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Madison Alcott was back in her hometown, caring for her sick mom and working long hours at the best resort in Laguna Beach. She never imagined she’d return to the place where she became famous on the hit reality TV show Laguna Nights, and the place where she was humiliated on national television. Fortunately, the past had stayed tucked away until her old high school boyfriend appeared in the lobby.

 

Josh Welsh was a superstar by age eighteen, the bad boy breakout star of Laguna Nights. Since then, his star had lost its shine and he barely was holding onto his Hollywood status. When he was asked to host a new reality travel show, he jumped at the chance. The only problem was the first episode was shooting in Laguna Beach. Of all the reasons Josh didn’t want to return home, he hadn’t even imagined the worst scenario: running into Madison “Holly” Alcott.

 

Josh’s connection to Madison was still as strong as her anger at his betrayal. When the new reality series forces them together, they must face Laguna Nights’ past and present, and navigate a journey where nothing is as it seems.
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It was an early Friday afternoon in February and Madison Alcott stood on the balcony of the Mondrian Laguna Beach, a luxurious Craftsman-style hotel perched on an oceanfront bluff. She needed a moment of zen before her latest group arrived from LA and her favorite place to breathe was this balcony. Typically, the winter breeze would be chilly, but not this year with global climate change. She was comfortable outside in her simple black dress, no jacket needed.

Her long blonde hair blew softly in the ocean breeze as she looked out at the sparkling blue water stretching out to the horizon. Waves crashed on the shore, a sound she found soothing and had since she was a child. It was a constant, that swooshing water sound, more dependable than anything or anyone else she’d known. She closed her eyes and imagined herself lying on the warm sand, wearing her favorite red bikini, soaking up the sun, laughing with friends, maybe even holding hands with Dolby, lying side by side.

She opened her eyes and looked down. Directly below her, a young family – two fit, gorgeous parents with two towheaded toddlers – frolicked in the resort’s signature mosaic swimming pool. The young father tossed one of the children up in the air, eliciting squeals of joy from the child, before he swam to his wife and pulled her to him for a kiss. Madison sighed.

“That should be me, us,” she said, her words drifting on the warm air of the empty patio, and checked her watch. The group check-in would begin in just twenty minutes and she needed to be sure everything was ready. All the she knew about the group was that they were a bunch of picky entertainment execs. The booking agent had been light on details about the group’s members, but heavy with expectations of service, food, and confidentiality.

“My group will expect complete privacy, the finest in service and flexibility,” the man had said to Madison over the telephone.

“Of course. Um, flexibility?” she had asked. She’d stopped taking notes as flexibility was typically not one of the demands.

“Sometimes, they change their minds. So, although we’ve set the agenda for the week, well, it is all subject to change,” he had said.

Madison had leaned back in her chair, inhaled a deep breath and had counted to ten. She was up to her eyeballs with entitlement, especially with Hollywood types. “I’m sorry, but we’ve scheduled the best table at our oceanfront restaurant just for your party. They cannot simply decide not to show up on Saturday night.” She had been proud of herself, being firm and she hadn’t let her voice waver.

“We’ll pay whatever. Just know, it may happen. See you on Friday,” he had said and hung up.

Flexibility, Madison thought, walking toward the front desk, crossing the thick carpet of the lobby before stepping onto the dark wood floor of the reception area. All three staff members smiled at her and she returned their grins.

“Can’t wait to see who’s in this group,” Chrissy said, eyes twinkling behind her wire-frame glasses. Chrissy had been with the resort for as long as anyone could remember and she still became star struck every time a celebrity checked in. Even if she didn’t recognize the person until Kevin, also a guest reception employee, showed her online. They still joked about her lack of rock star knowledge, missing the chance to ogle both Eric Clapton and Sam Smith within months of each other. She’d still proudly added them to her celebrity sightings list, Madison knew.

“We’re so ready to be flexible,” Kevin said, tugging at the lapel of his sport coat, his red hair glowing in the spotlight aimed at the seascape oil painting behind him but instead shining on his hair because of his 6’4” height. “I did a walk-through of all of the suites. They’re ready. Champagne on ice. Strawberries dipped in chocolate. Everything chilled and waiting. We’ll make them love us.”

Madison doubted that but smiled anyway. She loved her team. They were family to her, the reason she’d stayed on even though she should have moved on when the company had offered a promotion to a property in Sun Valley. Instead of manager of group sales, she would be a vice president of guest services. She’d told them she couldn’t leave Southern California - that it was home. But the truth was, it was the people here who worked at the resort that she couldn’t leave. And her mom, of course.

Her earpiece crackled to life and Madison cupped her hand over her ear. “Five minutes to arrival,” said the van driver who’d picked the group up at the private airport in Irvine.

“Got it,” Madison said, into the small mouthpiece. “Any insights?”

“Dickheads,” the van driver said as Madison’s heart fell. She’d suspected it would be a long weekend, but the confirmation saddened her. It wasn’t as if she had anything else to do, she reminded herself, pushing Dolby and his strong broad shoulders out of her mind. She knew he’d never be able to forget what he’d watched, no matter how many assurances she made, no matter how long ago it had happened. It was the same with her last attempt at a relationship, and the one before that. They would tell her it was fine, that they could handle it. But that was always a lie.
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Sitting in the backseat of the limousine van – he guessed that’s what they called these tricked out vans with tinted windows, leather seats and a media center – he tried to ignore the knot in his stomach as the van careened down Newport Coast Drive to dead-end into Pacific Coast Highway. Maybe it was car sickness, he thought, or maybe it was simply dread he realized, looking around at the four other guys in the van. They all looked fine, chatting, stoked to be away from the office and their spouses for a weekend. A couple of them already had helped themselves to champagne they’d found waiting for them in the van. And that was after the drinks on the private plane from LA. They were partying and that was fine. It’s how they did things, his agent, his manager, and the two producers who could make or break his career. He hoped they got nice and drunk and signed a deal tonight so he could head back to LA. But he doubted that would happen. He was the only one who felt miserable, he was the only one with strangling roots in this place, roots this van was driving him toward at a fast clip.

“Hey, Josh, you feeling ok?” Marty said. Marty was a good guy even if he always wore a suit and tie and too much cologne. Josh always had to remind himself of that fact, even when Marty wouldn’t take his calls because he was busy with “more important” clients. That never used to happen, not in the big days as Josh thought of them.

“Just a little car sick,” he said, looking out the window as they entered the village of Laguna Beach. Nothing ever changes here, he thought, noticing the buildings were the same, even if some of the stores and restaurants’ names had changed. They stopped at the light at Forest Avenue, and Josh looked down the street – his old stomping grounds. So many memories, many of them great, some of them, well… unfortunately caught on camera. Forever.

“Welcome home,” Marty said.

“Whatever,” Josh said, pushing his thick brown hair off of his forehead and sinking down in the seat. “Every time I’m here it pisses me off that I don’t make residuals.”

“You signed the contract,” Marty said, tired of the conversation they’d rehashed for years.

“I was sixteen when I started,” Josh said, feeling his heart pumping faster because of their discussion.

“Your parents did, then. Nobody knew to get entertainment attorneys involved. It’s not their fault, or yours. MTV was smart, that’s all. Plus, you guys were trailblazers. Reality TV was just getting started.”

“You mean guinea pigs,” Josh said, looking out the window just as they passed the turnoff for the high school.

“Well, you made a lot more than most high school kids and look where you are now,” Marty said, sliding over and rejoining the other four men for what had to be a more enjoyable conversation.

Josh pressed his head against the cool tinted glass and watched his hometown pass by. Marty was right, he knew. He shouldn’t be angry about his time on the show Laguna Nights. The stupid theme song started playing in his head before he could make it stop: Everything’s so perfect, trying to fit a circle onto the square of your life.

This was home, Josh knew, even if he hated it. They stopped at the light at Thalia Street, and he smiled. He’d spent the best time of his life surfing there. There’s good and bad, not all bad, he tried to remind himself.

“Hey Josh, join us,” Roger said from the front of the van. Marty smiled at him hopefully. Josh knew the game, knew who was the boss.

“Sounds great,” he said, forcing a smile as he joined the men at the front.

“Here you go, son,” Roger said, clapping him on the back and handing him a drink that smelled like scotch. Roger always smelled of cigar smoke, even during morning meetings, Josh noted.

“Cheers! And welcome home!” Marty said, clapping him on the back.

“Cheers!” Josh said and chugged the drink in one swallow, feeling the amber liquid burn all the way down.

“We’re almost to the hotel, gentlemen,” the driver said.

“Oh, we know where we are,” Roger said, dismissing the man with a wave of his hand.

“Of course, sir,” the driver answered as he turned into the resort.

At least they were staying here, Josh thought, a place he’d never stayed in as a guest. Sure, he’d snuck into the hot tub and pool area as a teen, and they’d shot a few scenes of the show at the resort. But now he was arriving in style, with his “team” to discuss his new “project”.

Josh felt better as he stepped out of the van. He didn’t know whether it was relief at the end of the van ride, or that they’d passed through town and now he’d be encased in luxury and far enough away from all of his memories of the town he used to call home.

“Welcome to the Mondrian,” said a teenage kid who reminded Josh of himself at that age, an age that seemed so long ago now. “Right this way gentlemen. We have been expecting you.”

There were two other guests and about fifty staff waiting for them as they walked into the lobby. Josh focused on the view of the ocean beyond, keeping his sunglasses on and baseball cap pulled low over his face just in case.

“Look at that view,” Marty said joining him at the edge of the lobby and pointing to the expanse of windows across the room. “We’ve got to go over there.”

Josh smiled. “Yes, we do,” he said, leading Marty across the lobby. A couple sat in comfortable overstuffed chairs enjoying an afternoon cocktail. Neither of them paid any attention as the men walked past them to where doors opened onto the majestic balcony he remembered. Below them, the mosaic tile pool beckoned.

“And you’ve never gone swimming in that? Gorgeous,” Marty said, although Josh wasn’t sure if the man was referring to the pool or the two women in bikinis.

“Not legally,” Josh said. “Most of us locals didn’t really hang out down here. This place used to be a trailer park, can you believe that? Anyway, once I joined the show, I had to be careful about doing crazy things like sneaking into resorts. Cameras were following me everywhere, it seemed.”

“Well, you better swim in it this weekend,” Marty said as he turned to go back inside. “We need to get the rights to film at this place. It’s perfect, breathtaking.”

“No way they’d allow it, but I’ll be swimming for sure,” Josh said to the empty balcony, before following Marty. To his left was a bar and a baby grand piano, to his right, a fireplace with comfortable furniture. And straight ahead, between him and his manager, stood his high school girlfriend, arms crossed in front of her, glaring at him. Even though he could tell she still hated him, and she had good reason to, she looked beautiful. It had been almost fifteen years since they’d seen each other and she’d changed. In high school, she’d been sweet and kind, a little plump but he’d overlooked that because she had been his best friend first. Now she had grown into a stunning woman.

A very angry woman.

Shit.

He should never have agreed to come back here. He should never do another reality TV show, he knew. But he also knew he had no choice.

He took off his sunglasses and held out his hand. “Hi Holly,” he said.

“Don’t call me that. What are you doing here?” she asked, ignoring his attempt at a handshake, her beautiful blue eyes darkened, glaring. She was making him nervous.

“Just coming home to Laguna,” he said. Why couldn’t he use her name, he wondered.

“Oh right,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m sure you’re up to something. Just keep this property out of it, OK?” And then she turned and walked away.
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How dare he come here, Madison thought, fuming. He has to know I work here. Everyone from our high school knows it, she thought. But then again, Josh wasn’t just anyone. He was the most stuck-up, most fame-touched of their group, besides his girlfriend Laura, she realized. She remembered his cover story in People magazine five years ago with the headline “What’s next for Laguna Nights’ Heartbreaker Josh?” Madison had read every word of the story, unable to put it down as she enjoyed photos of his Hollywood Hills home’s gourmet chef’s kitchen, sparkling infinity pool, and luxurious master bedroom with Josh posing like a fat cat in each shot. Josh “hadn’t kept close ties to most of his co-stars” the story had informed her, and she’d snorted. Of course he hadn’t, and she had known why. Even Laura, the “it” girl and her nemesis, had finally figured him out. But still, in every photo in the three-page spread there was his stupid dimple, the dimple she’d considered hers in high school. She’d been such a fool.

“That’s Josh Welsh, from the TV show,” Chrissy said when Madison walked up to the desk. Then, noticing Madison’s expression, no doubt, asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Are they all checked in? Why haven’t they been shown to their suites?” Madison said. She knew she sounded bossy and tense. And she was.

“I’m taking them now,” Kevin said, hurrying from behind the dark wood desk and addressing the men, including Josh who now was wearing a baseball hat and sunglasses like he was some huge celebrity or something, hiding from the non-existent paparazzi. He was an idiot, she decided. “Gentlemen, please follow me to the best rooms at the resort.”

Madison watched as the men walked two by two behind Kevin. A solo Josh flashed her a weak smile before tagging along behind like a puppy.

“Do you know him? You do, don’t you?” Chrissy asked, as she walked around the desk to stand by Madison, her eyes flashing with excitement. “He’s even better looking now than when he was on that show. I have all the DVD’s at home and I watch them all the time. My gosh, you were in high school together, weren’t you?”

Madison wondered how to answer her best friend. She worried that anything she had to say would blow her own cover, too. She’d carefully constructed her new life, a new start. She wasn’t about to let Josh ruin things, not again. So even though she knew it was wrong, she had to lie to her.

“I don’t know him and I don’t want to. He seems really cocky, doesn’t he? Super LA, super full of himself,” Madison said.

“That’s how he’s supposed to be. He’s a celebrity,” Chrissy said. Madison saw that her friend was practically panting.

“Oh, come on. He isn’t a celebrity. He was on a reality show as a teenager and now he’s a grown man wearing sunglasses inside like he’s somebody. He’s a has-been,” Madison said. “We should get back to work, here come some guests.”

Madison headed for her office, leaving Chrissy at the front desk, busy with a couple who must have just arrived from somewhere where it was very cold given their many layers of coats and sweaters. Madison thought back to her college days in London and a damp chill spread through her. She had gotten away from Laguna by heading to Europe, but the perpetual chill in the air still lingered all these years later. Back in her office, Madison challenged herself to focus on something other than Josh and the fact he had appeared back in her life.

She dropped into her comfortable leather desk chair and tapped her computer mouse to bring her monitor to life. The screen shot illuminated the famous Cabo arches. She’d just returned from a site inspection of their sister property in Mexico, enjoying two blissful days of sightseeing, whale watching on a small boat near the famous rock formations, and drinking far too many margaritas. She hadn’t been to Mexico since spring break of her senior year. On that trip, her name was Holly and she’d had a camera crew following her around. She was still amazed she’d participated in the show. She blamed her mom, she blamed the other kids who had talked her into it to make themselves feel skinnier and more popular.

She shook her head, rubbing the back of her neck, as her office telephone rang.

“Hey Holly, it’s Josh. I think we should talk. I can tell you’re still angry,” he said. And despite herself, her heart thumped in her chest as she pictured his dimple, his smile, his sparkling blue eyes. Stop it.

“Look Josh, my name is Madison now, got it? I’m not that girl any more so there’s really nothing to talk about,” she said. She realized she had begun pacing her office and told herself to sit. She wasn’t about to let him get to her, not again, not ever.

“Holly, I mean Madison, just meet me for coffee. I don’t have anything going on today, and we could catch up. I don’t want it to be awkward all week, you know?” he said. His voice was soft and calm, just like it had been on the show. Back then they’d all gotten used to being recorded by the little microphones they wore every day of filming, anytime they weren’t at school it seemed.

“I’m working, Josh,” she said.

“I’m your customer. I’m work,” he said.

Madison took a deep breath. “You’re a piece of work. Meet me at Mosaic Bar and Grill, by the pool, in half an hour. But I’m warning you Josh, I’m not the same person I was in high school.”

“Neither am I, Holly, neither am I,” he said before hanging up.

“My name is Madison now,” she said into the receiver, but all she heard was the dial tone. She and her mom had agreed that she should go back to her given name as soon as she started applying to colleges in the middle of her senior year. While many of the “stars” of Laguna Nights like Josh already had offers from high-profile colleges that wanted a dash of celebrity in their freshman class, Madison hadn’t. And she had decided not to even mention her two seasons on the show on any of her college applications.

For work experience on her resume, she had listed helping her mom at the nail salon and babysitting. She had used Madison on the applications, instead of her middle name Holly that she’d gone by since she could remember. She’d been Holly on the show and a name change further distanced herself from that poor girl in high school. She had started her reinvention on paper before she could do it in real life. She had been, like the rest of the cast members, under contract for the whole year. Even after episode four aired the producers wouldn’t allow her to break the contract, even as she grew heavier and more miserable with each passing shoot, even as her humiliation played out on televisions across the country.

Josh was and always would be the one responsible for her pain and humiliation, she reminded herself now, pulling on her jacket in case the ocean breeze had picked up. And she would have one cup of coffee and tell him to leave her alone. This was her new life and he would never be a part of it.
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As he stood on the oceanfront balcony of his three-bedroom suite, Josh smiled for the first time since arriving back ‘home’. The sound of the surf was loud, and called to him. He had to admit, Laguna Beach was beautiful. Perfect. He looked to his left, noticing the waves undulating toward town, the same coves he spent his childhood exploring and surfing and wondered if there would be a swell this week. He made a note to check his surf app before holding his phone up to take a selfie, just him and the beauty behind him. He uploaded it to Instagram with the hashtags #home #Friday #JustJosh #surfsup. Then he thought better of it and deleted #surfsup. He knew the producers and his manager and agent probably wouldn’t let him surf, but still, if the waves were right, he’d find a way to sneak out. He’d borrow a board from a surf shop, no problem.

He thought again about calling his parents. It would be awkward if he bumped into them somewhere in town, but he’d rationalized they were probably travelling, perhaps out of town visiting his older brother John’s family. Josh knew he was a disappointment because he always had been compared to John. John had been captain of the most popular of Laguna Beach High School boys’ sports, volleyball and soccer, while Josh couldn’t make either team, even if he had tried. Josh had been drawn to the stage. Acting in the middle school play was compulsory for all students, so his father couldn’t stop him, but by high school it was made clear that he would not be part of “that drama crowd”. Even as children, even before middle school, his venture capitalist father had sat both boys down at least once a year in his lavishly paneled study. He would explain through a swirl of pipe smoke that they were to follow in his life’s footsteps – high school athlete and leader, prestigious college followed by an Ivy League MBA followed by a quiet, private life of great wealth and privilege. His brother, the golden child, had done just that. Josh had run the other way whenever possible, avoiding both of his parents and their disapproval. He had done it with Holly’s help.

It wasn’t as if he led a life of deprivation growing up, of course. Everyone in the world had witnessed his wealthy lifestyle – his parents’ mansion, the Porsche that he received at age sixteen, his expensive clothes and spending habits. His brother got the same things. But the difference was while John was studying during high school, Josh had been surfing and skipping classes. While John had headed off to Harvard, Josh had joined the cast of Laguna Nights, forging his mother’s signature on the contract, a secret he’d told only one person, ever. His parents pretended as if the show never happened, never discussing it with him. But the world had noticed the show. By Josh’s senior year in high school, his second season on the show, he was being flown around the country for lucrative celebrity appearances on most weekends and some school nights. By then, they’d let him go. They had never watched an episode then, or to his knowledge now, even though the show was the final blow to their relationship. But it was as it should be. He didn’t need his parents, and they had his brother John to live through vicariously.

“At least they got one son to be proud of,” Josh said aloud before walking back inside his room, wondering again if he should have changed his last name. He shook his head to clear away the bad memories, the bad feelings that lingered here in this town, his father’s hometown. He took a deep breath. The air inside and outside was perfect – no humidity, clean, crisp and seventy-two degrees.

He needed to change into a bathing suit for an afternoon swim in the swimming pool; the one he’d only been able to enjoy when he was on camera in high school. At the height of his fame and fortune, truth be told, he’d never returned to this place, his hometown. They didn’t “get” him here, and it wasn’t just his parents. But now, he needed his hometown more than they needed him. Ironically, Laguna Beach needed to be his reinvention.

As he pulled his board shorts out from underneath a bunch of other clothes in his suitcase, he realized two things: He needed to unpack or all of his dress shirts would be a mess and that he didn’t have time to unpack because he couldn’t keep Holly waiting, not again. He couldn’t believe she’d actually agreed to meet him for coffee, and he couldn’t believe how beautiful she was. When they’d dated in high school she’d been cute, smart, and unbelievably sweet. Season two their senior year, was all about him and his awful ways. He’d loved every minute of it even as his star grew brighter and she collapsed inward. Because of him. Because he had followed a loosely scripted plot-line, made it his own, and made America believe it. He was a good actor, he knew he was. He’d proven it back then.

Josh looked at himself in the mirror, his five o’clock shadow asserting itself, his dark hair messy and his black T-shirt a wrinkled mess. He met his own eyes in the mirror and from the bottom of his heart a realization hit him: Nobody had loved him the way Holly had; purely, just for himself before all of this. She had believed in his goodness. Just thinking about her soft, small hand in his made him want to kiss her again. Just thinking about what he’d done to her was another reason he never wanted to come home. But he was here, and unbelievably, so was Holly. Last he had heard through their once mutual friends and cast mates, she was living somewhere in Europe, enjoying a successful new life far away from this one. But just like him, she’d been drawn back to this place and, he supposed, it was fate for them to be together again.

Josh pulled on his board shorts, checked his image in the mirror once more, tugged on his baseball hat and sunglasses and hurried out of his room, hoping he could find the restaurant because he was late already.

He jogged down the long winding hall, found an elevator bank, and when the doors opened, pressed B hoping that button meant beach. As the doors opened, a sand-covered and sunburned couple, both about his age, he guessed, greeted him as the doors opened.

“Oh my God. It’s you! It’s Josh Welsh, right?” the woman said, hitting her companion in the stomach as she blocked Josh’s exit from the elevator.

“Hi, yes, do I know you?” Josh said, his standard line for a groupie of one.

“No, well, of course not. But I grew up watching you on Laguna Nights. I’m a huge fan. OH MY GOD. I never imagined in a hundred years coming here on my honeymoon and actually meeting my biggest high school crush!” she screamed.

“Come on out mate,” the husband said, pulling his enthusiastic spouse out of the way.

