what we did. And where. Like in the living room . . . and over by the dining room windows . . . and on the stairs . . . and in the kitchen. Where, now, my unsuspecting mother was helping her chef with the last of the dinner preparations.
“Dominic has kidnapped Mason, I see,” she murmured, sprinkling some slivered almonds on the salad.
I put the flowers we’d brought on the counter and started hunting in the cupboards for a vase. “Since when does he play the ukulele?”
“Who says he does?” She shook her head, amused. I noticed that her face was finally free of bruises, and her face-lift and chin tuck had taken nicely. “I hope he doesn’t put Mason off.”
“I doubt it. Not much does.” I put the flowers in a vase and shook them out. “He’s immensely patient.”
Mona carried the salad over to the table and looked at me over her shoulder, a shrewd glint in her eye, as I helped myself to a glass of wine. “Everything going all right?”
“Are we talking about work, or Mason?”
“Mm, either.” Then, when I didn’t speak up immediately, “You can start with work, I suppose. What happened on set today?”
“Nothing much. We killed David.”
“Oh good,” my mother said, without batting an eyelash. “I didn’t like that Alex person much at all. Gunshot? Woman scorned?”
Heh. Mona always knew far more than she let on. But I didn’t let art imitate life too much—not this time. “Warehouse explosion. Trying to rescue kidnapped Sabrina. Made a good cliffhanger for the season finale. But he’s quite dead.”
“Show the body?”
“Absolutely. Plus we got a nice tight close-up we’re saving for next season’s premiere. So there’ll be no question he’s stone cold.”
“That’s always best. What about your ratings?”
“I think we’ll be okay. I used David’s return to set up a whole bunch of new plot arcs that’ll keep viewers interested. Sabrina can grieve a lot, maybe go off the rails a bit. I even gave Evie her bulimia story line, like Randy wanted.” I sighed. “But I’m billing all those extra sessions with her acting coach to the studio! No way that’s coming out of my budget.”
“Randy isn’t giving you a hard time anymore, I hope?”
“No, he’s staying away from me, letting me work.”
“I’m not surprised, considering.”
“Considering what?”
“I heard why he fired you. It’s rather taken on the air of legend already.”
I felt my cheeks get hot. “Oh. That.”
Mona shrugged. “Someone should have done it years ago. He’s a sexist pig if ever there was one.”
“Mona!”
“Well, he is. I’d like to say he’s the last of a dying breed, but for some reason they just keep on coming. Which is a terrible shame. I thought all this women-fighting-for-control nonsense would have died out by now. I wanted better for you.” She paused as she looked over the table settings, making sure everything was in its place. “To tell you the truth, I wish I’d made that kind of a . . . statement myself, when I had the chance,” she murmured. “I’m envious.”
“Don’t be,” I said, recalling the feel of Randy’s damp junk in my grasp. I shuddered at the memory.
“Definitely wasn’t much to grab, if I recall.”
“Mona!” I gasped, absolutely floored.
“Oh, I didn’t sleep with him. Please, I have better taste than that. Of course, my turning him down didn’t stop him from chasing me around the pool table at Warren’s house with his privates hanging out.”
“Warren . . . Beatty?”
She made a clucking noise. “Come now, dear. You know we ran in the same circles.”
I took a fortifying sip of wine. “Did you sleep with Warren?”
She winked at me. “Who didn’t?”
“Oh my God.”
I was glad when the chef rang the chimes for dinner and Mason and Dominic returned from their male bonding session one floor below. I wasn’t sure how many more of my mother’s revelations I could take.
As Mason rounded the table, he gave my waist a squeeze. “Having fun?”
“You have no idea. How were the ukulele lessons?”
“Foregone in favor of drinking.”
“Wise choice.”
“Rossmerry!” Dominic cried. “You sit, eat! You too skinny. Make you fat, healthy. Sit.”
I obeyed, and let my stepfather shovel more food onto my plate than I ate in a week.
* * *
After dinner, with Dominic nodding over one last drink at the dining room table and my mother instructing the chef to package up some leftovers for us to take home, Mason and I walked down to the beach. The tide was out, and the wind was strong.
“Stay here a minute,” he said, and ran back to the beach house.
I sat on the sand, enjoying the sound of the waves hissing in the darkness. After a while, I heard Mason fussing with something on the patio. He brought out a couple of tiki torches, stuck them into the sand and lit them, then sat down beside me, putting a blanket over my shoulders and a warming arm around me.
“Very nice touch,” I said, admiring the torches. “So—you survived a family dinner with Mona and Dominic. How do you feel?”
“Not as freaked out as I thought I’d be. Your mom is really nice. Nothing like I remember.”
“She’s . . . mellowing. Something’s definitely changed with her lately, for the better. Maybe it was her health scare.”
“Or maybe it’s because you two are closer.”
That hadn’t occurred to me. “Maybe,” I conceded. “But if it is, I’ve got you to thank. You started it—that first night at your house, you got me to look at my mother in a whole different light.”
“I’m glad it helped.” He kissed me, then ventured, “Can I ask . . . um . . .”
“What?”
“How in the worlddid Mona and Dominic get together?”
I laughed. “They met at a charity car auction, of all places. Mona donated her ’66 Mustang. Dominic was buying. It turned out that Dominic does a lot of that—buying things—because he has great gobs of cash. Somehow he and Mona connected—on what level, I have no idea—and the rest, as they say, is history. Quite the pair, aren’t they?”
“What would your stepbrother say? Chalk and cheese?”
“Very much so. But Dominic—weird as he is—sort of . . . grounds Mona. She’s been more normal since she’s been married to him than any other time in her life. I always sort of . . . envied them.”