“Well, congratulations and best of luck,” Josh said brightly, patting the man on the shoulder as he hurried past them, just then realizing the couple probably were in their mid-twenties and that he was most certainly older than they were. That was happening all the time now as a new generation of high school kids binge-watched the series. A series he didn’t make a dime from, he thought again, before pushing the negative money thoughts away. It did mean something to be recognized, and because he knew someday he would be the famous actor he was destined to be, he needed to treat all the fans graciously whenever possible: even if the only version of Josh they knew so far was him as a perfect, cocky eighteen-year-old stud.

“Thank you, Josh! You’re still so handsome,” the wife yelled at his back as he jogged down the hall toward the doors to the resort’s pool and outdoor restaurant. Pushing through the doors he found himself outside in the sunshine and he stopped to take a breath. Birds-of-paradise pointed their petals like orange beaks from either side of the pathway. Directly in front of him was the sparkling mosaic tile pool and beyond that was impossibly green grass ending at the cliffs overlooking the pounding Pacific. He jogged to the right, passing the entrance to the spa and inhaling a deep breath of lavender, as he rounded the corner, and found himself at the restaurant. Holly, no Madison, was sitting at a table for two in the furthest corner of the outdoor restaurant, a large white umbrella on a strong teak stand shading her, her back to him. He had felt her presence before he spotted her in the corner, knew she was here. It was foundational, their connection, like an energy flow deep inside him. Not explainable beyond that of his first love. As he smiled at the host, still staring at Madison’s back, Madison turned around.

He waved, and smiled, knowing he looked like a fool. He couldn’t explain how happy she made him feel by simply acknowledging his presence. She filled a hole in his heart. Presumably, it was because of how they’d parted, he thought, without words, without closure. But whatever it was, every part of his body was ridiculously excited to see her again.
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Josh was wearing the stupid baseball cap and dark sunglasses, she noticed, as she gave him a weak wave from the corner table. She loved this table, nestled against the all-glass railing, overlooking the chef’s herb and vegetable garden below and just beyond, the gorgeous promenade along the cliff above the ocean.

Sometimes she’d sit here, arriving before her group sales clients, and take the moments to appreciate how far she’d come. While she was growing up, she could never have imagined dining at a restaurant like this. Her mom’s nail salon barely kept the two of them fed on the cheapest groceries from Ralph’s and most of her clothes were from the second-hand stores. She had known they were different than everyone else and she’d seen the pity in the wealthy women’s eyes as she cleaned the pedicure bowls between her mom’s clients while their own daughters joined them for a mani/pedi.

But lately, instead of thinking of her embarrassing past, Madison had been people watching, imagining the lives of the diverse people who milled along the path enjoying the riot of colorful flowers, the painters with their easels hurrying to catch the perfect light, the locals with their dogs – always with their dogs – taking advantage of a sparkling day, and of course, the tourists who made her job possible, their numbers growing each year due, in no small way, to the town’s exposure on Laguna Nights.

Josh bent and kissed her right cheek before pulling out the chair across from her. “Thanks for agreeing to, uh, coffee,” he said sitting down. He removed his hat, but kept the sunglasses in place. He wore bright orange board shorts and a tight-fitting black T-shirt, accentuating his still amazing body, his biceps and toned, tanned legs. And even though she could tell he still didn’t care about anything or anyone but himself, her stomach flipped. Stop it.

“Does anyone recognize you? I mean, you’re here, back at the scene of the crime so to speak,” Josh said. He had leaned forward, both elbows on the table as if he had a secret to share. “A tourist just accosted me at the elevators, I mean, it’s got to happen to you daily.”

“Not once. And I plan to keep it that way,” Madison said, leaning back against her chair.

“Well, that’s weird. I mean, you look different, sure, but you’re still you,” Josh said, finally sitting back in his chair. He was tapping his right foot up and down under the table, and Madison couldn’t help but watch his thigh bounce. Before, when they were together, she would place her hand on his thigh and he would calm down. Her touch was all it took. He cleared his throat and said, “In fact, I wouldn’t have believed it was possible, but you’re even more beautiful than you were in high school.”

Madison felt her cheeks blush with the compliment, the traitors. She didn’t want to care about how he saw her. She wouldn’t care about him again, ever. He was the past, she reminded herself as the waitress approached.

“Can I bring you something to drink sir?” a waitress asked, nodding at Madison. She was glad the young woman hadn’t acted star-struck. They trained the staff to be star-agnostic. It was important for decorum and privacy and the resort’s reputation as a leading hotel for the rich and famous.

“Yes, please, a beer, whatever you recommend,” he said and she was off.

Madison was waiting for Josh to say something else, but he had turned his head and was watching the ocean. She did likewise, admiring, as always, the rock formations so spectacular in the afternoon sunlight. After the waitress delivered the beer, and departed, Josh held his beer in his hand and said, “To us. To the good memories we shared.”

Madison picked up her iced tea glass and tapped it against his bottle. “We did. But those times were short compared to a lifetime of your betrayal,” she said, turning back to face the ocean so he could not see the tears springing to her eyes.

“That was scripted. It was for ratings, and for television. It didn’t mean anything. Laura didn’t mean anything,” Josh said. He reached out and touched her shoulder, but she pulled it away.

“If it didn’t mean anything, I could have been in on it. You could have told me what the director was planning. ‘Hey, Holly, they’re going to shoot this so it looks like I’m cheating on you but I’m really not.’ Something like that Josh,” she said, pulling her dark sunglasses down to cover her now tear-filled eyes. How could senior year in high school still hurt this much, she wondered. Why can he still get to me?

“I am sorry. You never gave me the chance to explain, to talk,” he said.

“You asked Laura to prom. That pretty much told me everything I needed to know. Senior prom. I was such a fool. Always will be thanks to streaming video,” Madison said. She took a sip of her tea and pushed her chair back away from the table and stood.

“Please, don’t go,” he said, standing quickly and grabbing her arm. Despite herself, she felt a chill run down her spine. “Let’s go for a walk. We owe it to each other to talk about this. It could be our only chance. It’s been fifteen years.”

“It’s not going to change anything,” Madison said as Josh removed his sunglasses. He was so handsome, so present it seemed, but she tried to remind herself that he was an actor. His eyes seemed to be tear-dampened, too, but he probably learned that technique in acting classes.

Josh smiled, the dimple, caught her eye and softened her heart. No matter how angry she still was at him, she still felt the spark of chemistry.

“Fine,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her and leading the way across the restaurant. She could feel the eyes of the other diners on them, and the hush that comes over a room when people think a celebrity is in their presence. She supposed Josh was accustomed to it by now, but the whole thing made her feel sick, bringing back the awful memories of the show. She felt like screaming: “Fame is fleeting. It ruins people and relationships. It’s not real, even though they called it that.” But instead she walked quickly past the pool and down the stairs to the manicured lawn at the edge of the ocean - the lawn where she’d hosted plenty of group events, the lawn where Josh and his entourage would have cocktails before dinner tomorrow night. She pulled off her pumps and felt the cool grass on the bottoms of her feet and sighed.

“You walk fast in those things,” he said, coming up beside her and nudging her shoulder - a move she was familiar with from their days together, a move that brought back a rush of feelings, most of them good.

“I’ve gotten used to them. I’ve gotten used to a lot, I suppose,” Madison said, thinking about all of the rules and hierarchies her corporate job embodied. She was the model corporate employee – dependable, adaptable, eager to please, patiently waiting for the next promotion. “How’s Hollywood?”

She saw Josh’s smile flatten. “It’s great. I go on auditions and call-backs all week it seems, but I don’t book any jobs. We’re almost at the end of pilot season, again, and nothing. I trained hard, took classes from all the right acting coaches. I have a brand. I’m SAG/AFTRA. But I can’t book a stupid cereal commercial,” he said as his hand covered his mouth. “Oh, god, please don’t repeat that to anyone. Shit.”

“I won’t,” Madison said and started walking towards the ocean.

“I know, I always could trust you,” Josh said matching her pace as they weaved in and out of the crowd thickening as sunset drew near.

“Wish I could say the same about you,” Madison said, before impulsively reaching for his hand and pulling him behind her down the ramp to the beach. She didn’t know why, but she wanted to watch this sunset, one last sunset with Josh, no matter their past. The rock formations had taken on a purple hue as they reached the warm, soft sand. Madison had tried to drop his hand, but he had held on, squeezing it tight. It felt good, but it was wrong.

“Remember our picnic? The one they filmed when I forgot the beach blanket and you and I had to sit on my shirt? And those stupid microphone power packs were huge and awkward, especially with you in that white bikini,” Josh said as Madison dropped to her knees in the sand. She felt her face flush remembering the bikini. That was probably one of the last times she’d worn it, she realized, one of the last times it fit. She lifted a handful of sand and watched as it sifted through her fingers.

“It was a great night, especially when the sun set and they hadn’t brought lights,” Madison said, smiling at the memory. The darkness had forced a wrap, for the camera crew. Madison and Josh had stayed on the Diver’s Cove beach, making out for another hour. The picnic had been in the middle of season one, their junior year, when Madison thought they’d be together forever, when she still believed in him and what they’d had. Nothing bad had happened yet, and she had just joined the cast. It was her “introductory” scene.

“You were a hit the moment the cameras showed your face,” Josh said quietly. “You have that star quality that I seem to be lacking. I need action vehicles, they keep telling me. Bullshit.”

Madison looked at the man next to her and, for a moment, saw the lonely, vulnerable surfer boy she’d fallen in love with all those years ago. The boy who was his wealthy family’s outcast because he wouldn’t follow his dad’s dreams, but instead was following his own. Her heart ached for him like it had all those years ago. But then, he pulled on his sunglasses and straightened his shoulders, flexing his well-toned biceps, and she watched the hard shell return.

“Don’t worry though, I’m going to prove them wrong. This stupid comeback is just a first step. I’m not a travel show host. I’m a well-trained actor, with lots of experience,” he said, brushing his hands together as the sun sank to touch the ocean. “And, I’m back sitting on the beach beside my first true love. What could be better than this?”

Madison thought of a lot of things that could be better than this. Sharing a sunset with a man who was true and faithful, one who wouldn’t be scared off by her past, one who hadn’t created the past she was hiding from in the first place. All of those scenarios would be preferable. She stood up, brushing the sand from her dress as a smattering of applause worked its way through the tourists on the beach. The sunset had been a spectacular show, she realized, but it was time to go home. Her mom would wonder where she was.

“I’ve got to go, Josh,” she said as he stood next to her. She could feel his breath on the side of her face as he wrapped his arms around her waist. She kept her own hands at her side even though she could feel her own heart melting, her resolve slipping.

“Come have dinner with me,” he said softly, whispering in her right ear as his hand brushed her hair away from her eyes. A chill ran down her spine and her heart was beating wildly. “I’m not who you think I am, Holls. I never was that guy. They made me him, for the show.”

Josh pulled her closer, wrapping his strong arms around her. He stared into her eyes and said, “Kiss me.”

“Josh, no,” she said, struggling to pull free. “This is crazy.” But even as she was telling him no, she imagined doing just as he had asked. She licked her lips, her heart beating wildly.

“Kiss me,” he said again, and as the world fell away he brushed his lips against hers and she felt her knees sway. “I’ve missed you,” Josh said, as he deepened the kiss in response to her rogue lips, lips that had parted welcoming his tongue as she heard herself sigh. Her senses were in overload, her center deep inside coming alive. She felt his hands moving up and down her spine, pushing their bodies together, a perfect fit. As his kiss dropped to her neck she felt herself arching her back and a moan escaped her lips. And they’d never had a chance to make love, her heart reminded her, as she felt his erection growing between them. It was going to be special, and then Laura . . . .

Finally her brain kicked in. She couldn’t believe how she’d responded to his touch, how much she wanted him to kiss her. She was losing her mind.

This is Josh Welsh you are kissing, her mind screamed. He humiliated you on national television. Stop this now.

“Josh, we can’t do this,” she said, breaking their kiss and touching her lips with her fingertips even as he still held her tight.

He loosened his grip, his blue eyes were dark. “Yes, we can. Because we’re right together, Holls, made for each other. Always have been. I know you feel what’s going on, too. God you’re beautiful,” he said.

Madison could feel his heart beating in his chest. She looked up into his eyes, wanting to believe in him again, enjoying the warmth of his arms around her, clouding the deeply held anger towards him. But, as much as her body wanted him, and she was still dizzy from their kiss, her mind was racing, playing back every image of Josh and Laura together. He was the ultimate bad boy and that would never change. He’d used her before, she wouldn’t let that happen again. He acted like she was special when it was just the two of them, but she knew the truth.

She shook her head, reaching behind her back, pulling his hands away from her waist, forcing space between them even as Josh leaned toward her, gently brushing his lips against hers, sending sparks through her body again.

“Josh, I have a boyfriend and my mom is expecting me home,” she said, dropping her eyes, focusing on his Adam’s apple. She knew she shouldn’t be using Dolby as an excuse. She hadn’t heard from him since he’d watched episodes four and five, just as she had predicted.

“It’s just dinner, OK? I start working tomorrow, this is our only chance,” he said, his voice quiet, determined. He sounded sincere, and something else. Lonely. Madison’s heart melted just a little more as she tried to stop thinking about their kiss, about his familiar scent and the way he made her body come to life. Madison smiled and stared into his eyes, trying to find a reason to trust him again.

“How is Francine anyway?” he said, even as she knew he felt the same about her mom as her mom did about him, like something you ate that gave you a bad, lasting stomach ache.

“She’s dying. Lung cancer. That’s why I’m home,” Madison said, the discussion of her mom helping tamp down her unruly emotions. It was the unfortunate truth even as it made her swallow hard. Her mom was all she had even as she’d spent most of her childhood embarrassed by her and their poverty. She’d prayed her mom didn’t feel that shame and she’d done everything since to care for her. But still. She looked around and noticed the beach was clearing and they would soon be the only people on the sand. Madison shivered in the darkness even with her jacket on.

“Oh, god, I’m sorry. She never liked me but I respected her, raising you on her own, running her business. My mom said she was the best nail person in Laguna,” Josh said wrapping an arm around her shoulder as they walked together toward the ramp.

“She liked you at first, just thought you were an entitled brat. My mom is scrappy and she raised me to know I could take care of myself. It’s a gift, especially now that she’s so sick,” Madison said, meeting his eyes.

“I was an entitled brat,” Josh said as they reached the top of the ramp, the resort lighting sparkling in front of them. “And, as always, the constant disappointment. Come on, call your mom and tell her you’ll bring dinner home for her.”

“I can’t eat here, at the resort,” Madison said, and she realized looking down that she was sick of being in her work clothes. “And I need to change.”

Josh pulled her toward him, pressing their bodies together by wrapping his strong arms around her back, reigniting all of the heat inside of her. “Whatever you need to do, I’ll wait. We can go wherever you want.” And then, he lifted her chin and kissed her lips, a soft, tender kiss that took her breath away. She felt her knees buckle and would have stumbled had he not held her tight.

“Ok, I’ll go home and change. Pick me up in an hour?” she said, embarrassed by her own weakness, her deep attraction to this man. This cheater. She needed to be clear, she realized as she pulled away from his embrace. “Josh, it’s just dinner, OK?”

“Sure, Holls, whatever you want,” he said, using his pet name for her and her heart flipped. He reached for her hand, the palm trees above their heads swayed in the starlight. “Give me your cell number?”

Madison smiled and told him the number. He punched it into his phone, and hers lit up with a text from unknown: Excited for tonight. Address?

Madison looked up and met Josh’s smile. She added him into her contacts and typed her address into a text message, added Mom will be so happy to see you and sent it.

Josh laughed at the text. “I’m sure she will be.”

Madison winked and then turned and walked away, up the sidewalk toward the resort’s staff entrance and her car parked in the employee lot. She didn’t turn around to see if he was watching her. She knew he was.
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Madison’s heart still was soaring as she pulled her white BMW into the driveway of the iconic 1920’s cottage-style home she had purchased two years ago when she’d moved back to Laguna from London. She’d known she wanted to live in an original Laguna style house and when her real estate agent sent her the link online to a listing in North Laguna, Madison knew it was the one. She made an offer, sight unseen, and did her first walk-through during the inspection. It was as perfect as she’d imagined. As she looked through the original leaded glass windows towards the ocean, she had known she was home.

Tonight, as she pushed open the front door to the main cottage, she was greeted by the well-worn, hardwood floors of the open floor plan living room, dining room and kitchen area. She’d mixed antiques with a shabby chic feel of white slipcovers on everything to make the cottage warm and welcoming. French windows and doors open to all outdoor living spaces, including the ocean view deck and the beautifully landscaped gardens situated between the main cottage and the guest cottage, now permanently occupied by her mom. The second back cottage was decorated in much the same beach style: Dark hardwood floors, white walls, over-stuffed and white-slipcovered furniture. Madison took a deep breath and smiled. With just 2,500 square-feet of living space together, the cottages were a perfect fit and easy to maintain. The outside areas doubled the footprint and the ambience of the historic structures.

She walked to the kitchen and flipped on the lights, enjoying the teal subway tile backsplash that greeted her each day. She dropped her car keys in the bowl, took a quick glance at the mail and then walked to the garden between the two cottages.

“Mom, I’m home,” she said, smiling at the warmth of the lights glowing through the guest cottage’s kitchen window, the open white kitchen shelves proudly displaying Francine’s collection of antique tea and coffee mugs. All in white, of course. Madison knew her mom loved the guest cottage and considered it her home by now. So much better than the dark apartment in the canyon where Madison had been raised.

“Hey honey,” Francine said as Madison walked through the door. “You’re late.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” Madison said, walking to the chair where her mom sat, wrapped in a thick cotton blanket, drinking tea and reading, always reading these days. Madison smiled.

“Are you hungry? I managed to make myself a pretty nice salad. Some leftovers are in the refrigerator,” Francine said. Madison thought her mom looked more frail today than yesterday. It was as if she was fading away and would soon just disappear before Madison’s eyes.

“Did you eat enough, Mom?” she asked, sitting down on the ottoman at her mom’s feet. “I’m worried about you.”

“Honey, I’m dying so there’s nothing to be worried about. Nothing left to be done,” Francine said. It was a matter-of-fact conversation, one they had almost daily. They’d exhausted all of the treatment options over the past two years since the diagnosis. There was nothing more to do according to the doctors. Francine’s light blue eyes twinkled in the glow of the lamplight. “I’m fine with the Lord, with His plan.”

Madison stood and turned toward the fireplace, hoping her mom didn’t catch the sadness in her eyes, or the anger. Madison was not fine with this plan, not at all. But at the moment, she knew, she needed to get ready. Josh would arrive soon.

“Well, ok, I’ll see you in the morning then. I don’t want you to wait up,” Madison said, kissing her mom’s cheek again.

“Madison Holly Alcott, you are hiding something from me,” Francine said, somehow sounding commanding while buried deeply in her blankets.

“No, Mom. I’m just grabbing dinner with an old friend. From the show,” Madison said. “And he’ll be here any minute so I need to go change.”

“Josh’s in town,” she said, and Madison heard a statement of fact, not a question.

“Yes, he is. How did you know?”

“It’s all over Facebook, dear. You know I don’t approve of him. I never have,” Francine said.

“I do know that, and that’s why you should know it’s only dinner. I need to go change,” Madison said, hurrying out to the garden before her mom could say anything more. She’d barely changed into her favorite jeans and a soft white cashmere sweater and was pulling on her favorite boots when the doorbell rang. She quickly ran a brush through her long blonde hair, glanced at herself in the mirror and hurried to answer the door.

She took a deep breath to calm herself down, pulled the door open to reveal a smiling Josh, standing on the doorstep with a huge bouquet of bright pink Gerbera daisies wrapped in brown paper in his arms.
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Josh was a nervous wreck. His palms were sweating and he was almost positive his arms were shaking as he held the flowers, Holly’s favorites. When she opened the door, she looked gorgeous - her blonde hair shining and her dark blue eyes flashing like starlight. She wore jeans and a white sweater, which was perfect for the restaurant he’d picked out and actually, it was perfect for anyplace in Laguna Beach with its crazy casual dress code. Josh preferred LA and New York, where people dressed for dinner like he had in his black designer pants, crisp white linen dress shirt and black leather jacket. He’d tried to lean casually against the doorframe, striking a pose to calm himself before knocking. It hadn’t worked, so he had knocked quickly, hoping it would be Holly who answered the door and not her mom. Her smiling face had been a welcome sight, but he was still on edge.

“Nice place you have here,” he said looking past her and into her cozy cottage. The setting suited her perfectly: Light, airy and full of warmth and taste. “I always knew you’d be a success.”

“Yes, you did always say that despite my family’s status here. Took me awhile to believe it. Come in,” she said, and taking the flowers added, “They’re beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful, Holly,” he said, before he could control himself.

From the corner of the cottage a familiar voice said, “She goes by Madison now.”

“Mom, he knows,” Madison said sharply as Josh watched her mom, thin and frail and wrapped in a blanket, slowly cross the room towards them. Her hair had turned white but her light blue eyes still pierced his soul.

“I do know better and I apologize. Old habit. Nice to see you Mrs. Alcott,” he said, now realizing part of his nerves had been caused by this potential encounter. He kissed her cold cheek by way of greeting.

“You haven’t changed a bit, have you?” Francine said. He could feel her disdain throbbing in the air between them. “I don’t approve of this dinner, but Madison is a grown woman. Just have her home at a reasonable time.”

“Of course. And I have changed,” Josh said to her small, retreating frame. He thought he heard her say, “Right.” But he wasn’t sure.

Madison walked away from the confrontation and arranged the flowers in a large white ceramic vase. She looked beautiful and embarrassed, her cheeks flushing. “Sorry,” she said.

“No worries,” he said. “She’s entitled to her opinion of me, even if I wish it were different. Ready?” And she nodded and followed him out of the cottage and into the star-filled night. Waiting at the bottom of the front walk was the limo driver Josh had hired for the night. He tipped his hat and opened the back door as Madison shook her head and slid inside.

“We don’t need a limo in Laguna,” she said as he climbed in.

“Sure we do,” he said as the driver pulled from the curb and headed the short distance to the main village. Forest Avenue was crowded with tourists and locals out for dinner on a Friday night. The staff at the Mondrian had pulled strings to get him a table at his once-favorite restaurant, Alana, an Italian bistro on Forest Avenue. Famous back in the day for being one of the favorite Laguna Nights taping locations, it was special because it was where he’d taken Madison for their first date, long before she had joined the show. It was over dinner at this restaurant that Josh had talked her into joining the cast, a decision he knew she regretted every day since. The limo stopped in the center of the busy one-way street and the driver hopped out and opened Madison’s door. Behind them, somebody driving a black sedan blared the horn.

“Asshole,” Josh said, flipping the guy off as he heard Madison laugh.

“Text me when you’re finished dining at Alana,” the driver said, hurrying to get away from the angry tourist still honking.

“Alana, of course,” she said, smiling.

“I hope it’s ok,” he said, reaching to take her hand in his, grateful she didn’t pull away. “I have so many great memories of you and me here.”

The host showed them to a corner table in the back of the narrow, crowded restaurant. Josh could feel eyes on him, questioning, wondering if they should know him. Yes, you should, he thought, as they settled into their table, you all should by now. He missed those days of being hounded for autographs, of posing for photos with die-hard fans. He wondered if those days would ever happen for him again. He wasn’t going to give up, no matter what.

“Did you feel all the stares when we walked back here?” Madison said, holding her menu up to cover her face. “It reminded me of those days. Awful.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Josh said, but he was smiling. “I want that again. I loved every minute of it, you know? That’s why I went along with that story line senior year, Madison. I would have done whatever the producers said to be a star and they told me it was a test of my acting skills.”

“Cheating on me with Laura, on-camera, was a test of your acting skills?” she said. She had placed her menu on the table and her blue eyes were flat and dark. “You loved every minute of it because you were screwing every girl in the cast.”

“That’s not true,” Josh said quietly, kicking himself for bringing the subject up so soon, at all. “We never…”

“Ha, that’s the irony isn’t it,” she said. “You’d almost convinced me I was the one. I didn’t know that’s the same line you were using on everyone else.”

The waiter appeared and Josh, with relief, ordered a bottle of wine.

“I don’t know what to say. I’m truly sorry,” Josh said, dropping his head. He shouldn’t have suggested dinner. She hated him and he just needed to accept that. He had, he’d gone about his life just fine until he’d seen her again. He knew coming back here would be a disaster and it was. “Do you want to leave?”

“No, look, I’m sorry. I’m over-reacting. It was a long time ago. Let’s just try to start over, be friends. You’re going to be in town for a week, staying at the resort, and I don’t want to add to the tension,” Madison said, as the waiter poured their wine and took their order.

Josh reached for her hand where it rested on the table. “Yes, thank you, let’s start over. I shouldn’t have brought up the show. It won’t happen again,” Josh said, raising his glass. “To new beginnings, for both of us. I only hope I can be as successful as you.”

“The secret is hard work,” she said, smiling as the antipasto plate appeared on their table. “You never liked that too much.”

Josh thought she was teasing, but he knew she was right. The whole notion of menial summer jobs was just something he couldn’t handle, even as his older brother had been a lifeguard and Madison had worked at her mom’s nail salon, summers and during school. In fact, most everybody on the cast had a job, but Josh didn’t and nobody at home suggested it. Once the appearance fees started rolling in, he thought he’d be set for life. Just show up and party and get paid. He could’ve done that gig forever. Problem was, by the end of his second loosely scripted reality show, Hollywood Nights, appearance offers had dried up. The clubs had a new batch of young celebrities to draw in the crowd. Josh had dropped to a B level celebrity, and then a C level, and then, well, now he would be a travel show host.

“Did I upset you?” Madison said, touching his hand. A soft, friendly gesture that made a lump form in his throat.

“No, of course not, just a little trip down memory lane. I think the problem was I knew early on I wanted to be an actor,” he said, as the waiter cleared the appetizer platter and replaced the bread plates. “Once you know that, and you get the chance we got, well…”

“Well,” Madison said, pulling her hand away. “It was great for most of you.”

Suddenly a shadow crossed their table and a woman, about their age, appeared. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry to interrupt, but you’re Josh and you’re Holly and I’m so excited you’re back together again! I’m such a fan, and well, poor thing the way he left you like that. But you aren’t fat anymore. I’m just so happy for you!”

Madison looked at the woman in shock and disgust, a mask of disdain and maybe even fear crossed her face. Josh jumped to his feet. “Thank you so much for saying so, but we’re trying to have a private, quiet dinner and you’re bringing attention to us,” he said, walking her towards the bar. “Holly is shy, she doesn’t like the attention. But me, I love it. Thanks for watching and be sure to check out my new show, Journeys with Josh.”

“Oh my god, I will,” she said, her voice quiet now with their shared secret. “You’re even more gorgeous in person.”

Josh smiled, flashing his dimple, he knew, and turned back to the table. Madison’s jaw was clenched tight, and the light had drained from her beautiful eyes. “Sorry about that. She’s gone.”

“Does this happen to you all the time?” Madison said as their risottos were served.

“Not enough. My recognition level has dropped to an all-time low, according to my team. Thus this stupid travel show,” Josh said.

“Thank goodness my recognition level is nonexistent,” Madison said, and he watched her take a deep breath and try to relax.

“That was a fluke, for sure,” he said, hoping he was telling the truth. “The travel show is, you know, a vehicle to keep my brand awareness up. I’m still auditioning like crazy, but they tell me I need something else.”

“Well, travel is fun. I love it. Loved my time in Europe,” Madison said and he was relieved she seemed to be relaxing. “Will you shoot internationally?”

Josh laughed. The pilot would be shot in Laguna Beach and with the production’s bare bones budget, he’d be lucky if the next location wasn’t Dana Point or someplace in LA. “Who knows, maybe if the show gets picked up. Depends on who picks it up. It’s not the end game. But it’s work.”

After dinner, Josh suggested a walk to Main Beach, just a short stroll down to the end of the street where Laguna Beach’s famous lifeguard tower stood proudly heralding the town’s pristine oceanfront heart. The crowds had thinned and he was certain they’d be left alone. He couldn’t shake the memories of the two of them at that very beach, walking at the edge of the cold ocean, hand-in-hand, and in love.

“I’ve really got to get home,” Madison said, as they stood together outside the restaurant. The air was chilly and smelled of the ocean just a block away. “I know Mom’s waiting up, and that’s terrible for her. Plus, I have a demanding group in-house.”

“I’m not demanding,” Josh said, wrapping an arm casually around her waist. He felt Madison tense at the gesture, and dropped his arm, using his other hand instead to summon the limo once they’d stepped outside.

As they stood on the sidewalk, Josh felt like he had so much to say, so much to explain, but knew she didn’t want to hear it. She’d made it clear the past was behind them. They had a shot at being friends, acquaintances again, but nothing more. The limo arrived and Josh held the door open for Madison.

During the short drive to her cottage, he said, “I’ve missed this, us.”

He saw her smile and hoped she felt the same emotions, the undeniable chemistry and connection they shared.

“Josh, that was high school. We’ve both moved on. But thank you for dinner.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, as the limo stopped in front of her cottage, she opened the door and hurried up her walkway, leaving him alone in the backseat, his heart heavy with loss and longing.
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Saturday
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The workday had flown by and she hadn’t seen Josh around the resort once, which was just as well because she was completely distracted by thoughts of him. All through the day, she had remembered dinner the night before. It had been a great reunion, for the most part, aside from the tourist/fan drop by. That was nothing, though, compared to Madison’s own rogue and uncontrollable emotions that had her wanting to touch him at almost every moment.

As she sat now in her office, alone and trying to focus on her computer, she reminded herself he wasn’t to be trusted, that Josh was an actor – which said it all. She was a grown up, with responsibilities, something he’d never understand, let alone be. She needed to let him go, once and for all. But unfortunately, he still haunted her dreams at night, and at the moment, he was walking the halls of her resort.

Last night, her mom had been waiting up when she arrived home from dinner, as predicted, lights ablaze in the back cottage. She’d smiled when Madison appeared alone, and, presumably, no worse for having dined with the ego monster, as Francine called him.

“You survived,” she had said as Madison walked into her cottage.

“Yes, as did you,” Madison teased, kissing her mom on the cheek. “Time for bed. All is well.”

“Details?” her mom had said.

“I’ve got nothing, but I do have work tomorrow, so good night,” she had said, helping her mom to her room, tucking her in.

“Good girls don’t like ego monsters, remember,” Francine had said as Madison had turned out the light last night.

Madison shook her head as she walked out of her office, making her way outside to the lawn where tonight’s reception would be held for Josh’s group. As she walked, she thought back to her mom’s comments of last night and tried to agree. But the fact was, some good girls do like ego monsters, no matter how hard they try not to, Madison knew, and she now realized after last night she was one of them. He was still lodged in her heart.

Focus on work, she told herself, as she reached the lawn where Josh’s group would be enjoying cocktails at sunset, just an hour from now. Everything looked perfect, as always, the catering staff were pros. Simple white linen tablecloths covered the five round cocktail tables. The tables were decorated with white orchids in crystal vases and votive candles were ready to be lit. But the real beauty of the spot was the oceanfront view of the cliffs and coves of Laguna Beach, framed by a garden of native plants exploding with colors of the spring.

“Is everything ready, Ms. Alcott,” said one of Josh’s handlers, appearing next to her like a snake crossing the rich green grass. This was Mr. Flexible, she’d figured out, and couldn’t remember anything like his actual name.

“Ready,” she answered, opening her arms to encompass the bar set up, the cocktail tables and the perfect setting surrounding them.

“I only wish we wouldn’t be so visible from the resort or the pool,” Mr. Flexible said, shoving his hand through his dark hair and pulling on his tie.

“We could tent the area, but it detracts from the overall feel of the view,” Madison said, knowing ninety nine percent of her celebrity guests turned down the tent for the view. And Josh wasn’t that famous, she felt like adding, but didn’t.

“Do it. Tent this,” Mr. Flexible said before slithering off across the grass. No thank you, no smile even. Jerk, Madison thought, before pulling out her radio and calling catering. They’d be bummed, she knew, but they were all professionals and the guests’ wishes, even reptilian ones, were their first priority.

An hour later, Madison stood admiring the privacy tent and the trays of finger food being delivered, including a huge silver platter with shrimp and seven different cocktail sauces, puffed pastry wrapped baby leeks, toasted walnuts and smoked bacon, a fresh baby quiche and more, perfectly plated and garnished. The wait staff was attempting to pass champagne flutes of what was very expensive champagne, Madison knew, but the men gathered so far under the tent appeared to be more interested in the bar’s offerings.

“Hey, Madison,” Josh said, coming up behind her at the same moment that she had felt his presence. A chill washed down her spine. Stop it, she thought, pinching her own arm. “Beautiful as always.”

He kissed her on the cheek and made her feel light-headed. Truth be told, she had taken extra time getting ready this morning, wearing her favorite black pencil skirt, a crisp white blouse and a bold gold necklace. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, and her favorite diamond studs glistened in her earlobes. She felt pretty, pulled together. And, as usual, Josh looked hot.

“You cleaned up nicely yourself,” she said, feeling her cheeks flush as he flashed her the dimpled smile. “Now if you could lose the sunglasses, you could be almost perfect.”

“It’s part of my mysterious persona. The formerly famous actor and his Ray Bans. Gotta keep them on. Come on inside with me and I’ll take them off,” he said motioning toward the tent.

“Oh, thanks but I’m working,” Madison said, though they both knew the set up was finished, her job done.

“Come on, I want you to meet the guys. I actually like one of the producers and well, you know my manager, Marty,” Josh said, nodding toward Mr. Flexible. “Besides, we’re better together.”

“Better at what,” Madison said, feeling the electricity pulsing between them.

“Everything,” Josh said, his voice low.

She swallowed. “I can only stay for a minute,” she said and led him inside, entering the tent first so he wouldn’t see her flushed cheeks. They used to be better together, the perfect complement, yin and yang. That was true, she thought.

“Roger, come here,” Josh said, pulling on the arm of a rather short, rather stout bald-headed man wearing funky orange-framed glasses and a dark black suit, no tie, who was standing next to Mr. Flexible. “Meet Madison. Roger is the one who is going to resurrect my career. All of this was his idea.”

“I can’t take full credit, but I do believe in the kid,” Roger said. Madison liked him instantly and realized, from the two men’s tones and interactions, that they were close. She wondered if Josh had found the father figure he’d needed for so long. “You, my dear, are gorgeous. Have you been in anything?”

“No,” Madison said quickly.

At the same time, Josh said, “Yes. We were in Laguna Nights together. She went by Holly, her middle name, back then.”

Roger pulled his glasses to the tip of his nose and stared at Madison. “Of course you are. Lovely. You’ve grown up well, my dear. In fact, we’re going to host a reunion of sorts, on the new show, and you must appear,” Roger said. His enthusiasm and compliments seemed sincere, even as Madison took a step back.

“My days on TV are over, Roger, but thank you,” she said. Just then, she noticed Mr. Flexible, otherwise known as Marty, staring at her across the room. Probably wondering why she was acting like a guest instead of an employee, she realized. “I need to go check on things for your upcoming dinner. Please excuse me.”

Madison smiled and hurried out of the tent, avoiding Josh’s sad eyes. She needed to protect herself from these people, she knew. Especially Josh. She’d grown up, gotten smart. She was successful and her life was on track. The last thing she needed was her first love, her true love, messing it all up. And she was very aware that Hollywood could mess people up better than almost anything, anyplace, any business in the world.

She pulled out her cell phone and called Dolby, getting his voice mail. She knew he probably was surfing, working at the surf shop or hanging out with his surfing friends. He was a great guy, with an uncomplicated life. The most low-key man she’d ever dated. He was good for Madison, trying to teach her by his example about going with the flow, like the tides. It hadn’t rubbed off, and most likely wouldn’t, but she appreciated his efforts and his easy smile. She realized he probably wasn’t even mad about the Laguna Nights episode any more, if he ever was.

He was so laid back he probably didn’t even notice they hadn’t talked since Josh came into town. He was so laid back he probably had plans with a bikini-clad tourist tonight. Madison shook her head and walked toward the resort’s famous restaurant, Mosaic. She stopped to admire the chef’s herb garden – four above ground planters bursting with fresh thyme, mint, parsley, sage and every other mouth-watering, fresh ingredient he could need. She pulled a leaf of Italian parsley and popped it into her mouth, enjoying the spicy and refreshing taste.

“Hey,” Josh said, appearing in the herb garden. “It’s going to be a great sunset tonight.”

“Josh, really, go back to your group. You’ve got me as a friend, carry on with your life,” Madison said. She was being as firm as she could, telling him the things she knew she should say, even as her heart was breaking.

“Thanks. That means a lot, but I don’t know if it will work,” Josh said, leaning against the herb planter, smiling his damn smile. “Roger wants you to test for the show. And that works for me because we’d be together. Perfect.”

Madison was certain she hadn’t heard him correctly, so she ignored him. “Look I do need to pop in and check on your private room. Do you think there will still be twelve for dinner? There are only five or six folks at the tent. I can check with Mr. Flexible, never mind,” she said and saw Josh looking at her like she was having a stroke.

“Madison, you are joining us for dinner, so there will be thirteen. Roger insisted. He’s even called the resort president to clear it,” Josh said. He pulled a sprig of rosemary and carried it towards her. “I’ve always loved rosemary. And so do you. I remember that.”

“I’m not coming to dinner,” Madison said, pushing the rosemary away from her face and putting her hands on her hips.

“I think you have to,” Josh said, leaning his face close to hers, as Madison imagined another kiss, wanting to feel his lips on hers, his strong arms around her waist. She was dizzy with desire. “I’ll make it fun. Promise,” he said as she swallowed. His hand touched her cheek, and they locked eyes.

Madison’s radio crackled to life, breaking the trance.

“You’ll dine with the in-house group.” It was Bob, her boss, his voice booming through the radio. “It’s what they want. You’re a local, they want local color. And hell, it’s a free meal. Enjoy.” He’d ended the transmission without giving her a chance to speak.

Madison did not like feeling out of control. Her perfectly constructed life in Laguna Beach depended upon few connections aside from her mom, and her best friend, Annie, from high school, and off and on, Dolby. She hadn’t even had a chance to inform Annie of Josh’s return. Everything was getting complicated and it was all Josh’s fault. She crossed her arms in front of her chest and turned away from him, towards the glowing orange sunset.

 

[image: ]

Madison was upset, he knew it, but he also knew she’d get over it. She always had. Well, not always, but mostly, if he just wrapped his arms around her she would melt. Back then, he’d apologize for whatever he had done – surfing too long, forgetting to call when he said he would, not picking her up from work on time – and she’d be mad, but then it would blow over like the Santa Anna winds. Until that stupid episode had aired, he’d been able to keep them together no matter what.

Because he loved her, and the truth was, he hadn’t slept with Laura no matter how the show’s producers spun it. They hadn’t even had sex until after high school, when they were both cast in the spinoff show, and that was six months after Madison stopped talking to him. And if she wasn’t talking to him, nothing else had mattered. So he’d focused on Laura, acting like her perfect boyfriend, hitching his star to her reality TV fame train.

“Hey, babe,” Josh said, watching her shoulders stiffen. Her back was to him, her hair blowing gently in the breeze. She was at once immovable and irresistible. But he shouldn’t have used that word. “Babe” was a made-for-TV word, fitting of his cocky character, and he should have thrown it out of his vocabulary when the Hollywood Nights show was cancelled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t suggest this, Roger did and now he’s got Marty interested, too. He doesn’t know how you hated the showbiz stuff. I tried to tell him, but he says you’re a natural. All I know is you’re irresistible.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said quietly, still facing the ocean, her back to him. His heart fell. “You’re trying to torture me or something. I have everything planned. My life is set. It’s fine.”

“It’s just dinner, Madison. We’ll make things clear to Marty together,” he said, gently touching her shoulder. He felt her soften, just a little. He wanted to wrap her in his arms, pick her up and carry her to his room, be alone with her, convince her that he wasn’t the bad guy. That he was the guy she needed in her life. That he always had been.

“Just dinner. That’s all,” she said, finally facing him, her jaw clenched. A single tear was working its way down her cheek.

“Oh, babe, don’t cry,” he said, reaching to wipe the tear away, pulling her to him, her head resting on his shoulder. Everything in him wanted to protect her, to be with her, to never let her go. He touched her cheek, gently turning her face so she would meet his eyes.

But Madison obviously felt otherwise as she pushed away. “Don’t call me ‘babe’. Never call me that. That’s what you called Laura, at the end of our season and on Hollywood Nights. Don’t you care when you hurt me?”

Josh watched stunned realizing the deep hurt inside her as Madison walked away from him pulling open the glass door of the restaurant and disappearing inside. He knew she needed space and this time, he’d give it to her. At least until dinner, which was in half an hour.

Josh hurried back to the tented reception area, searching for Marty, hoping to explain to him why Madison wouldn’t work for Journeys with Josh. He spotted Marty in the corner of the tent, next to the bar, chatting with the director of photography. That meant the film crew had arrived, Josh noted, and his heartbeat intensified before he could calm himself. This was his destiny, he told himself. He was meant to be in this industry, a respected actor. This is a stepping stone.

“Josh, there you are,” Marty said, smiling, hoisting his drink in the air. Josh noted the slick shine on his forehead, the sweat on his lip and wondered again why the man insisted on wearing a full suit and tie, everywhere. “You remember Paul, our DP? The crew is all here. It’s happening.”

Paul sported shoulder length dark hair, flip-flops, ripped jeans and a tight T-shirt meant to display his ample biceps. He was tragically hip, LA style, Josh thought as he shook his hand and thought he noticed the other man smirk.

“Whatever this is that’s happening,” Paul said. “At least we get a good meal or two out of it.”

“Paul, this is going to be huge,” Marty said, taking a big gulp of his drink.

“Sure,” Paul said before walking away.

“We can’t hire a crew that believes in the project?” Josh said, feeling his jaw clenching and his neck tightening.

“They do. Relax. Everyone’s behind you; wants this to work. It’s your comeback, kid,” Marty said. “I’m starving. Should we round everyone up for dinner? And where is Madison? Roger insists on her joining us for dinner, and testing for the show.”

“She’s coming to dinner, but that’s all,” Josh said. “She’s not doing the show. Period.”

“I love it when women play hard to get,” Marty said, smiling. “Let’s go eat.” And with that, Marty walked away leaving Josh alone in the corner of the tent, watching them all make their way to dinner. Madison was going to kill him, he realized, joining the rest of the men walking to dinner.

The private dining room was elegant, Josh observed with a white linen tablecloth covering a long table set for thirteen. White candles dance in crystal bowls and one half of the table, the side facing the windows, enjoyed a spectacular view of the darkening, post-sunset sky. Roger had dictated seating and had placed Josh and Madison in the middle of the table, with their backs to the windows, next to each other thankfully, facing him. This would be a long dinner, Josh realized. Madison would not even make eye contact with him as he pulled out her chair. Marty sat directly across from Josh, next to Roger. This entire meal, Josh realized, would be devoted to forcing Madison to do a screen test.

“Stunning, just stunning,” Roger said, and Josh nodded as he sat down, assuming the producer was noticing the sunset. But he wasn’t. He was transfixed on Madison, gaping at her as if she were the only woman left on earth; the only person of consequence in the room. Josh realized that to Roger, she was, at least until she agreed to whatever plan he’d concocted.

Two waiters moved along the table offering a choice of red or white wine. Josh asked for red, and then turned to make eye contact with Madison. She was ignoring him, her face buried in the menu, staring at it as if she hadn’t been the one who planned the entire event. Josh touched her leg under the table, and she pulled it away.

Roger raised his wine glass. “A toast. To beautiful Laguna Beach and its locals, and to a productive shoot this week. I’d say we’ve come to the right place. I’m personally excited about the addition of Ms. Alcott to the team,” he said. “Cheers.”

Josh looked at Madison, whose face was flushed, her eyes narrowed. “I’m glad you’re here at the resort. Enjoy your meal. Cheers,” she said, her voice quiet but calm, her anger simmering just below the surface.

As the men at the table began to place their dinner orders, conversations divided into each end of the table, leaving the four of them as if on an island, Marty and Roger circling Madison like sharks.

“I understand your reluctance to do reality TV, dear,” Marty said, his green eyes shining. “But this is scripted. A travel show and you’re a travel industry professional. Roger and I both agree you’d give Josh a certain credibility. I mean, this guy doesn’t know this world.” Marty used his hands to indicate the room, the resort and, Josh supposed, his town.