“You? Envy normality?”
“There’s a lot to be said for a quiet life when you’ve never had one.” I rested my head on his shoulder. “You’ve been making me feel pretty normal lately. So thank you.”
Mason got very quiet. The torches guttered in the wind but didn’t go out.
“What?” I asked, raising my head to look him in the eye.
“Nothing.”
“Don’t start that with me, mister—”
He chuckled softly. “No, ma’am.”
“So . . . ?”
“Are we chalk and cheese?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You sure about that?”
“Oh, this isn’t about my mother’s fame, is it? That I have some sort of—what do they call it? ‘Pedigree’? Like a dog?”
“Not a dog. You’re Hollywood royalty.”
“Drew Barrymore is Hollywood royalty. Meryl Streep is Hollywood royalty. We’re merely merchant class.”
“Oh, you’re much more than that, and you know it. Your mom is a legend, and you’re fast becoming one.”
“So what’s that got to do with you and me?”
“What if I can’t keep up?”
I reached out, stroked his stubbly cheek. “Are you kidding? I love you. And Mona—and Dominic—love you. You keep me sane. And you make me very, very happy. It’s like . . . you do so much for me, and I don’t . . . do enough in return. Sometimes I think I shouldn’t be allowed to be in the same room with someone as wonderful as you.” He held me tighter, and I drew his face to mine and kissed him. “I want to ask you something.”
“What?”
“What would you think if, after the end of this season, I pulled back a little from Modern Women, gave Jaya more control?” I could tell, even in the shadowy half-light of the lanterns and fairy lights on the patio, that I had shocked him. “Oh, I’d stay on as exec producer, but the day-to-day stuff, I’d . . . delegate.”
“But . . . you fought so hard to get back on the show.”
“I did. But . . . it’s not as precious as it once was. And that’s a good thing,” I rushed to add. “And I’m finding out that I’ve got other ideas that I want to investigate. Which brings me to another question for you: What would you say to developing a new series with me, as equals? Based on one of your scripts.”
“I beg your pardon?” He half-laughed, stunned.
“I mean it. You know I love the one about the writer—the one where everything he writes comes true. I like the modern fantasy spin you put on it—very Bryan Fuller—instead of the usual ‘and then everything goes wrong’ horror trope. I can’t stop thinking about it.”
“And you think that would make a good series?”
“Isn’t that why you wrote the spec script?”
“I wrote those scripts because all this stuff pops into my head and I need to get it out, so I put it on paper.”
“Well, I think this could go from your head to paper to television. So what do you say?”
“How long have you been plotting this?”
“Just lately. You know, some things in my life recently . . . they got me thinking about making some changes.”
“And what would those things be?”
“I think you know,” I whispered, kissing him again.
“And what happened to your mom—did that affect you too?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I hate clichés, but, you know, life is short. I want to make sure I really live, like Mona, instead of just eating, breathing, and sleeping one TV show after another. Of course, I’m going to have to get a move on if I’m going to have four husbands, like her . . .”
“Well, how about if you just start with one?”
“I suppose—wait. What?”
Mason gave me a tentative smile, reached into the shadows behind him, and placed something in front of me.
“You bought me a plant.” I lifted the pot into the light, examining the spiky green points and tiny purple flowers. “It smells like a roast chicken.”
“It’s rosemary.”
“Oh, very funny.”
“Do you know the meaning of a rosemary plant?” I shook my head. “Remembrance. And fidelity. I figure you’ve got a memory like a steel trap already, but I can offer you fidelity.”
He reached over and rotated the pot gently in my hands. Tied to one of the branches of the plant by a satin ribbon was something small and circular that sparkled in the torchlight.
Mason went on, a nervous note in his voice, “So what do you think? Could you spend the rest of your life with a fusty old writer?”
Tears falling now, I threw my arms around him. “Oh God, yes. You’re all I want.”
“For husband number one?”
“Forever. And you’re not fusty. Mona prefers ‘rumpled intellectual.’”
I kissed him again, and again, and only stopped when he insisted on putting the ring on my finger. There was a rattle behind us, and another faint noise; we looked up, and there were Mona and Dominic, knocking on their living room window and waving.
I pressed my forehead to Mason’s. “Did they know about this?”
“Yep. I dropped off the plant earlier today. And asked your mother’s permission to propose, of course. She said yes,” he added unnecessarily.
“They’re pretty good at keeping secrets.”
“And Dominic told me to tell you he’s going to buy this house so we can get married on the beach, if you want.”
“I thought he wanted to have a beach house so he could go surfing.”
“That too. You’ll just have to keep him from surfing during the wedding. Although he would make quite an entrance that way.” Mason hesitated. “Faith, tell me—are you . . . are you sure? That this is what you want?”
“What, a beach wedding? Come on, I’m a California girl. Of course I want a beach wedding. Maybe not with Dominic in a wetsuit, but—”
“No, I mean . . . me. You wouldn’t want to hold out for, I don’t know, some famous actor?”
“That is not even remotely amusing. I want you. I love you, Mr. Professor Mason Mitchell.”
He let out a relieved breath. “I’m glad.”
I sniffed the plant again. “Let’s use some rosemary in the floral arrangements.” Mason laughed, but I insisted, “It’s pretty! All shiny and everything. I’ll put it in my bouquet so I can smell roast chicken all the way down the aisle.”
Mason laughed some more and hugged me. “Whatever you want.”
“So . . .”
“Yes?”
“My name. My legal name. It would be Rosemary Mitchell.”
“I suppose it would.”
“That sounds so . . . normal. I like it.”
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