“Bullshit, Marty, I grew up here, with a silver spoon as you’re often saying,” Josh said. “Can we just eat and let Madison think about this? She has a career, a life she’s happy with and she really doesn’t want to change it,” Josh said, patting Madison’s thigh under the table, hoping to demonstrate solidarity or something like that. His heart sank as her hand pushed his away.

“I won’t be screen testing for this show, or any show. My television days are long behind me. But thank you for asking,” Madison said quietly, her eyes dark, her lips set in a firm line. His heart went out to her, wishing he could hold her, pull her away from these men.

Roger smiled, his orange glasses reflecting the candlelight. “I’m sure you’ll reconsider. Your boss, Bob, and I have been in discussion. I’m not sure you realize but this resort is for sale. They’re very excited to have it showcased on Josh’s Journeys and they’re especially proud to know that you, a former TV actress – a fact unbeknownst to them – will be featured on the first episode. In fact, they’re rather insistent on it,” Roger said. The waiters descended like a symphony, silver platters held high, one server for each guest, placing the elegant entrees in front of each person at the same time. Roger smiled. “Bon appetite.”

Josh looked across the table at Marty, but his manager simply dropped his eyes, pretending to be absorbed in the meal. Beside him, he could feel Madison’s anger pulsing through the air. She was too much of a professional to have a disagreement in front of the restaurant staff and the film crew, Josh knew, but he also knew she wasn’t a push over. Roger thought he’d won, but Josh knew Madison.

Silence descended on the room as the men dove into the main course. Josh had ordered the pan roasted John Dory and the fish literally melted in his mouth. Surrounded by gnocchi, peas and some other vegetable Josh couldn’t identify, it probably was the finest meal he’d had in a couple of years, since his appearance money had dried up. He glanced at Madison’s plate and noticed she was pushing grilled vegetables around, lifting a bite of cauliflower to her lips. Her head was down, her eyes locked on her plate, chewing creating the only expression. Across the table, Roger devoured the lamb loin, and Marty’s sautéed duck breast was disappearing. At each end of the table, gourmet food was disappearing as if the men hadn’t eaten for days.

Josh was at a loss for words and decided the best course of action was to eat in silence, too. So he did. And as he did, from the corner of his eye, he saw a woman, wearing a skin-tight red dress with a plunging neckline clearly selected to show off her enormous breasts. Sally, his LA roommate, had arrived, clearly intent on being noticed, playing up those breasts that had been paid for by her doting father. As was the rest of her lifestyle, as Josh knew. He froze, hoping she was here for another reason, hoping this was all a huge coincidence while his brain slowly realized she was here for him as she crossed the intimate foyer of the restaurant and descended on their table. This, when he had thought the evening couldn’t get worse. He of course hadn’t mentioned Sally to Madison. Sally wasn’t important, not really. Marty and Roger thought she was good for his image, and had encouraged him to let her move in with him. He wondered if they had approved of her appearance in Laguna Beach.

He tried to stand up, to stop her, but she was behind his chair before he could move, wrapping her arms possessively around Josh’s neck before bending at the waist and kissing him on the cheek, purposely ignoring Madison.

“Josh, honey, I decided to pop down for the weekend,” Sally said, as the men at the table watched, mouths agape, as her breasts threatened to pop out of her low-cut dress. Josh was frozen, but watched as Marty stood and said hello, motioning for the waiter to bring another chair.

“Sally, I thought you were staying in Hollywood, like we discussed,” Marty said and Josh knew him well enough to detect Marty’s temper flaring just below the surface. A waiter appeared with a chair and helped maneuver it into place to Josh’s right. Josh felt Madison’s stare but couldn’t meet her eyes. On his other side, he felt Sally settling into her chair. He knew she was enjoying the attention from the men at the table. And he knew she must wonder who the beautiful blonde was seated to his left. He hoped she’d behave, be classy, but Josh knew from experience she never did.

“Well, Marty, you know I like to be with my fiancé whenever possible and this is his big week for us, am I right?” Sally said.

“Bring the lady a wine glass,” Roger commanded and Josh could see he was appreciating her display, as she’d intended.

Josh wished the Big One would hit right now and swallow them all up, drop them into the ocean. At least a 9.0 on the Richter scale would do it. That was the only way he envisioned getting away from this table and out of this mess.

“Don’t I recognize you from somewhere?” Roger asked, a smile cemented on his lips. “Were you in the cast of Laguna Nights, too? Fabulous.”

“No, I’m Sally Stein, Alan Stein’s daughter,” Sally said, proud as always to name drop her famous dad, a man old enough to be her grandfather. He had married her mother, who was 40-years younger, for long enough to conceive and produce a child support payment in the form of a baby girl named Sally. Alan Stein’s string of hit movies in the 1970s still made him an industry heavyweight, and a wealthy one at that, who was currently on wife six or seven, Josh thought. Somehow, he and Sally had crossed paths at a club in LA just about the time his credit card payment had come due.

“Of course. Give your father my best. Roger Dalston, producer of Josh’s new hit show,” Roger said, clinking his wine glass against Sally’s. “A pleasure to meet you my dear. Have you thought of acting?”

Josh rolled his eyes before he could stop himself. Of course Sally had thought of acting, that’s all anyone in Hollywood thought about. He shot a look at Marty but Marty was fixated on Sally, no doubt hoping she wouldn’t ruin anything. Marty’s opinion of Josh’s roommate was even lower than his, Josh realized suddenly. Why hadn’t he extracted himself from this relationship before now, Josh wondered. He glanced at Sally’s profile and noticed her plump red lips. She’d had injections since he left town, he thought idly. He wished he could reach over and squeeze those lips shut and force her to stop talking.

“I’m actually more interested in producing, that’s where the real power is in Hollywood,” Sally said. “My daddy’s helping me review projects right now. I’m going to produce a feature film, at least that’s the plan. We’re going to option something next week. So exciting.”

“Ahh,” Roger said, believing her plans would come to fruition about as much as he believed Josh would hit the A list again. “Well, good luck my dear.”

“It’s too bad you missed dinner. We were just about to call it a night,” Marty said locking eyes with Josh.

“Yes, we were,” Josh said, as turned to check on Madison in time to see her say, “Good night” before she darted from the room. It took everything he had not to run after her as he felt Sally’s hand close around his wrist, her fingernails digging into his flesh.

“Who is she?” Sally said, her voice cold and threatening.

“My co-host,” Josh said, standing and pulling out Sally’s chair. The other men were heading for the door, but he could tell Marty was listening to their conversation. “Look, Sally, it’s been a good run, but I think it’s best if you move out. You’ve got your project, I’ve got mine. Cool?”

“Are you breaking up with me? Here? Now? After I drove all the way down here in all that Saturday night traffic? I mean, the 405 was crazy and even the 73 was bad. I came to support you and this is how you act?” Sally said. Josh saw her eyes were filling with tears, a familiar ploy she’d used regularly since their first date six months ago. Why had he allowed her to suck him in? Because he’d stopped believing in himself, he realized. He had thought Sally and her famous father could save him when instead, he was drowning under the weight of her attention and need.

“You’re right, come with me,” Josh said, softening his tone. Marty shot him a look and shook his head before pushing through the restaurant doors, as disappointed in his client as Josh was with himself. Josh walked Sally out into the chilly evening, the sound of the surf crashing below the cliffs echoed in his ears. He needed to handle her with respect, and then focus on Madison. It was all a mess, and now, he realized, Madison would have every reason never to trust him again.
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Did this woman who was dripping in diamonds and literally bursting out of her red dress actually careen into the private dining room and call Josh her fiancé?

Madison knew she had been in shock even before the latest dinner guest had arrived, given Roger’s insistence that her boss had agreed to her on-camera gig without even discussing it with her. That, after all these years of loyalty? She couldn’t believe it. And then, Josh, with his reassuring hand, trying to tell her all would be well, that he hadn’t sucked her into a television appearance, that he hadn’t cheated on her on national TV and ruined her life. He had kissed her, flirted with her since he had arrived and even taken her to dinner, all to get her to appear on his show. And now, she discovered, he was engaged.

Madison gripped the seat of her chair. She trusted her legs had the strength she needed to propel hers out of this disastrous dinner and back into her quiet life. She stood up, nodded to Roger and Marty and dashed out of the room, out of the restaurant and into the cool evening. She looked behind her and nobody had followed her. She pulled off her heels and hurried down the path to the employee parking lot.

She noticed three missed phone calls from Annie and smiled. Annie was her best friend since high school, a strong and supportive friend through the television magnified disaster of senior year and beyond. Annie had stayed in Laguna, graduating from the University of California Irvine. She had found true love with a guy named Hank, who had been a junior at Laguna Beach High School when they were seniors. With two kids and another on the way, Annie had, in a nutshell, the opposite life from Madison; yet they’d both predicted their journeys in the last episode they filmed.

Madison slid into the driver’s seat of her car and relaxed. She thought back to filming what the producer called their “dreams” segment on their last season, season two, episode six “Graduation”. The scene had featured Madison, Annie, Laura and Jessica drinking iced tea on the balcony of the oceanfront Surf and Sand Hotel. As a waiter poured their drinks, the “friends” – the only girl she still spoke to on the cast was Annie by that point -- talked about where they pictured themselves in ten years.

Madison had been so relieved the show was finished, that the producers had only forced her into this one last scene after her embarrassing on-camera meltdown in episode five. She felt so fat and ugly and she was completely depressed, she realized now. On the show she had said, “I’m moving to Europe. Going to college abroad and staying there,” she’d said it with a broad smile, her sad eyes hidden behind large dark sunglasses, her face partially obscured by a large floppy hat. The director had said she looked like she was in disguise and urged her to take off the hat and glasses. But she wouldn’t.

She’d already moved on in her head; she’d been accepted to the University College London, not that she would reveal that on camera, or to anyone but her mom and Annie. Meanwhile, Annie said she would live in Laguna and have “a houseful of babies,” something she and Hank had been busy making come true.

Meanwhile, Laura, Madison’s nemesis, the main character and voiceover narrator of the show, had smiled smugly and plugged her new show, Hollywood Nights. “I’m moving to Hollywood, pursuing acting and starting an accessories line. It’s all so exciting,” she had said her blonde hair glowing in the sunshine like a halo. Jessica who had been angling for a recurring character spot on Laura’s new show watched Laura with a toxic mixture of jealousy and desire, like a hungry person eyeballing a bag of potato chips that’s not allowed on her diet. Although back then, Jessica and her anorexia would never allow for a bag of chips.

“Laura, will you and Josh be together in LA?” Jessica had asked, as Annie shot her a dagger look and Madison had felt herself flush. That hadn’t been scripted, but of course it would be part of the finale.

Laura looked into the camera and smiled. “That’s the plan. I’ll keep him around as long as he stays fun,” she said. And then she reached for her iced tea and the scene was over.

“Cut. It’s a wrap,” the director had said.

“You’re such a bitch Laura,” Annie said as Jessica and Laura laughed. “Come on Holly.” Madison had followed her friend out the door, shaking with hurt and anger.

“You’re better than both of them,” Annie had said back then, wrapping a comforting arm around Madison. “Let’s just get through graduation. It’s two more weeks and then you’re free.”

Now she was back in Laguna Beach, no longer in London, no longer free. Her phone rang and it was Annie. How could Annie know she needed her now more than ever?

“Annie!” Madison said, sounding too eager, too desperate as tears welled up in her eyes. She was sitting in her car in the employee parking lot, tears running down her face. She needed to drive home, but couldn’t find the energy. No one would come looking for her anyway, she realized. Josh was with his fiancée.

“Madison. You haven’t been seeing him without telling me, have you?” Annie said, her voice stern. “I saw the photos of you two on Forest Avenue, walking out of Alana. They were online everywhere. What were you thinking? Really?”

“No, it’s not what you think. Not at all. He is in town shooting a pilot and he’s staying here at my resort. That’s all,” Madison said, which only made her cry harder.

“Where are you? Are you OK?” Annie asked. Madison heard her friend’s voice soften, realizing Madison was crying. They’d been friends so long, they heard each other’s emotions without having to see the tears. “What has he done?”

“Nothing. It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have talked to him at all. He… he just keeps trying to apologize,” Madison said, as she reached into her glove box, searching for tissue or a napkin or anything to dry her face.

“Honey, it’s not your fault. You have a huge hole where he was in your life. He just walked right back into it,” Annie said. “Do you want me to come get you? The kids are asleep, Hank is home.”

That would be ridiculous, Madison thought. She was less than five miles from home. Annie was tucked in with her family, up in the area of town called Top of the World for its sky-high location and amazing views. No, Madison thought, sitting up straight, she was a big girl.

“Thanks, Annie. Maybe a walk tomorrow if you have time? I’m going home to check on Mom. I’m fine,” Madison said, trying to believe it.

“Honey, you are fine.” Changing the subject she asked, “have you talked to Dolby?” Annie was a big Dolby fan, refusing to believe that his simple surfer life wouldn’t be a perfect fit for Madison’s complicated corporate one. “You two are so perfectly opposite.” Madison had to smile at the familiar refrain.

“We haven’t talked since he watched episode four, presumably followed by episode five. So helpful how they stream them together these days,” Madison said, taking a deep breath. It wasn’t a shock that Dolby was embarrassed by her now. It was a shock it hadn’t happened sooner.

“He feels bad. He called me. He wants to talk. He’s fine with it all, he’s just been working a lot, I guess,” Annie said. Madison could picture Annie tucking her brown shoulder length hair behind her ears, trying to convince herself the lie she was telling Madison was in fact true.

“He doesn’t have anything to be sorry about. I know the drill,” Madison said, realizing she’d calmed down enough to drive home. Bless, Annie. “The surprise was we lasted so long without him seeing the show. A miracle, actually, a record.”

Annie laughed. “He’s a hippie who lives in the canyon. I still don’t know how he got a hold of a computer to download the stupid thing. Anyway, if you want him, he’s available. He really likes you, in his own way.”

Madison turned onto her street, having cruised down Coast Highway in record time for a Saturday night at 11 p.m. “I’ll keep that in mind, Annie. Hey, I didn’t even ask, how are the kids, Hank, the new baby on the way?”

“We’re all fine, sweetie. Let’s go to lunch tomorrow instead of a walk. I am starting to waddle and it’s not attractive,” Annie said. “I’ll call you when I find out what Hank has going on tomorrow.”

“That’s a deal. And thanks, as always,” Madison said, pulling into her garage.

“I’m always here,” Annie said. “Love you.”

“You too,” Madison said as she turned off the engine and hung up. She hoped her mother was fast asleep, dreaming of health and wellness, and nothing to do with the late hour her daughter was arriving home. Madison climbed the wooden stairs up to the front door to her cottage in barefoot. She noticed the lights were out in the back cottage and she was relieved, certain her mom was sound asleep. She turned the key in the lock and slowly pushed the door open. Her mom sat in the corner chair, facing the fireplace, wrapped in her favorite blanket.

“Hey Mom,” Madison said, knowing her makeup stained face would give everything away even as she tried to paste on a smile.

“Madison Holly Alcott, what did that ego monster do this time?” Francine said.

Madison looked at her mom and before she could help herself, tears were streaming down her face.

“Come sit down beside me,” Francine said patting the arm of the chair next to her and Madison dropped into the overstuffed white chair. Her mom patted her hand and Madison felt like a child again, living in the canyon, not a part of the rest of the town. She hated this feeling. That she didn’t belong, that she wasn’t good enough, that she’d never be good enough for Laguna Beach, for success, for Josh.

“It’s not his fault,” Madison said, finally breaking the silence once her tears had dissipated. “We still have a connection, like always. It’s just his choices. He makes terrible choices, Mom.”

“Actions speak louder than words, honey,” Francine said.

“I know, of course I know that, but it’s like he needs a reality check in his life. I think that’s what I was for him, back in high school,” Madison said. She looked out the French doors toward the deck and over the tops of the cottages and homes below, saw the moon rising over the ocean.

“Because you were my daughter, the daughter of a nail salon owner from the canyon?” Francine said. Her tone wasn’t bitter, just factual as always, Madison noted. She knew her mom was proud of their life, that they’d hung on, that Madison had graduated from one of the best, most beautiful high schools in the state. “I wouldn’t change anything. Your upbringing made you successful, scrappy. I don’t worry about you taking care of yourself when I’m gone. Remember when you took over the salon for a whole weekend, and nobody realized it? You were eleven years old!”

Madison smiled at the memory. Her mom had been sick with the flu, unable to even lift her head off the pillow. Madison had taken the bus into town, opened up the salon and managed client appointments all day, splitting them between the two other manicurists, somehow keeping the peace between long-standing clients and tourist walk-ins.

“Joleen called me that Sunday and told me I may as well retire since you were going to take over the place. I laughed and told her you had to go back to school or else I would’ve handed you the keys,” Francine said. Madison could hear the smile in her mom’s voice even as the moon rising started to shed a glow in the room where they sat.

“You need to get to bed, Mom,” Madison said, reluctantly pushing herself out of the chair and helping her mom out of hers. “I’ll walk you over to your cottage. You really shouldn’t be waiting up for me like this. It’s not healthy. And if you do, stay in your cottage. I’ll always check on you.”

“I know you will, honey,” Francine said. She stopped walking and looked at Madison. “What is it? What did he do this time?”

Madison took a deep breath and let it out. “He’s engaged, it turns out,” Madison said holding her palms up to silence her mom. “But that’s fine. It is. I just let myself get attached a little bit again. I’ll be fine.”

“Ego monster,” Francine said and began her slow walk toward her cottage, Madison falling in place next to her for support.

“I guess,” Madison said. “Oh, and they’ve talked my boss Bob into having me on the pilot Josh is shooting. That’s just – ”

“Wonderful. Oh, Madison, you are a natural. I loved watching you on TV, even with all that stuff that happened. You were a natural, they all told me so. And this is a travel show and you’ve been all around the world. You’re perfect, much better than Josh, in fact.” They’d reached the back cottage and Francine kissed Madison on the cheek. “That’s a great opportunity the ego monster has brought to you. Grab it. Redeem yourself. This time, you’re in charge of the outcome!”

“Good night, Mom. I love you,” Madison said, shaking her head. She never could predict what her mom would get excited about. At the same time she couldn’t help but wonder exactly who had said she was a natural. Madison crossed the small patio and walked back inside the warmth of the main cottage. A natural disaster was more like it.
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He’d grabbed Sally by the forearm, pulling her up the path, winding their way quickly across the beautiful grounds of the hotel, past the pool glowing in the evening air, into the hotel and to the elevators, the bright orange birds-of-paradise nodding in the breeze as they passed by. Fortunately, the rest of the party had walked the other direction, headed for their rooms on the other wing of the hotel.

“What’s the rush?” Sally said, her heels tapping behind him on the path.

“You need to head home, back to LA,” Josh said, yanking open the door to the first floor of the hotel, and pulling her through the hallway to the hotel elevators and hit the button for the lobby. “I don’t know why you are here, especially when I asked you not to come.”

Sally pulled a lipstick out of her purse and reapplied the bright red shine to her overly plumped lips. He watched as she tugged at the hem of her too-short dress, pulling it down half an inch while exposing more of her cleavage in the process. She smiled as the elevator door opened and stepped inside.

“I missed you, that’s all,” she said. She reached her hand up to touch his cheek, but Josh intercepted the motion, holding her hand in his. Josh exhaled. She was without a doubt the most frustrating woman he’d ever dated, and his biggest mistake. He should have dealt with their relationship months ago. Instead he’d let it simmer so that all he wanted to do was run away from her, hoping she’d go away. It hadn’t worked. Sally was accustomed to getting everything she wanted, whenever she wanted it, thanks to her father’s wealth. He couldn’t believe that for a moment, he’d been seduced by access to that kind of money and the kind of control she would wield over any man who signed up for that life in the long run. He shook his head, glancing at her left ring finger.

“Why did you call me your fiancé? We aren’t engaged, you know that,” Josh said. The elevator doors opened to the elegant lobby. A pianist played “Piano Man” at the baby grand near the bar. Josh spotted a couch across the room next to a glowing fireplace and headed in that direction, pulling Sally behind him again like a reluctant toddler. Josh noticed the two men at the bar checking her out and felt like handing her to them.

“Slow down, would you,” she said behind him. “I picked out the ring yesterday so I was just trying it out, you know, the term. Fiancé has a great ring to it. Get it? A pun.”

Exasperated, Josh said, “Sit down, please,” once they’d reached the plush couch. They sat down side by side. Josh noticed Sally scanning the crowd in the lobby, no doubt checking for celebrities, something she did everywhere they went. “Sally, I don’t know how to say this any other way but to say it. We won’t be getting engaged. I’m sorry, but I just don’t love you. In fact, I would like you to move out. Take this week to get your things together. I’ll be in Laguna until Friday, so you should have plenty of time.”

Sally’s big brown eyes were blinking rapidly. Josh didn’t know what to expect, a show or a quiet retreat and either reaction could still happen. She wasn’t making eye contact with him, just staring and blinking.

Josh put his hand on her shoulder, in what he hoped was a calming gesture. “Look, I know you may be in shock over this but you’ll come to see that what we had isn’t enough for you,” he said. She was still blinking. “Sally? Look at me. I’m sorry.”

Finally, she turned her head, looking into his eyes for the first time since they’d sat down on the couch. “You aren’t going to invite me to stay here with you?” she said.

“No. I’m not, I’m sorry,” Josh said. “I’ll call your driver for you if you’d like.”

“Is it her? That blonde you were next to. Is that the reason for this?” she said. Her hands had balled into fists in her lap but otherwise she seemed calm Josh noted, relieved.

“This isn’t about anyone else. It’s about us,” Josh said, hoping his expression hadn’t changed at the mention of Madison.

“You’re lying. I saw the way you looked at her. And you’re right, I can do better. My assistant will have everything out of your pathetic house by the time you return to LA,” Sally said, standing up, looking down on him. When Josh began to stand she put her hand out to stop him. “Don’t. Just sit there, looking small. Because that’s what you are. Small. A has been. No wonder your parents don’t talk to you. You’re nothing.” As Sally walked away, Josh knew two things for sure. He’d done the right thing breaking up with her and that she was correct: He was nothing.
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Sunday
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Madison had jogged to meet Annie in town at their favorite spot, Wahoo Fish Tacos. Her hair was in a ponytail and she had on a bright pink Lulu Lemon top and black shorts. Annie, wearing a bright yellow maternity dress, had her dark hair tucked behind her ears as usual. Hank had urged her to take a few hours off away from the kids, and she was anxious for “girl time”, she told Madison. They’d just finished their tacos, over light conversation mostly surrounding Annie’s two kids and their latest antics. They were now walking down Coast Highway to the Thalia Street beach entrance. It was another perfect day in paradise, aside from the swelling number of tourists that were great for local businesses, but trying for locals.

“Use a crosswalk,” someone yelled from their car as two people darted from the ocean side of the sidewalk across Coast Highway, a stupid move anywhere along this stretch of road. Pedestrians have been hit even when they were in the crosswalks, lights flashing.

“Stupid tourists,” Annie said.

“Can’t live with them, can’t live without them,” Madison said as they walked down Thalia Street past the surf shop. Madison wondered if Dolby was working.

“Do you want to stop in, see if Dolby’s there?” Annie said, reading her mind.

“Nah, we’ll talk some other time. This is girl time,” Madison said, averting her eyes. They walked down the stairs to the beach and Madison smiled looking at the line of surfers out in the water, positioning themselves for the next wave. With a swell in from the south, they were having a good day, she knew.

“Sit here?” Annie asked, pointing to an open spot of sand, and they plopped down. “It’s so weird that Josh’s back in town. I mean, it’s been great not having anybody else from the show back here. They’re all living somewhere else.”

“Well, he’s only here for the filming. He’ll be back in LA by the end of the week,” Madison said, holding a mound of warm, white sand in her palm and then spreading her fingers to let it fall through the cracks.

“You’re still in love with him,” Annie said, tracing a circle on the sand. “That’s normal. You guys had something special and then it just blew up, without any closure. Did you talk at all at dinner Friday night, or last night?”

“You mean before his fiancé came to town?” Madison said, shaking her head. She was such a fool. “Sure, we talked. He told me he’d never loved anyone else the way he loved me. Another lie. I mean, he had a fiancé back home. I’m so stupid.”

“No you’re not, you’re real and trusting,” Annie said leaning back on the sand.

“We have such a connection, it’s like an electrical current or something. Whenever he’s even in the same room, I feel him before I even see him. It’s Pavlovian,” Madison said.

“It’s called pheromones. His alpha-male pheromones. They’re probably more intense because you guys never did it,” Annie said, laughing.

“Oh my gosh, are we in high school? Stop it,” Madison said, blushing as she realized Annie could be right. “So if we’d slept together, I’d be over him, the pheromone power would be gone, is that what you’re saying? But I didn’t back then, so if I do it now, I’ll get him out of my system? You’re crazy.”

“No I’m not. That’s what you should do. Why not today?” Annie said, hoisting herself up on her elbows. “Whoa, that was a big old knee or something,” She said as she grabbed her stomach. Madison watched in awe as a lump travel across Annie’s stomach under the bright yellow fabric. Being around Annie she could almost imagine being a mom herself someday, until Annie’s belly took on a life of its own.

“I’m not sleeping with anybody if that’s what happens,” Madison said, pointing to Annie’s belly.

“Very funny. You and Josh just need to make love, find out what’s there. Until you do, well, I think every other relationship will end wrong,” Annie said. “Like right now, with Dolby. Part of the reason you haven’t talked is because Josh is back in town. Admit it.”

“You’re wrong. I haven’t seen Josh for a lifetime until now so he hasn’t influenced anything about me or my relationships. I’ve ruined them on my own, thank you very much,” Madison said, as a young couple walked by hand in hand. “I’m sure I won’t be seeing him, well until the screen test,” Madison said.

“Screen test?”

“My boss is forcing me to do a cameo on Josh’s show, extolling the virtues of the Mondrian. I’m going to suck. I haven’t been on camera since high school. They’ll be sorry,” Madison said, already envisioning the embarrassment she’d feel, and her boss Bob would feel by extension.

“When do you have to do that?” Annie said, sitting up. “This is great. Back on television where you belong. I miss it, too. We had some good times then and you were a natural.”

For the second time in less than a day someone close to Madison had told her she belonged on television, the exact opposite of her opinion of herself, her life, her purpose. She’d been firmly attached to living a quiet, anonymous life. “I belong in resort management,” Madison said, closing her eyes and rolling back onto the sand next to Annie.

“Hey, Madison,” a deep voice said. Madison opened her eyes and was staring into Josh’s smiling face, and at his gorgeous, shirtless body. He was glistening with sweat, presumably from a jog on the beach. Madison sat up, suddenly self-conscious about how she looked; the pheromones or whatever it was had her skin tingling, her body alive. “Hey Annie. It’s like a high school reunion around here. You’re pregnant.”

“You’re brilliant,” Annie said, managing to sit up and snarl at Josh at the same time. “Why’d you come back here, movie star? I thought you were happy in your ‘gorgeous Hollywood Hills home’.” Annie had used air quotes to emphasize she’d read the tabloid spread about his fabulous life.

“LA isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. A lot of crazy people,” Josh said, sitting down next to Madison, their thighs touching. Madison wanted to leave, even as her body was acutely aware of his broad shoulders, his broad white smile, his dimple, his – stop it she told herself. “And about last night Madison. I just want to – ”

“It’s fine,” Madison said, turning to look down the beach, spotting Dolby walking out of the surf, bright blue board under his arm. Was he walking towards them?

“Who is this fiancé of yours?” Annie said. “How dare you take Madison out to dinner and not mention the fact that you’re engaged.”

“Look, that’s what I’m trying to explain. Madison, please,” Josh said. She felt his hand on her shoulder and it sent an electrical current through her. She turned to face him, away from Dolby. He’d taken off his sunglasses and his blue eyes were the color of the ocean, staring into her heart. “She’s not my fiancée, never was, never will be. She’s just a girl I dated for a while, who I let move in to help pay the mortgage on my ‘gorgeous Hollywood Hills home’. She thought we were more than we were.”

“Obviously,” Madison said, breaking eye contact and looking down at the sand. Next to her, Annie stirred trying to get comfortable despite the beach ball in her stomach.

“Well, if you’re not going to say it, Madison, then I am,” Annie said. “You use women to get what you want, Josh. It’s the same thing you did with Laura back in high school and then on the spin off show, right? Are you going to tell Madison that didn’t mean anything either? I’m sort of sick of your excuses Josh and I haven’t even seen you in fifteen years, except on the small screen.”

Josh didn’t turn to look at Annie. Instead he kept his gaze locked on Madison, and she could feel it, even though she still was staring down at the sand. “I told Madison what happened, we talked it through at dinner Friday night. But I’ll tell you, too, Annie. The Laura thing was scripted. There never was anything between Laura and me until Madison stopped talking to me. That’s the truth.”

“Why didn’t you tell her that back then? Tell Madison that slimy producer made you act like a cheater,” Annie said. Madison looked up, watching as her best friend defended her.

“He tried, Annie. I wouldn’t talk to him, I never had until he walked into the lobby Friday afternoon,” Madison said, brushing her hands together to remove the tiny grains of sand clinging to her palms. She glanced down the beach and saw Dolby closing in on them. He’d seen her, too.

“Well, you two definitely need to talk then,” Annie said as she stood up shaking the sand from her sunny dress. “I’ve got to get back home, so I’ll leave you to it.”

“Hey Annie, Madison,” Dolby said as he walked up to them, casting a shadow over Madison and Josh. Madison didn’t feel the same tingling she felt with Josh. There may be feelings, but definitely not as intense. Nowhere near.

“Hey, Dolby,” Annie said. “That’s Josh and those two need to talk. Walk me to my car?”

Madison looked up at Dolby, his blond hair dripping, his tall thin body tanned and toned and perfect. His kind gray eyes were taking in the scene, including the fact she was sitting very close to Josh. She knew they had to talk, too. She’d forced him to watch Laguna Nights, and he had. He knew who she was now, who she’d been. But they hadn’t spoken since.

“It’s alright Annie. I need to talk with Dolby,” Madison said, torn between her past and the guy she’d been spending most of the present with. Madison stood up, and Dolby gave her a kiss on the cheek, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. It was a possessive move, completely unlike him. Josh had dropped his sunglasses back over his eyes, Madison noticed. Josh stood up on the sand, and the two men were eye-to-eye, their height being the only similar characteristic in their frames - Josh’s broad and muscular, Dolby’s lean and fit.

“Wait you’re the dude from that show. I just watched the episode where you cheated on Madison,” Dolby said, dropping his board in the sand, hands on his hips. “She had a total breakdown the next episode, man. That was awful. How do you do something like that to someone like her?”

“I was young and stupid, and I was caught up in the show, the fame,” Josh said. “I’ll get out of your way. See you later, Madison. Annie, I’ll walk you to your car if you’d like.”

Madison didn’t want Josh to leave, but she had to talk to Dolby, explain what was going on, even if she couldn’t quite explain it herself.

“That would be lovely. My own celebrity escort,” Annie said. Kissing Madison on the cheek, she whispered, “Call me later.” Josh nodded and walked away.

“You like that guy, even after what happened on that show?” Dolby said, his arms were crossed on his chest, his jaw clenched. “I mean, it took me a couple of days to get over it, just watching what they did to you. I mean the girls, sure, they were horrible but he was the douche who made it all come together.”

Madison felt the shame from the show, from high school, from her weight gain, from living on the wrong side of the tracks. She felt the loneliness wash over her again. She tried to swallow the lump that had formed in her throat, the lump of hurt and despair she’d worked so hard to move past. “Dolby, I know. Remember, I was there. The show wasn’t the whole story though, I’ve learned that now,” Madison said, thinking back on what Josh had said, how they’d made him out to be the playboy for bigger ratings, to make them all more money. She felt her shoulders tensing and reminded herself to relax. It was all in the past.

“Well, so you’re getting back together with him? That guy? Man, Madison, you’re something,” Dolby said, bending to pick up his board. “Are you already a thing?”

“No, of course not. I haven’t seen him for fifteen years. He got to town Friday, we just, well had dinner, that’s all,” Madison said, reaching down for her tennis shoes lying in the sand.

“I saw the photo of you two in town. The guys at the surf shop made sure I saw it. You could’ve given me a heads up, you know, before the guys at the shop had a chance to pull it up online,” Dolby said. “’Laguna Nights are heating up again now that Holly is back in shape and better than ever! Hot!’ What a headline. And to think, me, your supposed boyfriend just found out you had a whole other life going by the name of Holly, right here in this good ole town.”

“That’s why I wanted you to see the show, to understand my past, so you wouldn’t be the only one who didn’t know about all of that,” Madison said, but his eyes were squinted, arms still crossed. He’d made up his mind, she was sure of it.

“I must be the last guy on earth not to know how screwed up you are. It’s all crazy, Madison, or whatever you want to go by now. I’ll see you around,” Dolby said, picking up his board.

Madison dropped her head into her hand. She couldn’t explain anything that had happened during the show senior year. She knew she had seemed crazy on air after Josh’s betrayal. The producer had edited episode five together in a manner that made her seem suicidal, using only shots of her crying and looking pathetic. They even asked the other kids on camera if they were worried about her, and they’d all said yes, of course. It hadn’t mattered that in remaining episodes that followed, she seemed normal, although very overweight and clearly depressed. She had been trapped by her contract and the last months of her senior year in high school. Her image as the crazy, suicidal scorned chubby girl was set. And that’s who Dolby was seeing now, for the first time. She could tell – it was in his sad, angry gray eyes.

“Dolby wait,” Madison said, starting after him on the beach, walking quickly to catch up.

“What, Madison?” he said.

“I’m not crazy,” Madison said.

“No, I am for trying to love you,” Dolby said before he ran up the stairs to the street.

As she watched him disappear at the top of the stairs, her view of his back blocked by the throng of tourists descending the stairs to the beach, Madison turned around and walked toward the ocean. At the shoreline, she started walking toward town, the cold water, mid-calf, but she didn’t mind the chill. It was punishment, for being so selfish, for letting Dolby in, and then pushing him away just when they had both grown closer. Close enough, at least, she’d confided in him about the TV show. Not close enough to make it past that. Not with Josh in town.

She certainly couldn’t explain what had happened since Friday afternoon. Not to Dolby, not to Annie or her mom. Not even to herself.

Lost in thought, Madison wandered up to the Main Beach boardwalk and sat down on the edge of the wooden walkway, waiting for the air to dry her feet enough to put on her shoes and socks. As she sat, she had a flashback to the bonfire scene, shot just a few feet from where she was. That had been season one, their junior year, when everything was light and bright, at least for the juniors like her on the show. The producers didn’t push and fuel the drama until senior year, she realized.

They’d all been so young, doing what the adults wanted was natural. The adults were the professionals, Hollywood producers. The kids – most everyone but Madison it seemed – thrived in the attention and spotlight of instant celebrity. They were having fun, and making money doing it. And as far as her mom was concerned, earning money to pay for her college expenses, well, that had been a no-brainer. Francine had told Madison she should be flattered to have been asked, thrilled to be a part of it. Her mom had signed the contract as soon as Madison had brought it home, celebrating inside their tiny apartment in the canyon with a hot dog and French fry dinner.

Madison stretched her arms above her head and tried to believe she’d been lucky to have been part of Laguna Nights. It was ground-breaking as one of the first reality shows, a now ubiquitous category on television featuring some of the worst people doing horrible things as far as Madison was concerned. In comparison, their show seemed tame and innocent. And maybe it would have been, if it wasn’t available to everyone, forever. That part of her life, Heavy Holly, a staple of each generation’s streaming video experience.

Madison shook her head. A little girl in a pink sundress and matching sandals walked toward her on the boardwalk. Madison smiled as the girl discovered the playground just off the boardwalk, grabbing her mom’s hand, yanking on it to hurry up. Sometimes, Madison remembered the good from the show. The little girls asking for autographs who would whisper, “You’re my favorite.” The moms who told her she was a good role model, a good girl. Madison was always the good girl. The poor girl. Then, the fat girl.

Her feet were dry enough to pull on her socks and shoes. The boardwalk was packed, even though most Sunday afternoons saw a mass exodus of tourists heading back inland. But it was early still, just 3 p.m. Madison crossed the swath of green grass separating the beach from Coast Highway and waited at the light behind a group of twenty or more tourists following a woman with a yellow flag. People came from all over to experience her town for a weekend, or even one day. And she got to live here. She reminded herself that she was blessed.

Madison walked two blocks down Ocean Avenue, past the sushi restaurant and the Irish pub, past Whole Foods and realized she was getting hungry again when she walked past Zinc Café. She’d stop by for takeout on her way home, she decided. Next door was the bus stop, and finally, she reached the Laguna Art Supply. Her mom loved new painting supplies, and Madison loved making her smile. Inside, the store was filled to the brim with stretched canvases, paints, markers, brushes, pens, pastels, pencils and enough other treasures- sculpting supplies and collectibles - to keep her wandering around for hours. But, she had to shop quickly and get back home. She’d called Bob this morning, asking for a meeting and it was set for five o’clock this afternoon. She picked out a soft brush and two tubes of acrylic paint – one a vibrant blue and the other a soft yellow. Her mom would be so excited. Madison paid and walked back into the bright sunshine. If she had more time, she’d walk through a couple of the art galleries that made Laguna Beach famous.

Instead, she walked back to Zinc Café to get a snack, and there stood Josh, grabbing a sandwich from the case.

“Those are my favorite, too,” Madison said, referring to the mini baguette with cheese and arugula.

“I’m not following you, I promise,” Josh said, grinning at her, the dimple flashing. He was wearing a black baseball hat and his sunglasses, and he’d pulled his shirt back on for town.

“You were here first,” Madison said, grabbing a sandwich and a bottle of water.

“How’s the boyfriend?” Josh said as they walked to the front of the store and joined the line to check out.

“Well…angry, confused, hurt,” Madison said.

Josh frowned. “Sorry if I had anything to do with it,” Josh said and turned to the cashier, “I’ve got all this. Plus an iced tea with an orange slice.”

Madison watched as the cashier did a double take, watching Josh intently. Madison could tell the woman wanted to ask if Josh was a celebrity, but then thought better of it, handing him his change, and his iced tea without saying a word. But it was in her eyes, like Chrissy at work, the shine of a celebrity sighting. Madison made sure to give the woman a warm smile before following Josh out the door to the outside patio. They settled into a two-top in the corner.

“Thanks for buying me lunch. And, um, sorry about what’s-her-name, if I had anything to do with it,” Madison said, biting into her sandwich to cover her smile.

“It’s crazy, this,” Josh said gesturing with his left hand.

“You mean Laguna Beach, being back here?” she said.

“No. I mean us. How much I missed you. This,” Josh said.

Madison felt her face flush as she felt his hand closing over hers on the metal table. She didn’t know what to say, what to feel - what was right, what was wrong. In less than a week, he’d be back in LA. She couldn’t allow herself to get attached again. She couldn’t.

She pulled her hand away and took a deep breath. She needed to keep a wary distance from this man who hurt her so deeply in the past, who would easily hurt her again for ratings, for money. “Josh, look, I missed you, too. But, this is nothing. We’re just holding onto the past. But that’s over, long over.”

“You’re wrong, Holls,” Josh said. “This is my future, and you’re part of it.”

Madison wished she could believe him, her heart wanted his words to be true, but she knew better. She’d watched his actions speak louder than words on camera just like everyone else had.

“I’ve got to go. I have a screen test to get out of. Thanks again and I’ll see you at the resort,” she said, standing up from the table.

Josh stood up, too, reaching for her arm and sending electricity through her system. “You have to do the show with me. We’ll make a great team. We can start there, and then see about the rest. Please.”

Everything in her heart told her to say yes, everything in her head told her to say no. Her life was fine just the way it was, the way it should be.

“I’m meeting my boss in a few minutes to tell him I’m not doing the show. I’ve decided. I’m sorry,” she said. But still, when Josh pulled her into a soft embrace, she didn’t resist. He smelled so much like him, like home and happiness, his arms strong around her waist, her head fit right where she had remembered, where she had dreamed of it being again, on his chest, just below his chin. She felt his breath on her hair.

“I’ll see you tonight, then. After your meeting,” Josh said, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear, gently kissing her forehead before releasing the embrace.

Madison shook her head and smiled. “You’re relentless, but I’m not changing my mind.” She could feel Josh watching her as she walked out of the café and her skin tingled still from his touch. She was under his spell again, she knew, and she wasn’t sure how to break it.

She wasn’t sure she could.
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Back home at the cottage after a brisk uphill walk from town, Madison had delighted Francine with the art supply surprise and she’d managed to recap her day without any mention of Josh. She’d told her mom about spending time with Annie and her alien-infested stomach, and about her breakup with Dolby.

“Well, I could see that coming,” Francine had said, holding the new paintbrush in her thin hand as they stood in the main cottage’s bright white kitchen. Madison noticed the blue tile backsplash was almost the color of the paint she’d selected for Francine. “You two were just too dissimilar. Surfer dude. Corporate gal. That’s the stuff of romance novels, not real life. You need to find someone as driven as you are, someone who loves to travel, and someone with a real job.”

Madison had smiled, thinking Josh loved to travel but was he driven? She wasn’t sure. Stop it, she told herself. “Yes, Mom, I know how you feel about Dolby, but he is a great guy,” she had said. “I’ve got to go get ready for my meeting with Bob.”

Francine had used the new paintbrush like a stick, poking it into the air between them to make a point. “Look, you need to do the screen test tomorrow. I don’t know what you’re afraid of.”

Madison had smiled at her mom. She had felt like saying she was afraid of everything changing, that she would become the laughing stock, the scapegoat and the pity party of television again. “Mom, I’m not doing it,” she had said and then kissed her mom on the cheek. “Go paint.”
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Madison sat behind her desk in her office, waiting for Bob to arrive. He’d suggested her office, but she wasn’t sure why. Typically, she would be summoned to his large, ocean view space down the hall. She was wearing her favorite skinny jeans, a crisp white cotton blouse and her converse tennis shoes. She wasn’t working, and she made a point of coming in the back way, via the employee lot, so she wouldn’t see the front desk staff. She’d spent the past ten minutes cleaning up her desk and reviewing group contracts for the following week. She had a wedding this weekend – early, but she was able to give the young couple a great rate since it was only February – and a corporate reception of some sort on Thursday.

Bob knocked and then walked through the door. He reminded her of Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins, twinkling eyes, thin, and always with a ready smile. He didn’t possess Dick’s sense of humor, but a man couldn’t have everything.

“Madison, how’s everything,” he said by way of greeting, before settling himself in one of her two white leather visitor’s chairs.

“Everything is great, Bob. Bookings are up, and I know the resort is running 90 percent occupancy,” Madison said, trying to get to the point. “So, about this idea of yours.”

“How’s your mother?” he said, and Madison knew he meant the question sincerely. Despite his recent move, agreeing to her on camera appearance without even asking her, Bob was a thoughtful boss and mentor.

“She’s holding her own. Now, about this idea of me on camera, representing the resort, it’s not going to happen,” Madison said.

Bob leaned forward in the chair, placing his hands flat on her desk. “Yes, it is. Here’s why. The production company wants you. The Mondrian wants you to do it. You probably don’t know this, but we are up for sale. Any type of positive publicity such as kicking off a travel show with our property just makes us that much more valuable to potential buyers,” Bob said, pausing to take a breath. “I’d consider it a done deal and part of your job.”

“It’s not part of my job, Bob,” Madison said, she could feel her anger rising inside, her stomach in a knot. She couldn’t be forced to do this, could she? Her voice wavered as she continued. “I had a bad experience the last time I did this sort of thing. I can’t do it again.” Bob leaned back into his chair as Madison fought to control her emotions. She felt like crying and yelling, but she knew she couldn’t do either.

“I heard about that. It was in high school, get over it. You’re a grown woman, gorgeous and from what Roger says, you’re a natural, whatever that means. One of the most exclusive resorts in Southern California wants you to represent us. You should be flattered. Oh, and you get paid for doing it,” Bob said, standing as if the meeting was over.

Madison stood, too, her hands on her hips. “It’s just, I…” she said, at a loss for words.

“You’re going to be great. Get a good night’s sleep. They said your call time is nine a.m. Here’s the packet of information from the production company,” Bob said, handing her a white business sized envelope he’d pulled from inside his suit jacket. “And don’t worry, I have Chrissy handling your calls this week, so the group activities will go smoothly. She’s very excited for you, too, and happy to help,” Bob said, and then walked out the door.

Madison stood behind her desk holding the white envelope, her hands shaking.
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Josh was sitting on a weathered Adirondack chair on a sheltered patio near the pool. In front of him, the flames from a glowing fire pit danced while beyond it groups of tourists walked along the oceanfront path. The sky was gearing up for yet another perfect sunset. Laguna Beach, with all its perfect coves, really was a beautiful place to be, and to be from, he realized again. And so far, he’d been able to avoid his parents. The only thing missing in this setting was Madison, though he knew she was somewhere inside the resort behind him, meeting with her boss, getting out of tomorrow’s shoot.

He’d called Roger as soon as he’d left Zinc Café, trying to get a feeling about how set he was on Madison’s participation. Maybe Josh could get her out of it, he had thought, remembering the sadness and, he had to admit, terror in her eyes just thinking about another television show.

“She’s going to make the thing work,” Roger had said, as Josh’s heart sunk. “Sure, you’re talented, but I watched her, pulled up some of the old show. She’s got it, but she doesn’t know it. That’s the best talent I can find.”

Josh had wondered what kind of talent that made him, but had decided not to ask. His fragile ego wouldn’t be able to recover by tomorrow if Roger had slammed him.

“She really doesn’t want to do it, Roger, and I feel responsible for even introducing her to you guys,” Josh had said. He’d been walking back through town, planning on stopping in the Hobie surf store for some new board shorts. He stopped in front of the wall sculpture of the waterman – a surfer and his board frozen in time, a tribute to surfers everywhere. He thought of Madison’s surfer boyfriend and felt a pang of guilt. Josh was upsetting everything in her life and he’d only been here a weekend. No wonder she kept pushing him away, he’d realized.

“Too bad kid. She’ll get in front of the camera and everything will be fine. I’ll see you at nine a.m. sharp, by the fire pit,” Roger had said, hanging up. Josh had taken a deep breath, had said a silent apology to the waterman representing Dolby and had proceeded to buy five new board shorts at Hobie before returning to the Mondrian. He’d changed, gone for a swim in the pool and then, had wandered down to the fire pit, trying to envision what tomorrow would bring.

Truth be told, Josh was a nervous wreck. He’d been unable to eat anything since the snack with Madison. Being around her calmed him down, but alone, he was a bundle of nerves. What if he didn’t look good on camera tomorrow, he wondered. What if the network decides to pass on the pilot? What if he was never meant to do this in the first place, what if it was all just a pipe dream?

“Hey, Josh,” said a woman’s voice behind him, a voice he would recognize anywhere, the voice he missed in his life. He smiled as Madison dropped into the other Adirondack chair. She was beautiful, in tight-fitting jeans, a white T-shirt and a pink cashmere throw tossed around her shoulders.

“Now this time really isn’t my fault, us running into each other, I mean,” he said.

“No, it’s not. I saw you sitting here and decided for some stupid reason to come say hi instead of heading home, where I belong,” Madison said.

They sat in silence, both of them staring at the fire, and the ocean beyond. Josh, though, couldn’t keep his gaze off of Madison, her beautiful face turned toward the setting sun. He hoped, for her sake, that she’d gotten out of the show. Finally, he had to ask. “How’d the meeting go?”

“They’re making me do it. But they’ll be sorry. I’ll be horrible on camera,” Madison said, without turning to look at him.

“That would be impossible,” Josh said.

“I’m a good actress, Josh, I actually am,” Madison said. “It’s funny but that first season, our junior year, I envisioned myself doing what you did. Moving to Hollywood, pursuing a career as an actor. But then, well, we both know what happened to that dream. I’m better off now, happier.”

“You don’t seem that happy, Madison,” Josh said, knowing he was out of line, understanding she already was mad at him. He had nothing to lose at this point. “I remember you happy. Laughing, carefree, especially when it was just you and me, hanging out. You don’t have that sparkle in your eye now. But you could. Maybe this segment will be part of your healing, maybe it will lead to Hollywood after all.”

Now he’d done it. She was angry, blue eyes blazing and her jaw tense as she stood up and said, “That sparkle was extinguished by you. It’s not coming back. That stupid innocent happiness is gone. But you know what? I can act. I am a better actor than you. You’re right about that. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

As Josh watched her walk away, he had a renewed sense of doom about Josh’s Journeys and a sense of hope about being with Madison again. Because even with all of the anger and hurt between them, she kept finding him and reaching out to him, their physical and emotional connections were strengthening with each encounter. He knew she could feel it, too. It was a destiny, or something else too grand to name. They’d be together again, he was certain of it.

At the very least, they’d be together again here, in this very spot the next morning at nine a.m. Josh knew he needed to get some sleep, so after he’d watched the sun slip into the ocean, he headed back to his ridiculously large suite to attempt some beauty sleep. Marty always told him sleep was the secret to looking younger on film, “as long as you’re doing everything else, of course,” he’d say. Marty’s list of ‘everything else’ was long for his male clients, ridiculously long for his female stars. The list included specific instructions on every aspect of life: Diet, exercise, fillers, meditation, romantic hook-ups (approved and released by the team), approved zip codes for residence, approved shopping and dining spots, automobile selection, and more. Josh had followed the list religiously, except the fillers. He wouldn’t see a plastic surgeon, not yet. He told Marty he would hold out to age 35. He had three years before he’d be forced under the knife or needle, unless something hit.

Josh climbed into the bed, which had so many layers of comfort it felt like what he imagined a cloud to feel like as a kid. This show had to hit, that’s all there was to it. And that was the thought, the fear, that kept him wide awake, staring at the ceiling until he finally fell asleep. The last time he’d seen on the bedside clock had been 3:30 a.m. His alarm would go off at seven a.m.
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Monday
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Josh’s hands were shaking, and he hadn’t been able to finish his first cup of room service coffee, afraid he’d spill the hot liquid on his navy button down. What is wrong with me, he wondered, looking at his reflection in the mirror. Makeup would cover the circles under his eyes, he knew, but he had no idea what to do with this unplanned case of the nerves.

This had never happened to him, not on Laguna Nights, Hollywood Nights or during any of the hundreds of auditions, big and small, he’d been on during or since. He checked the clock next to the bed and realized it was nine a.m., and he was late for his call time. Why am I such a mess, he wondered. He checked his outfit – khakis, navy shirt, nervous smile – one last time in the full-length mirror, pulled on his sunglasses and baseball cap and hurried out the door.

Once outside in the fresh sea air, he began to relax a bit. He’d be fine, he told himself, just fine. He was the star. This was his dream, well, at least the start of it, he reminded himself. He rounded the corner from the wing of hotel rooms and spotted the shoot already set up at the fire pit. Camera, lighting and Madison were already in place.

Madison?

Josh stood transfixed as he watched Madison glow in the spotlight. She’d been through makeup and was microphoned, standing on the taped x next to the Adirondack chair where he had been sitting last night. She had a warm smile and she was the undeniable center of everyone’s attention on the crew, from Roger to Marty to the makeup artist.

Josh walked up to Marty touching him on the shoulder. “Hey, what’s going on?” Josh asked.

“Well your ex-girlfriend is wowing them, that’s what is going on,” Marty said, his aftershave beginning to sting Josh’s eyes even in the ocean air. “Isn’t that great? You guys will be really good together.”

“Sure, right, this segment will be awesome with her,” Josh said, turning his attention back to Madison. Her hair was glowing in the light, both from the sun and from the lighting pointed at her by the crew. She wore a bright red dress, tailored and classy, hitting her at mid-thigh, showcasing her gorgeous legs. Behind her, the birds-of-paradise nodded their approval as the blue ocean complimented the color of her eyes. It was a spectacular shot, he had to admit. Josh hoped he would look that good when he stood next to her.

“Ready for makeup?” a woman said and led him to her makeshift trailer – a director’s chair set up on the lawn, in the shade of the hotel building. Josh noticed her tools of the trade were propped up on a cocktail table. “I’m Sharon. Have a seat.”

Josh gladly complied, hoping that sitting would stop the trembling in his hands, a phenomenon that had spread to his knees. His mouth felt dry and his heart was racing. He wondered if he was having a stroke.

“Honey, you need to calm down,” Sharon said, patting his hand, her long red fingernails somehow a calming presence. “You’ll be great out there. Just like she is. She was a nervous wreck, too, and now look at her. She’s shining. No stage fright for her.”

Josh wondered if Sharon really thought talking to a person in a full-on performance anxiety attack about another person’s perfect performance was helpful. He wanted to say something but his throat had closed tight. When Sharon began applying foundation to his face, Josh closed his eyes, trying to breathe deeply. He tried to get a picture in his mind of himself, standing next to Madison, talking about their love of this resort, the cameras rolling. But all he saw was Madison.

“Ok, hon, you’re all set,” Sharon said, and Josh opened his eyes. “They’ll want you on set over there.”

Josh nodded to Sharon and slid out of the chair. It felt good to walk. He shook his hands out at his sides, and when he was sure all eyes were still on Madison, jumped up and down twice, trying to return normal feeling to his body.

Marty turned and Josh stopped jumping, hurrying over to stand next to him.

“Everything ok?” Marty asked, dropping his sunglasses to the edge of his nose and peering at Josh.

“Fine,” Josh said, his voice a thin squeak. He was doomed, he realized.

“What’s wrong with your voice?” Marty said. “You’re on in five, can you handle it?”

“Sure,” Josh squeaked.

Marty looked at him again, and then hurried to where Roger was standing with the director of photography and the cameraman. Josh couldn’t hear what they were saying, but all four men turned and looked at him, and then looked away.

“That’s a wrap,” Roger said, loud enough for the entire crew to hear. “Great job, Ms. Alcott.”

Josh watched in panic as the crew began dismantling the shoot. What was going on, he wondered, but he was frozen in the place where Marty had left him. And then Madison appeared in front of him, the air around her glowing with energy. He squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them slowly, but she still had that weird aura.

“Hey,” she said, smiling. “What did you think?”

“Great,” Josh said, his voice had changed from a squeak to a whisper.

“What’s wrong with your voice?” she asked, her eyes seemed concerned but Josh couldn’t be certain with the glow pulsing around her.

Josh shrugged by way of an answer.

“We have an hour break before the next shoot. Let’s eat breakfast, ok?” Madison said. “They’re setting up in Fisherman’s Cove for our first co-hosted segment. Ironic huh?”

Memories of their first kiss all those years ago came flooding back into Josh’s mind. Fisherman’s Cove was a secluded beach, the perfect make-out spot, with cave like pockets. He felt the sun on his back, her body beneath him, the waves crashing on shore.

“Josh? Come on, I think you need breakfast,” she said, taking his hand. He knew it must feel clammy, and he hoped it wasn’t shaking, but he couldn’t be sure. He followed her across the lawn to the outdoor restaurant, where they’d had coffee just three days before. They were seated at the same table, at the glass railing with a perfect view of the Pacific. Instead of being beautiful, though, all Josh could hear was the sound of a seagull squawking and all he could see was a pulsing glow around Madison.

He was certain he was having a stroke.

He heard a voice through the fog. It was hers and she was talking to a waiter who had appeared at the table. “He’ll have a breakfast burrito, two eggs over easy for me, two coffees, two waters,” Madison said. Once the waiter disappeared, she said, “Josh, I’m worried about you. What’s going on? You need to take some deep breaths.”

Josh did as he was told and felt a little better. The water arrived and he was able to take a big gulp. That was a good sign, he thought. His hands seemed to have stopped shaking. “Geez, Holls, I don’t know what happened back there,” he said, and his voice was in the normal range although a little faint.

“Maybe it was hypoglycemia or something? Low blood sugar?” she said. The halo was disappearing and she just looked like herself again, albeit with a lot more makeup than usual. Then he remembered why and his stomach turned. You can’t do this, you’re not good enough, said a voice in his head that sounded like his father. Josh looked around the restaurant to be sure his parents hadn’t sat down near their table. His parents weren’t there. He was fairly certain he was losing his mind, and beginning to believe his father had been right all along.

“I wouldn’t get stage fright after all these years, right?” Josh said, taking another deep breath, hoping Madison could reassure him just as she’d done during high school. She was the solid rock in the storm of his privileged life, even while she seemingly had nothing and he appeared to have it all.

“No, of course you wouldn’t,” Madison said. She was staring into his eyes, and Josh was certain she knew exactly what was going on, whatever it was. “But I’m sorry you won’t be in my segment with me. I really went out on a limb today. I hope I didn’t make a fool of myself, like before.”

“I think you’re going to have a lot more segments where that came from. Roger was enthralled with you. All the crew was. I could tell, even through my low blood sugar thing,” Josh said, and he was starting to believe Madison was right. He was hungry, that’s all.

“Oh no, my Mondrian segment is all I’m doing. I made that clear. I’m going to shoot an intro at Fisherman’s Cove, with you, and then get back to my real life,” Madison said as their food was served. “My life is perfect just the way it is. Bon appetite!”

Josh smiled and then dove into his breakfast, taking a big bite and hoping somehow the meal would fix whatever was wrong with him. They ate in silence for a few minutes, and Josh felt himself beginning to relax. Madison had been right. All he’d needed was a good meal with his best friend; his incredibly beautiful, forever sexy best friend. Well, truth be told, he needed her back in his life. Not just as a BFF, but as his life partner, his forever love.

After he made it through today’s filming, he decided, he was going to win her back. The surfer dude Dolby wasn’t right for her, Josh was. He’d always been.

“Feeling better?” Madison asked. Her hands were wrapped around a glass of water with lemon floating on top. Her eyes were a deep blue, and she flashed him a big friendly smile. She could be a movie star, he realized.

“I’m always better when I’m with you. It’s true. Always has been,” Josh said. His hands had stopped shaking and his breathing was back to normal. His stomach, now filled with a hearty, healthy meal, felt better, too. He was ready to tackle the day. “Can we, you know, start over again? Sally is moving out, your surfer guy seems like he is too.”

“Josh, let’s get through today, ok?” Madison said, and then waved the waiter over for the check.

“Put it on room 235, please,” Josh said. And when the waiter left, added, “Sure, one day at a time. But I’m sure being at Fisherman’s Cove again might stir some good memories for you, too.”

He saw Madison blush, even through the heavy makeup, and knew she remembered that make-out session as much as he did. Josh looked up towards the restaurant entrance, just in time to see Marty as he crossed the patio headed towards their table.

“Marty’s coming over here,” Josh said as Marty appeared at their table.

“Good, there you are, it’s time to go,” Marty said, a thin shine of perspiration on his upper lip, his green eyes flashing between Josh and Madison. “Madison, my dear, you can either change here or on location, although I’ll tell you it’s pretty primitive down there. We’ll have a tent, a port-o-john but that’s it. Josh you have your bathing suit, right?”

“It’s over there with the stylists,” Josh said, pointing to the crew assembled on the grass.

“I wasn’t aware there was a wardrobe change.” Madison said as Marty walked behind her chair and slid it back. Madison stood, her eyes locked on Josh.

“We’re in bathing suits, at the beach, get it?” Josh said, standing. “Unless you aren’t cool with that.”

“I’m not,” Madison said, crossing her arms at her chest. “But again, you can shoot without me. I’m really fine with that.”

Marty exhaled loudly as the three of them stood around the breakfast table.

“How about a compromise? Madison puts on the bathing suit but adds a cover up. I’ll still wear my board shorts, but I’ll add a T-shirt. Good?” Josh looked at Madison as he asked the question.

“As long as I have wardrobe approval, I guess so. Does that work for you Marty?” Madison said.

“It changes the shot. Roger isn’t going to be happy,” Marty said, shaking his head. “Let’s go run it by him. After you.” Marty followed Josh and Madison as they walked out of the restaurant.

“Seems like he’ll be happy as long as Madison is in the segment,” Josh said, as they crossed the grass headed toward where the crew was congregating. Josh smiled at Madison as she shook her head. Josh fought the urge to wrap his arm around her but he hoped she could tell he was protecting her, standing up for her wishes.

“Take it or leave it,” Madison said as they neared the lawn where the crew had gathered with the equipment, packed up for the next location.

“We’ll take it, dear,” Marty said before walking away from them headed directly toward Roger.

“They just don’t stop pushing do they?” Madison said. “They’ll exploit whatever they can.”

“Gorgeous bodies make for great television, Holls, you know that,” Josh said. Before he could stop himself, he’d pulled her in for a hug. He felt her melt against him and his heart soared. But then she pulled away as Roger crossed the grass, walking quickly toward them. His lips were drawn into a tight smile, his short round body an incongruous addition to the sunbathers who were beginning to fill the lounge chairs by the pool.

“Look, I like you, both of you, but it’s not your show, it’s mine,” Roger said, his orange framed glasses glowing in the sun. “If I say your wardrobe is x – then it’s x.”

“Then I quit,” Madison said. She held her hands up, palms facing Roger and started backing away.

“No, we need you. But, together we’ll review the wardrobe for the rest of the week and then, no more changes. Changes cost money, money we don’t have, understand? We’ve already added talent,” Roger said.

“You do understand, Roger, that I’m gone after today. I agreed to this because Bob persuaded me to do it for the resort. That’s all,” Madison said. Josh was watching the exchange as if in slow motion. As if it didn’t matter whether he was there or not. Wasn’t the show called Josh’s Journeys? He still mattered, didn’t he?

“My dear, we’ll discuss your future after we shoot at the cove today. We’re burning daylight. Let’s get going,” Roger said, threading his arm through Madison’s. Josh waited for her to pull free, but she didn’t. He was forced to walk behind them across the grass to join the rest of the crew.

“Wardrobe. Get Ms. Alcott to that shop and allow her to select what she’ll wear for the next location. Suit and cover up,” Roger said, yelling to get the woman’s attention who was talking to the makeup artist. Both of them had lip piercings, Josh noted. “Josh, you’ll ride with Marty and me. I’ll see everyone at Fisherman’s Cove in forty five minutes.”

The crew dispersed and Josh watched as Madison was led away by the two pierced women while Josh quickly was flanked by Marty and Roger who steered him toward the elevators leading up to the lobby.

“We’re assuming whatever happened out there you have under control?” Marty said as soon as they’d stepped into the elevator.

Josh swallowed. He hoped he was under control, but he couldn’t tell. He wasn’t shaking but he wasn’t feeling exactly settled either. He was feeling claustrophobic in the elevator. When the doors opened he hurried out, but then slowed for the other two men to catch up.

“Yes, of course, I’m fine. Just hypoglycemia, low blood sugar. Ate a big breakfast and I’m looking forward to this,” Josh said, trying to ignore the fact that his mouth had gone dry.

“I hope so son, because to tell you the truth, I’m not scrapping this project. I’ve invested too much in it to not get what I came for. You understand?” Roger said, his voice was low and his tone was menacing.

“Now, now, Roger. The kid just said he was fine. He’s fine,” Marty said, clapping Josh on the back as they walked across the parquet floor, past the smiling front desk woman with the wire framed glasses and out into the warm California sunshine.

“Good,” Roger said. Josh idly noticed his bald head seemed a little sunburned, glowing pink in the sunlight. “Bring my car around,” Roger said to the kid who reminded Josh of himself, back when he knew he’d be famous, when he knew he was a star.

“Josh,” Marty said, waving him over to where he stood next to the raised flower gardens bursting with white knockout roses. All Josh could smell was Marty’s nauseating aftershave. “Look. I know you want this to work, I know you see it as your last shot. But it’s not. If not this, there will be other things, other opportunities, you know?”

Josh had a flashback, to himself on Laguna Nights, in a garden surrounded by white roses. It was dark, but the crew was all there. They were about to film him and Laura in a hot tub, a scene that would end up launching his nightclub celebrity appearances, a scene that would be the start of their supposed “hot” relationship, the scene that would lead to a spinoff show. The start of his career in LA. He saw himself following Laura into a bubbling hot tub, her red bikini luring him in, showing him the way. Then, he flashed on Madison’s face, swollen and red from crying, on the next episode. He dropped his head.

“Josh?” Marty said.

“Yeah, I get it. I need to nail this today. I know. I’m ready,” Josh said. It was a tribute to his acting skills that it seemed like Marty believed him. Josh began to visualize himself on the beach in Fisherman’s Cove. He had this, he knew this town. Roger’s limo appeared, and the three men slid in the back.

Roger looked at Marty and said, “Did you tell him?”

“No, I think we should save that for later,” Marty said, his green eyes darting nervously between Roger and Josh, who was wedged in between the men.

“Fine,” Roger said.

“Tell me what?” Josh said, his mouth a desert again. He needed water. “Can you hand me a water, Marty?” Outside the limo’s windows, the town of his childhood sailed by. They were already at the turn by the art museum. Josh needed to focus on the shoot.

“We’ll discuss Roger’s ideas later. Let’s just get this in the can, kid,” Marty said as the car turned left and they cruised past Heisler Park. It was as beautiful and as crowded with tourists as it had been crowded with homeless people when he was growing up. Josh wasn’t sure where they’d taken the homeless, but it did make it a lot less menacing to visitors, he supposed.

The limo made an awkward u-turn and pulled into a no-parking space at the junction of Diver’s Cove and Fisherman’s Cove.

“Took a hell of a long time to get the permit for this shoot, so let’s make the most of it, shall we,” Roger said as the driver opened his door.

“We will,” Marty said as Josh followed his two bosses down the steep steps to the beach. He stopped and smiled when they reached the sand. It was as gorgeous as he remembered, with rock formations out in the ocean, nooks and crannies carved into the side of the cliffs. A perfect place for lovers.

And then he saw Madison. She stood at the far end of the cove in the sand, wearing a short red dress, a bathing suit cover-up he supposed. Her blonde hair was in a ponytail and she wore sunglasses and a floppy red hat. A red and white striped beach towel was spread out in front of her, and an old fashioned wooden picnic basket was next to the towel, a bottle of wine sticking out of the top. Bounce boards held by the lighting crew reflected the perfect balance of sunlight onto the scene. She seemed to glow in front of him. And then, she waved. Josh waved back, hoping it was meant for him and watched as she grinned in response. He felt his shoulders relax and he walked across the sand to reach her.

“Ah, Josh, wait, here’s a revised script,” Marty said, grabbing his shoulder and then handing him five or six pages, folded in half. “Look them over while we shoot Madison’s set-up for her Mondrian segment.”

Josh froze. Madison would be on camera, again, without him. What was going on, he wondered, as he unfolded the new script. The title of the show jumped out at him. Journeys with Josh and Friends.

“Marty?” Josh said, but his manager had left his side and was standing with Roger, behind the director. “And friends?” Josh looked up and stared at Madison. Had she done this for revenge? Was she trying to steal his show out from under him? Was her hatred of the spotlight, of being on camera, all a façade? He’d been played, he was sure of it. But how could she do this to him?

Josh read through the first page of the script. He still opened the show, but he introduced Madison right away, as “the former love of his life until he messed things up” per the script. Josh was furious. He had to talk to Marty. He stomped up to his manager and yanked him around by the shoulder. Josh didn’t care who was watching. He knew they were filming, he knew it could interrupt the take, but he didn’t care.

“Hey,” Marty said, “What is wrong with you?”

“Cut,” the director yelled and Madison looked their way with a tilt to her head. That’s right, Josh thought, just look like a confused and innocent little girl. I know what you’re up to now, he wanted to tell her, but didn’t. He’d wait.

Once he and Marty had walked far enough away from the set, he turned and looked at Josh. “Have you lost your mind?”

“Have you?” Josh said. “Who are my friends? You certainly aren’t one. This is my show, Josh only. I don’t know what she’s done to worm her way into my show but you need to make it stop.” Josh realized he’d raised his voice and was glad the ocean waves crashing on shore had covered up the sound of his voice for everyone but Marty. He knew he needed to get his emotions under control, but he couldn’t help how angry he was.

“I’m going to tell this to you once, and that’s it. You are lucky to be here. We both are. You haven’t been relevant for years. Roger can change that. He calls the shots. He wants Madison, and he’s decided, he wants all of you Laguna Nights kids. I told him he was crazy, that all of you were spoiled brats,” Marty said, wiping his upper lip with the back of his hand. “And then she appears, with you, all beautiful and poised, no longer overweight and wounded and it gave him the brilliant idea to work her into the show. You really only have yourself to blame. So pull up your big boy pants and be thankful you’re still included at all.” Marty hit the script in Josh’s hand and then turned and walked away.

Josh stood in the sand, his left hand balled in a fist, his right hand holding the script. He had a decision to make and quickly. He watched Madison, glowing in the reflected light. He did only have himself to blame, he realized. He introduced her to his management team. The only thing left for him to do was memorize the revised script and outshine her. Josh kicked the sand and sat down to read. It was the typical co-host arrangement. They were supposed to banter about the good old days while introducing this week’s location, which for the pilot just happened to be Laguna Beach, the setting of the past.

Josh stood up, brushing the sand from his shorts, and walked over to the set. He noticed an audience of tourists had started to gather on the rocks beyond the set, and behind him near the stairs. A young woman wearing a barely there yellow bathing suit smiled at him and winked. “Glad to see you back, Josh,” she said.

“That’s right, I’m back. You gotta tune into Josh’s Journeys when it airs,” he said, flashing her his dimple smile.

“Oh, I will,” she said.

And from the look in her eye as she checked him out, he knew she would. Now, he only needed a few hundred thousand more to tune in. Madison was finished with her segment and she was sitting in the make-up chair. She’d changed into a bright blue dress, he noticed. And it wasn’t a bathing suit cover-up. It was gorgeous. She was gorgeous even if she’d used him to get what she wanted.

Josh approached the chair, coming up behind her. “Hey Holls,” he said, and Madison jumped.

“Josh. Gosh, don’t sneak up on me like that,” she said, as the makeup woman glared at him.

“Oh, so sorry if I upset you,” Josh said, barely able to keep his temper under control.

“What’s wrong? Are you sick again?” Madison said. She seemed concerned, but Josh had discovered she was not what she seemed.

“No, I’m fine. So you’re sticking around for some more fun, huh?” Josh said, kicking the sand with his foot.

“I guess so,” she said. Josh didn’t detect any regret. If anything, she seemed happy about the situation. “I know it’s not what we discussed at breakfast, but, Roger is very persuasive.” She flashed him her smile, but it wasn’t going to work.

“Yeah, well, it’s nothing like what you said at breakfast, but it is what it is. We’ll make it work for the camera, right Holls?” Josh said. He hoped he could throw her off, use her real name, make her hurt, but she didn’t even blink.

“We always did, Josh,” she said and then she closed her eyes as the makeup artist powdered her face. Josh walked away, finding Roger behind the camera.

“I love that extreme long shot,” he said to the DP. “The panoramic view of Laguna rocks. It’s different than Laguna Nights, but definitely alludes to it. Perfect. Nailed it. Great establishing shot.”

When Roger pulled away from the camera, Josh took a deep breath and said, “Hey, I’m fine with the changes. Just wanted you to know. It’ll be a great pilot.” He hoped he sounded sincere.

“Good, kid. Just do your part and everyone will make some money,” Roger said. “Let’s get this opening shot. Where’s Madison? Oh there she is. Lovely.”

Madison had walked onto the set. The picnic basket and towel had been moved and a white picnic table had been brought into the scene. From reading the script, Josh knew the two of them would be sitting on top of the picnic table for the show’s opener, another allusion to their painful break-up on camera fifteen years ago. Madison seemed fine with it, though, and so was he. Josh watched as she hopped up on the table, her legs pivoted at an angle. This would be a close-up of his face and then would pan out to reveal his co-host, both of their faces framed on camera just like all those years ago.

Josh took his place next to her on the picnic table, giving her a tight smile.

“Speed,” the DP yelled, and the cameras were rolling. Anger had replaced his anxiety, Josh realized.

“Hi, I’m Josh Welsh and welcome to the first episode of Journeys with Josh and Friends. I’m excited to be able to travel the world with you, take you to places you haven’t been before, and maybe show you some exciting secrets hidden within the places you’ve already been. As you can see, I’m back home in Laguna Beach. I was born and raised here, and then as a teen I was a cast member on a little show you might remember called Laguna Nights. We covered a lot of ground on that show, but there are still some secrets right here in my hometown, and I’m going to share them with you,. Welcome my special guest, Holly Alcott!”

Josh knew the camera angle had widened to reveal Holly sitting next to him. The script was clear her name was Holly. Josh turned to look at her, his best bad boy TV sneer planted on his face. “You sure look a little different, Holls,” he said. It wasn’t scripted, but he knew it would work. And he also knew that look would hurt her by bringing back memories of the other show at the same time.

He felt Holly stiffen next to him but she held her own, making eye contact with him while delivering her first line. “You’re right Josh, a lot has changed in fifteen years. You have, I have, Laguna Beach has.” And then she turned to the camera and said, “It’s great to be reunited in a place I also called home and still do. In fact, we still have a lot of secrets to share, don’t we? So stay tuned.”

Josh closed the shot, he knew the camera had zoomed in, framed his face in a close-up, his alone. He flashed the dimple and said, “We’ll be right back after this. Thanks for taking the journey with us.”

“Cut,” said the director.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” said Marty who smiled at Josh and gave him a thumbs up before hurrying to Roger’s side. The two men were deep in conversation at they ran the entire take back on the monitor. It would be a while before they would tell him if it was a wrap.

Madison pushed herself off of the picnic table and walked toward the ocean. Josh stayed where he was. He was back in the saddle, his career was about to take off again. It felt familiar, actually. He’d depended on Madison to feel secure, but then, even though he hadn’t done anything, she’d turned her back on him when he needed her most. Sure, he could understand, after he’d seen episode four, but still. Josh realized this time he’d be the one to turn his back. He watched Madison standing at the edge of the ocean, and told himself not to care about her anymore.

Marty joined Josh on the picnic table, sliding into Madison’s position. He said, “Hey. So we’re going to try the opening again. They’re not sure they have the story right yet, not sure it resonates. Ok for take two?”

“Sure. I mean I didn’t expect to nail it on the first take,” Josh said.

“Great. Ok, well, here’s the script,” Marty said, handing him another four pages. “This time, Holly has the open. Don’t freak. Just go with it. You don’t want them to use your expression as the money shot. Because they could be filming, right now.”

Josh’s heart had stopped beating and he felt sick. He looked down at the revised script and read, “Holly and Josh’s Great Adventure? What the fuck Marty?”

“Just do us both a favor and read this. And then nail it, like the last take. Just do it,” Marty said, patting his leg and then sliding off of the picnic table. “We need makeup over here.”

Josh sat on the table, a combination of shock and disdain washing over him. His new lines would be easy. An idiot could memorize them, he realized, as the passive aggressive makeup artist arrived.

“Shiny,” she said as she pulled out powder and began to dust his face. “Close your eyes.”

“Ok, let’s get set,” Roger said. “Holly, get over here.”

Josh opened his eyes and the makeup artist scurried away. He watched as Holly stood at the edge of the ocean, this time, facing shore. Her blue dress was a perfect complement to the sparkling sea behind her. The camera and the lighting board had followed her to the ocean’s edge. The director yelled, “Speed.” As Josh watched, Holly welcomed viewers to her new travel and adventure show.

“Get ready,” Marty hissed, and Josh sat up straight. “The wide shot is coming.”

Josh glanced at his new script. Holly walked across the sand to the picnic table and the shot panned out. Josh forced a smile.

“And here’s my surprise guest host, Josh Welsh. I’m sure you all remember him from Laguna Nights,” Holly said.

The script had Josh standing up and joining Holly in front of the picnic table. Instead, Josh decided to play it his way. “But do they remember you, Holls? Probably not,” Josh said to Holly. Then he turned to the camera. “Thanks for joining us in beautiful Laguna Beach. Many things about our hometown are the same, but so many things have changed.” Josh attempted his dimpled smile, but wasn’t sure it worked. His anger was just below the surface.

Holly said, “So join us as we explore the Laguna Beach you remember, and introduce you to some of the parts of our hometown you may not have visited yet. The adventure is just beginning. Stay with us.”

“Cut,” said the director.

“Are you kidding me?” Josh said. “Holly how could you do this?” Josh had closed the gap between them and was standing close enough to Holly to smell her signature shampoo. He couldn’t believe he still wanted to touch her hair, feel her in his arms when all the while she was ruining his life. He was going crazy.

“Do what, Josh? What have I done?” Madison said, her blue eyes blinking, a hurt look on her face. “I’m trying to help you.”

Over her shoulder, Josh noticed a camera mounted on the rock above them. They couldn’t be filming this, could they? He’d read about hidden cameras mounted inside rooms on reality TV shows. They recorded day and night, and were controlled by a joystick from a behind-the-scenes control room. He took a deep breath. They couldn’t leave, not until it was a wrap, he knew. But he also couldn’t let them capture this reality – what was really going on?

“We need to talk. But not here,” Josh said, his anger was subsiding enough to realize they both were vulnerable. He reached for her shoulders and gently pulled her closer. “There may be a separate agenda here. A real story we don’t know about.”

“What are you talking about?” Madison said, looking into his eyes. “You’re freaking me out.”

“I’m sorry. Let’s just get this wrapped. We’ll be fine,” Josh said, staring into the small lens of the camera embedded in the rock behind Madison. He hoped it was just a security camera tied to one of the houses up on the cliffs far above them. That could be all it is, he told himself, realizing if it wasn’t, this situation was much worse than he’d realized.
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She’d done everything she could to help Josh and now he was acting as if she’d betrayed him, or done something wrong. Sure, he’d apologized, but still. She knew he had been angry, she could feel the tension from across the beach. As she’d approached the picnic table during the scene, it grew worse. It had taken all of the latent acting skills she possessed to act like she was glad to see him. She was certain he hadn’t pulled off the same feat.

Josh had pulled her in close, though, and standing here, talking quietly, just the two of them, it seemed like his mood had shifted again.

“Ok, let’s get this wrapped. I agree. But they keep changing the scripts,” she said, and she felt Josh’s hold on her shoulders tighten.

“You’re not a part of that, right?” he said, his blue eyes dark, his jaw clenched.

“Of course not,” Madison said.

“Here comes Marty. Just stay calm,” Josh said.

“Hey you two. One more take, ok? It’s really getting there. Roger and the director just need one more. Here’s the script,” Marty said, handing both of them sheets of paper. Madison noticed that Marty had removed his suit jacket and, for once, was walking around in a white dress shirt and tie. A little more normal at the beach.

Madison glanced down and read the new title: Holly Alcott’s Marvelous Adventures. She locked eyes with Josh, shaking her head. “I won’t read this.”

“You have to. Just do it. We’ll talk after. Please, just do it, Madison,” Josh said. He looked more sad than angry now, and to Madison, that was worse. Madison sucked in her lower lip and nodded, feeling the resolve she used for business course through her. She could do this. It mattered, for both of them, although she wasn’t certain why Josh would ever agree to such as farce.

“Holly, we need you on set,” the director said. Madison looked over to the picnic table and noticed the scene had been reset. The beach had been raked clean of footprints. It was as if they’d never shot a take with the picnic table before. Holly smoothed out her dress and walked to the picnic table. This time, the script had her sitting on the bench.

“Speed,” the director said.

“Hi! I’m Holly Alcott. Welcome to my new show and welcome back to Laguna Beach. I’m excited to be back with you, fifteen years after you all watched my heart get broken on Laguna Nights. That was the past. On this show, I’m going to show you what is wonderful about this town. And, we might even meet some old friends along the way. So sit back, and enjoy. Laguna Beach has some more secrets to share.”

“And cut. That’s a wrap,” the director said as the crew applauded.

Tears had filled her eyes by the time she made it past the crew and she was thankful she’d grabbed a pair of sunglasses from the picnic basket prop. The crew was telling her “congratulations” and “good job” as they tore down the set. Both Marty and Roger had tried to talk to her but she’d rushed past them, attempting to catch up to Josh who she’d seen walking across the sand to the stairs at the other end of the cove. A crowd of tourists had gathered to watch the filming and they began to crowd around her, asking questions, asking for autographs. She looked up to the top of the stairs just in time to watch Josh disappear.

Madison stood frozen in the sand, fans surrounding her, closing in on her.

“That’s enough, everybody,” a man she didn’t recognize wearing a white T-shirt with the words CREW written in black said to the crowd. “Holly will be filming all week in Laguna and she’ll make a public appearance soon. Right now, we are working. Thanks y’all!”

“Who are you?” she asked as he escorted her to the cordoned off crew area, a private cove tucked into the cliffs.

“Tom, Tom Jacobs. I’m a producer with the crew, I’ve worked with Roger forever,” he said. “Great work today. You must be exhausted. Water bottle?”

“Yes, thank you,” Madison said, as he handed her a cold bottle of water and she realized she was exhausted. All she wanted to do was sit down.

“Come over here,” Tom said, and helped her into a black director’s chair. “So how did it feel, being back on camera after all these years? Your reality show was one of the first. People wonder how it affected your life then, what’s it like now.”

Madison took a big drink of water. She looked at Tom. He was so kind, and protective, it seemed. He looked solid, like a bar bouncer, and had short dark hair like a Marine. That was it, she thought, he probably was in the military. His dark brown eyes were patient, and focused on her.

“You know what’s strange, Tom? I never imagined I’d be back in front of the camera again. But when that red light goes on, it’s a thrill unlike anything else,” Madison said, shaking her head with the reality of it all. “My mom told me I was foolish not to take this chance. She said I was a natural. I really do love it. And then when my boss forced me to do the segment about the resort, well, it made me fall in love again.”

“With Josh?” Tom said.

“What? No, with this, with television, with acting,” Madison said. Was it that she was in love with Josh, too, she wondered.

“Not even a little bit of this was because Josh was, as you said on the Laguna Nights show, the love of your life,” Tom said.

Madison smiled. She was so tired, the cave-like setting was so cozy. “I suppose he does have something to do with it,” she said. “But this is his travel show. Not mine. I’m just helping him out. He’ll take off again, and I’ll go back to my regular life, already in progress.”

“But that’s not really who you are, is it Holly?” Tom said. Madison closed her eyes for a moment, listening to the surf crashing behind them on the beach and tried to think about who she really was. A daughter, of course, and a loyal corporate employee. She was a good friend, and a decent athlete. But was she meant to be an actress?

“I don’t know what the future holds,” Madison said, finally. “But today was amazing. Josh was an important part of my past and it was fun doing it again.”

Tom smiled. “I bet it was. Ready to go?”

“Sure, yes,” Madison said, following Tom back out to the sand.

Marty and Roger were waiting for her.

“Well, there she is, Miss Laguna Beach,” Roger said, grinning at her and puffing on a fat cigar. “We can drop you at home or at the resort. You did great today kid.”

“My car is at the resort,” Madison said as Marty handed her a folded bunch of paper.

“Tomorrow’s script. We’ll be shooting at Alana, the restaurant downtown,” Marty said as they stared to climb the stairs behind Roger. Madison felt like she was choking on the cigar smoke.

“I’ve got work, and well, fine, I’ll do it,” Madison said, tossing her hands up. “I know, you’ve already cleared it with Bob, and it will help with Josh’s stage fright. Plus I’m enjoying it.”

Marty’s white shirt had been wrinkled by his time on the beach, but otherwise he looked as buttoned up as always. “That’s my girl,” he said. “Oh look, the limo is here waiting for us. How about a glass of champagne on the way back to the resort? You deserve it, my dear.”

Madison slid into the cool, dark car and rested her head against the seat. She pulled out her phone and saw it was only four in the afternoon. She felt like it was midnight. “Sure, why not celebrate,” she said.

The driver popped the cork of a bottle of Veuve Cliquot and handed it through the limo door to Madison. Marty and Roger stood outside, holding a glass of their own.

“Cheers,” Roger said and reached his hand into the limo to clink his glass with hers.

“Cheers,” she said and took a sip. She did enjoy this, she realized, even as she knew it could destroy everything. She’d seen it happen in her own life, but she’d never let that happen again.

Marty and Roger climbed in beside her and the limo pulled away.

“Tomorrow’s scenes won’t be as awkward, promise,” Marty said. In the close quarters of the limo, Marty’s aftershave and Roger’s lingering cigar smoke were overwhelming.

Madison coughed. “I didn’t understand the last take, with the show named after me? That couldn’t be helpful in reducing his anxiety problems, could it?”

“Why yes, dear, it was suggested by his therapist,” Roger said.

Madison sank back into the limo seat and tried to enjoy the champagne. She looked out her window and up to the hillside where windows of houses reflected the orange and purple sky. She thought of her mom and smiled.

“Your house is up there, right? You live with your mom, taking care of her. The show will help you, give you some extra cash for her care. Plus, your mom is going to love seeing you on television again,” Marty said. “Such a lovely woman.”

Madison sighed, she was so tired of the small talk. Marty didn’t know her mom. He didn’t know anything about her life. “Yes, my mom is wonderful. I wish she could have been there today. Maybe tomorrow?”

“You just let us know, and we’ll make it happen,” Roger said as the limo pulled into the Mondrian.

“That means a lot,” Madison said as the car stopped at reception. The valet pulled the door open and couldn’t conceal the shock at seeing one of his bosses emerge from a limo, glass of champagne in her hand.

“Welcome back, ma’am,” he managed.

Madison walked with Roger and Marty into the lobby, and heard Chrissy squeal.

“Madison, how was it? We heard about it online!” Chrissy said, bursting out from behind the front desk.

“Call time is eleven tomorrow morning. See you then,” Marty said as Roger waved his hand and they walked away.

Madison grabbed Chrissy’s wrist. “Come to my office,” Madison whispered, and they hurried down the hall toward the executive wing. “It was amazing.”

After unlocking her office, Madison hurried inside, Chrissy close on her heels.

“Tell me everything,” Chrissy said as Madison dropped into her desk chair. “I love that blue on you.”

“Thanks. And, you were right,” Madison said, looking her friend in the eye, “I should feel grateful I had this opportunity in high school, and that it has come back around again. No matter how short-lived. This is a gift.”

“I’m so glad you see it that way,” Chrissy said, leaning forward over Madison’s desk. “And now, the scoop?”

“I don’t have any, really. We were shooting at Fisherman’s Cove after we left here. It was a perfect day. They kept giving me more lines, more wardrobe, it was surreal,” Madison said, looking up at the ceiling.

“And what about Josh? Are you guys a thing again?” Chrissy said, her celebrity stalking eyes aglow. “I saw him leaving for the TV show and he looked amazing.”

“We, well…” Madison said.

Someone was pounding on her office door. Both women jumped. Chrissy looked at Madison.

“Madison, it’s me, Josh, we need to talk,” he said.

“Ah, the story continues,” Chrissy said. “I’ll be going now.” She opened the door and there was Josh, wearing a T-shirt and the board shorts from the shoot. Madison suddenly realized he hadn’t had a wardrobe change, not once, all day. “I was just leaving,” Chrissy said.

Josh walked into her office, closing the door behind him. His face was scruffy, his jaw set. “Nice office,” he said, taking a moment to look around. She watched him touching the back of the white leather chairs facing her desk, saw him take in the dark mahogany desk, the sleek contemporary feel of her space. She was proud of what she’d created here, of who she had become. She’d pulled herself up from nothing. He’d never understand that. “You’ve really made it, Madison,” he said, dropping into the right leather chair across the desk from her.

“I’m not the general manager, but I’ll get there,” Madison said. She’d noticed an edge to Josh’s voice, so she purposefully kept hers neutral.

“I don’t doubt it,” Josh said. He’d folded his arms across his chest and he was staring at a photo of Madison and Francine. “Did your mom talk you into this?”

“What do you mean?” Madison said, confused.

“Talk you into screwing me over on camera. Like I did to you?” Josh said, his voice was quiet, certain. “I understand it. I just wish it could have come from someone other than you, that’s all. I could handle that better.”

Madison leaned forward. “I’m tired of your pity party. You got me involved in this, not my mom, not my boss. They only agreed after the fact. This was all you. Don’t you remember, or are you having stage fright again?”

Josh stood up, and began pacing back and forth in front of her desk. “That’s never happened to me before. I don’t know what caused it. It was low blood sugar, you said so yourself. It was gone by the time we got to the beach.”

“Was it?” Madison said. She stood up, wishing she could just go home and climb into her bed instead of fighting with the man she tried to help. She was tired of his lies, all of them. He wasn’t man enough to admit he had social anxiety, and that was a big problem. “You know what, I have to go home. That’s it. We can talk more tomorrow. I can’t take any more drama tonight.”

“You can’t take any more drama? Are you kidding me?” Josh said. His hands were clenched in fists on his hips. For the first time Madison realized how much larger than her he really was, his broad shoulders, solid chest created an imposing frame. But she knew more than she was certain of most things in life that he would never hurt her physically, never.

“Good night, Josh,” Madison said, walking past him, out the door and into the hallway. “Pull the door shut behind you. I’ll see you in town at eleven for our next segment. Maybe it will be our last?”

“You have no idea what is really going on, do you?” Josh said to Madison’s back as she started walking away down the hall. “I really think we need to talk. Now.”

Madison wanted to tell him to stop the games. She wanted to fall into his arms, to ask him if he really ever did love her, if he meant it, if they could try again. Didn’t he realize she was doing everything for him? But she couldn’t, not in the state he was in. So instead, she shook her head and said, “Good night, Josh. Sleep well.”

She walked out the door, outside into the crisp air, her heels clicking on the walkway until she reached the doors to the employee parking lot, slipped behind the wheel of her car and took a deep breath. She’d only had half a glass of champagne, so she knew she was fine to drive. Part of her, the place in her heart that wanted Josh back, wanted to turn around, go back inside and talk to him. The other part of her, the practical business side, knew it was time to go home and check on her mom. When her phone rang, she was sure it was Josh. With relief she saw Annie’s name flash on the screen and hurried to pick up.

“You’re the lead story on Stu News!” Annie said as soon as Madison’s phone connected to blue tooth. Stu News was the local, online newspaper, filled with hot scoop twice a week, or at least whatever could be considered big news in this sleepy town.

“What did it say?” Madison asked. Her cameo today could be farther reaching, faster than she imagined. Back in the high school days, there wasn’t the topspin of social media.

“Well, the story has a photo of you and Josh sitting on a picnic table. They call you Holly, by the way,” Annie said, words tumbling out. “I guess you probably wanted that so you can hide from all of this again once he leaves town.”

“That’s the plan,” Madison said, smiling because her best friend knew her so well.

“The headline cracks me up, though,” Annie added, pausing for affect. “’Reunited and it looks so good!’”

Madison’s heart pumped.

“A Peaches and Herb reference, isn’t that the best?” Annie said, referring to the music group.

“Oh, yes, that’s exactly Josh and me, Peaches and Herb,” Madison said, smiling as day turned into night during her drive home. “Look, I just helped them out. That’s all. People will try to make it much more.”

“Hayden, give that back to your sister right this minute,” Annie said. “Sorry. The kids become unruly before dinner. I’ve got to go but I had to call and check on you. Where are you shooting tomorrow? In town, right? Maybe I’ll wander by and watch.”

“Alana. And that would be great,” Madison said.

“I’ll see you there,” Annie said, hanging up while Madison listened to the sound of a toddler screaming. Someday I could do that, she thought. Not now, but maybe someday. For now, she had to take care of her mother and survive this week without getting anymore attached to the past, or a future that wasn’t realistic.

She pulled into the garage and hurried inside, hoping she’d arrived in time to sit with Francine before her mom went to bed. “Mom,” she said, pushing open the cottage door and flipping on the lights, flooding the white washed room with warmth. “I’m home.”

Francine must be in her cottage, Madison decided, and walked through the courtyard. Her mom’s newest watercolor was propped on the easel, a woman’s face taking shape.

“Hi honey, you look gorgeous in that blue dress,” Francine said from her usual chair. Madison kissed her on the cheek and her mom said, “How’d it go? I’m so proud of you for putting yourself out there again.”

Madison sat down on the ottoman, a wave of exhaustion spreading through her entire body. She realized she probably should have changed back into her own clothes but assumed she’d find the wardrobe woman on set tomorrow. She was too tired to care.

“It went great, actually,” Madison said. “I enjoyed it. You’re right, I like being on camera. But I don’t like all the other stuff that comes with it. My privacy is too important to me. Once every fifteen years is just fine.”

“We’ll see about that. Keep an open mind, dear. Those Hollywood people adore you,” Francine said, her eyes sparkling.

“How would you know, Mom?” Madison said. She felt a chill down her spine, as if a cold breeze had blown through the window. But the windows were closed. “Have you been contacted by the producers? Have Marty or Roger been here, to the house?”

“No,” Francine said, but she broke eye contact. Madison was certain she was lying.

“Mom, what did they say? What did you do?” Madison said, a feeling of panic was spreading now, overcoming the exhaustion. She stood up, looking down at her mom who seemed to shrivel in the chair. “Did you let them come here, to our house?”

Madison stared at her mom and finally, Francine met her eyes. “Madison, what I choose to do in my final days here on this earth are not your concern. I’m proud of you for being part of the travel show and anything else is a blessing, it truly is.”

What did that mean, Madison wondered. “Have you eaten dinner?” she said, turning her back on Francine and walking to her small white kitchen. “We have some pasta salad left over and a ripe avocado.” Madison was starting to feel like there was more to the story of Josh’s Journeys, or whatever the show was called, but she wasn’t sure what was going on. Her mother was hiding something and Josh wanted to tell her something.

In the limo, on the way back to the resort from Fisherman’s Cove Marty had said, “Your mom is such a lovely person” and invited her on set. Madison had been too tired to register the comment, but she had noticed when Roger shot him a look.

“That sounds good, honey,” her mom said, referring to Madison’s cobbled together dinner.

“Mom, are you sure there isn’t anything you need to tell me?” Madison said, scooping pasta salad onto two plates and then halving the avocado. She sprinkled pink sea salt over both plates and carried the dinner to her mom, sitting down on the ottoman again.

“The hospice woman was right on time today, for once,” Francine said and Madison realized whatever it was her mom knew, she wouldn’t be privy to it.

“Great, good to know,” Madison said, pushing the pasta around her plate.

“Everything happens for a reason, as I always said. And now, I’m certain you’re going to be fine, honey. Now I’m sure of it,” Francine said.

“Because I did a guest spot on a stupid reality travel show?” Madison said, frustrated.

“It was just the closure we all needed,” Francine said. “Could you bring me a hot tea, honey?”
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Marty had agreed to meet Josh for breakfast, and the hostess had seated Josh at the same table he and Madison had shared the last two times they’d been to this restaurant. He was beginning to wonder if the table had his name on it, or something. Josh was wearing his favorite jeans, a black T-shirt, sunglasses and a baseball hat. There hadn’t been any fans, so far. He sort of hoped one would show up during breakfast.

“Marty, what’s going on?” Josh said as his manager slid into the chair across from him. Marty was dressed in a dark black suit, black tie and crisp white shirt. Totally out of step with Laguna Beach, totally Marty nonetheless. Josh hadn’t slept well, again, but he was making sure to eat a big breakfast.

“What do you mean kid?” Marty said, pouring himself a coffee from the thermos on the table. “Everything’s going great. The first day is in the can, everything is on schedule. Two more days and you’re on your way to a comeback.”

“What’s the name of the pilot we’re shooting?” Josh said, and he watched Marty’s green eyes shift up as if trying to retrieve an answer stored in his brain, memorized for just this question.

“That’s a work in progress, it seems,” Marty said. “We should order, right?”

“How can it be a work in progress when I’m attached to a pilot called Josh’s Journeys?” Josh said, taking a sip of coffee. The ocean was unusually calm today and several paddle boarders were out enjoying the relatively flat surface.

“Actually, you’re attached to an unnamed reality TV pilot. That’s what the contract says. It’s pretty broad, kid, but it’s what we had to do,” Marty said. “Waiter!”

Josh felt a knot in his stomach, and his palms began to sweat. “What does that mean?”

“Well, you’d have to ask an entertainment attorney. You remember we didn’t use one this go around because we just jumped on the opportunity. And it was the right call,” Marty said. The server approached, giving Josh the shiny eyed look of recognition. Marty said, “Oh, there you are. I’ll have the Laguna scramble, dry wheat toast. Josh?”

“You are Josh,” the twenty something woman said. “I knew it. The bad boy. What can I bring you?”

Josh couldn’t help it and flashed her the signature dimple grin, before adding, “I’ll have the oatmeal, please.”

“My pleasure. Could I have an autograph? I’m not supposed to ask, but I am a huge fan,” the server said, sliding a slip of paper and a pen in front of Josh.

Josh signed his name, an illegible scribble he’d perfected back in the harried days of Laguna Nights. He pushed the paper back towards her and she scooped it up, grinning.

“Come back for nachos later, they’re the best in town. And they’ll be on me,” she said, walking off with what could only be described as a swing in her step.

Josh laughed.

“This is what I’m talking about. Your star already is rising and you’ve only been back one day. Enjoy the ride, no matter what happens. Remember the old adage ‘any publicity is good publicity’? Same thing here. Any reality TV show is good reality TV. Doesn’t matter what it’s called, what it’s about. Just that it’s on the air,” Marty said. “And I feel really good about a network pickup with this one.”

Josh was confused. How could Marty feel good about a show without a title, without any clear direction? He said, “What’s the deal with Madison, I mean Holly? Is she the real travel host and I’m the last to know?”

Marty laughed, and then drank deeply from his orange juice glass. “Don’t be paranoid kid. You’re lucky to have her by your side at this point. She didn’t want anything to do with the show when we first got here, and now she’s all in. We should all be thankful,” he said. “She’s gorgeous and a natural. I’m surprised you let her go. She’s still single, right?”

The waitress appeared with their meals, making a point to bend low in front of Josh as she placed the oatmeal in front of him. “Anything at all I can get you?” she said, clearly meant for Josh only.

“We’re good,” Marty said, flicking his hand at her as if he was swatting a fly. “Well, what about Holly? You two together, now that would be some good TV.”

Josh took a bite of the oatmeal and chewed slowly, enjoying the chunk of brown sugar he’d scooped up. He pictured Madison’s blue eyes, her wave from across the beach yesterday, and he realized she’d been trying to help him all along. Maybe he had been more stage struck than he’d realized. Maybe she had saved the show, so to speak. He had been an angry idiot. He wondered if she’d forgive him. Again.

“She is really special to me. I can’t believe how I treated her on camera back on Laguna Nights. I mean, Laura is hot and all, but Holly, she is my first love,” Josh said, pushing his sunglasses up on his head. He crossed the pointer and middle fingers of his left hand and put them behind his back.

“What was that? What you just did?” Marty asked. “You know the whole crossing your fingers thing?”

“I didn’t even know I did that,” Josh said, shaking his head. “It’s an inside joke the two of us shared. We spent a long weekend together, back in high school, the summer between junior and senior year. I surprised her and flew us in a private jet to Cabo, no cameras and no parents, and we stayed at the One and Only Palmilla Resort.”

He remembered the look on Madison’s face when she walked on the lush grounds, mesmerized by the fanciest place she’d ever stayed. He’d been proud to be able to show her a world he had grown up living in because of his father’s business success. “All of the staff used the gesture as a sort of heartfelt welcome. It comes from a small Mexican Indian tribe the concierge told us. They’d touch their heart with their fist and bow slightly. After a couple of days, we decided to make our own gesture, a way of staying real no matter the craziness. It didn’t work, though, not in the long run,” Josh said, flashing back to Laura’s red bikini, following her into the hot tub.

“You almost brought a tear to my eye, kid,” Marty said, flinging his hand in the air with a furious wave no doubt meant for the flirting waitress. “Thanks for sharing. So, I’ve got today’s script.” Marty reached below the table and pulled out a few pages of paper and pushed them across the table. Josh noted right away there was no title on the show, just scene and dialog. Loose dialog. “We’re going with roughly scripted today. We think you two can wing it. Tell us about Laguna Beach. Share memories of the past. Your fans will eat it up.”

“What about the travel angle? Don’t we need to talk about the journey?” Josh said, as the waitress shimmied over.

“It’s all about the journey, kid,” Marty said, signing the bill. “Let’s go before she jumps you.”

As they walked out of the restaurant, past the enticing pool, Josh realized he still hadn’t been for a swim. That had to change, he promised himself. They rounded the corner near the resort’s spa and the smell of lavender, for a moment, over powered even Marty’s cologne. Josh slowed down and inhaled, closing his eyes. When he opened them, Madison was standing on the path, next to Marty.

“Are you alright?” she said by way of greeting. She had that look in her eye again, the look that said she definitely thought there was something very wrong with him. “Anxious again?”

“What? No, just stopping to smell the lavender,” Josh answered, feeling himself flush. He did sound crazy, he supposed.

“Marty, I need to speak with you before we go into town,” she said, turning her attention away from Josh, which made him want to talk to her even more. God she looked gorgeous. Her hair was long and curled. She wore a tight black dress that showed off, well, everything.

“I’m in a bit of a time crunch, honey,” Marty said. “Here’s your script for today, though like your days in Laguna Nights we’re considering today lightly scripted. You two will be great.”

“What did you promise my mom, Marty?” Madison asked, her hands were on her hips, jaw set. She hadn’t taken the script from him, Josh noted. She was a much stronger person than he was. He enjoyed watching her take charge. And, well, he enjoyed everything about her.

“I just assured your mom that we would treat you right, that’s all. She is very happy, isn’t she?” Marty asked, his green eyes flashed at Madison, like a lizard Josh realized suddenly.

“She seems to be. But I don’t know what you did, why you talked to her,” Madison said.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. The release was similar to yours. All’s good,” Marty said. “See you two on set at eleven sharp. And Holly, wear that if you’d like. I doubt wardrobe could do any better.”

Madison and Josh stood side by side and watched Marty walk into the resort.

“Josh, what’s really happening?” she said. Her tone had softened but her eyes were flat, wary.

“You know, I’m not sure Holls. I don’t know the name of the show anymore, and I don’t even know if I’m the host,” Josh said. “This so called script is nothing more than a scene setting and a conversation starter. Marty told me we’d know what to say. I thought it was a travel show.”

“It is, right?” Madison said. She had reached for his hand and he felt his heart melt, a warm connection pulsed between them. He squeezed, surprised this simple action had his heart thumping against his chest.

“As far as I know we’re showing viewers Laguna Beach. The first stop on the travel show. I’m thinking a younger, hipper Anthony Bourdain with his gorgeous sidekick,” Josh said.

“But is that what they’re thinking?” she said, her blue eyes looking up at him, searching for the answers he didn’t have.

All he wanted to do was wrap his arms around her, pull her tight and kiss her deeply. He didn’t have all the answers, but it didn’t matter as long as they were in this together. He took a deep breath and pulled her hands together, touching his lips to her fingers. “I’m not sure what they’re thinking, not exactly. But I do know if we stick together, they can’t hurt us. Not again,” Josh said.

Madison’s eyes were filling with tears and Josh pulled her in for a hug. “It’s ok, Holls. This is fun. We’re getting paid to show people your, our town. It’s already quarter past ten. We need to get to work. Can I take you out tonight? On a real date?” he said.

“Um, we tried that,” Madison said, dabbing her eyes with her finger. But she was smiling at him.

“Let’s try it again. No Sally, no surfer dude. No shadows from the past. Just you and me and the future. Please?” Josh said.

“I don’t know why I’m saying yes, but yes,” she said, a twinkle in her eye.

“Because there is so much more we need to do together, including this show,” Josh said. “Let’s get going before we miss our call time.”

“I’ll drive. Let’s go this way,” she said.

“After you,” he said. As Madison led the way, he imagined what it would feel like to undress her, to touch her all over. He told himself to look out at the ocean and calm down. He hoped he’d be able to make it through today’s segment without drooling. It was going to be a long day with his stupid libido. He tried to remind himself that all she’d agreed to was a date.

She pushed the button to unlock her car, hearing it chirp from her reserved parking space. Josh slid into the passenger seat and said, “Nice ride. So what does your staff think of all of this television stuff?”

“My staff. Well, you scared Chrissy half to death last night,” Madison said, pulling out of the garage and out onto Coast Highway.

“Sorry about that. I was pissed. I need to apologize to her, and to you,” Josh said, regretting his hot temper flare as usual. He’d been certain Madison was angling to take over his job. He’d forgotten she had a successful career, a happy life here. She didn’t need anything. She had everything. He was the one with nothing.

“Maybe you could give her an autograph? She’s a huge fan,” Madison said, turning onto Thalia and then left on Glennerye Street, presumably heading for the public parking garage. Despite himself, Josh enjoyed this mini-tour of his old stomping grounds.

“Last night I was convinced that you were taking over the show,” Josh said. “I know, stupid. It’s just that they kept giving you more lines, and taking mine away.”

“I get it. That was on purpose. They told me,” Madison said. “Although I don’t know why they didn’t at least come clean after.”

“What?”

“They said the only thing that would fix your stage fright was anger. It seemed to work, right?” Madison said as she pulled into the parking garage, finding a spot right away. “I just had a flashback to that scene we shot in my mom’s beat up car. It was in this garage, right?”

“It’s when I surprised you with tickets to Palmilla,” Josh said, smiling at the memory, crossing his fingers and holding his hand up in front of him.

She turned off the car and turned to look at Josh. “That was an amazing trip.” She said, noticing the gesture. She leaned forward and touched his cheek, her gaze pinning him to his seat. When she leaned forward and kissed him gently on the lips, electricity surged through his body. They’d need to stop or he’d be unable to control his erection.

“You’re amazing, Holls,” he said, breaking the kiss for a moment before cupping her face between his hands, staring into her sparkling eyes. He watched as she licked her lips, and heard himself moan. “Did they tell you to do this, too? Make me hard, unable to walk on set?”

“No, this was my idea,” she said, her lips slick and her pupils dilated.

“Well, it was a very good idea, but a very bad time,” he said, using two fingers to lightly touch her lips and then trailing them gently, slowly down her neck to her chest, brushing over the dress and lingering on her breast.

He heard her moan, her head was pressed back against the car seat, her eyes half closed. It took everything in him to stop, as he looked at the clock and realized his career was starting again in ten minutes. “We have to go Holls,” he said, kissing her on the cheek. “But tonight, we’ll have all the time we need.”

Madison opened her eyes and nodded.
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She didn’t know if she could trust her legs to move from the car. She was warm all over, and she squeezed her thighs together, trying to stop the throbbing desire there. They had a job to do, she told herself, wishing she had brought a bottle of water. More than anything, though, she wished her body didn’t want his as much as it did. There was nothing good that could come of this white-hot attraction to an untrustworthy actor from LA.

But there was nothing she could do to stop it, she realized. It was Josh. Their chemistry had always sizzled, that’s what had made his betrayal even more awful. She’d had to say goodbye to this, before they’d ever culminated it.

“We’ve got to hurry,” Josh said, opening his car door. “Ice cold Pacific Ocean, that’s what I’m thinking about.”

Madison laughed. “Laura’s red bikini, that’s what I’m thinking about,” she said. Josh shot her a hurt look across the hood of her car. Their eyes locked and she broke the gaze.

“Please, don’t think about that. We are going to talk it through, tonight,” Josh said. “We need to. It’s not what you think.”

She wished she hadn’t brought up the scene, that scene, but it did help her come back to earth, focus on what they were doing instead of how much she wanted Josh. He was, and always would be, a source of hurt and humiliation. She couldn’t let him back in.

They walked side by side down the sidewalk and turned left onto Forest Avenue, the charming main street of Laguna Beach that dead-ends into the ocean.

“Look, there’s a crowd,” Josh said, and Madison grabbed his hand. He loved the audience, she was much happier on the beach yesterday with a few tourists watching. This time, at least fifty people had lined the yellow tape cordoning off the shoot, keeping the sidewalk clear for the cameras and crew. Madison knew from the vague script she and Josh would be sitting outside on the patio of the Italian restaurant, pretending to be deep in discussion when the scene opened.

“How are we supposed to pretend we’re alone on the patio?” Madison said as they approached the growing crowd.

“We’re actors, remember?” Josh said, squeezing her hand before letting it go. “We don’t want anybody to think we’re a thing.”

“I think that may be too late,” Madison said, pointing to a stack of newspapers, The Laguna Beach Independent, with the two of them on the front cover. The headline read: “They’re back. Are they together?”

“Are they?” Josh said, glancing at Madison, his eyes hidden behind his dark glasses.

“No, they aren’t. He’s not reliable,” she said.

“He’s changed,” Josh answered.

“There you two are!” Marty yelled, and the entire crowd turned in their direction. “Get over here! We need you in makeup.”

“We’ll see,” Madison said quietly to Josh as they ducked under the tape and walked onto the set as a murmur spread through the crowd. Madison felt herself flush while Josh seemed to come alive beside her. He was grinning at the crowd, high-fiving some women standing along the edge of the tape. He was eating this up.

“Josh, meet Tom,” Marty said introducing Josh to the man Madison had talked to yesterday at the cove. Tom wore the same CREW T-shirt, the same kind smile.

“Hey,” Josh said as they shook hands. “Are you crew?”

“Very observant. Can I have a few minutes?” Tom asked. It sounded to Madison like more of a command than a request.

She watched Josh look at Marty. “Go ahead, we’ll start with Holly,” Marty said. Josh was thrown off again, Madison knew as she watched him walk away behind Tom.

“Time for make-up dear,” Marty said to Madison.

“What is Tom’s job exactly?” Madison said.

“He’s a producer, like Roger, but he’s a specialist,” Marty said. His green eyes flashed and Madison knew there was more to the story.

“What type of specialist?” she said, settling into the makeup chair hidden from the public by a tent the production team had set up on the sidewalk. It must cost a fortune in permit fees to the city, shutting down a restaurant for the day and the two businesses on either side, she thought, wondering who was financing Roger’s deep pockets.

“He’s called a date producer,” Marty said. “I’ve got to go, but just remember, this is a reality show. We of course don’t have contestants, but we do have a story. We’re going for money shots, just like they did back on your show.”

“Money shots?” Madison asked, her stomach began to feel queasy. She needed water.

“You know, the pivotal footage that makes that episode’s dramatic climax. Somebody crying, somebody cheating,” Marty said. “See you on set in five.”

Madison suddenly realized this was a game, a reality TV game, and she and Josh were the pawns, just like before. She needed to find him, to stop him from talking to Tom, the Date Producer. She’d already said too much to him yesterday. Now she really felt sick, and paranoid, glancing around to see if there was a hidden camera mounted in the tent. She’d had one mounted in her bedroom during episode five of the second season, recording her complete mental meltdown, day and night.

“Sit still honey,” the makeup artist instructed, patting her face with a make-up tipped sponge. “They need you out there right now. And there’s somebody special waiting.”

What now, was all Madison could wonder as she bolted from the chair and hurried down the sidewalk and into the restaurant’s tiny outdoor seating area where Annie sat waiting for her, a glass of red wine in front of her and not a kid in sight.

“Annie? What are you doing here?” Madison said, pulling out a chair in the otherwise empty restaurant, sitting down across from her best friend.

“Well, truth be told I got a call from these guys a month ago, and they paid me a lot of money to just be in this one scene with you. I swear, I didn’t know about Josh coming back or anything. They just said it would be a mini-reunion, shot in pairs, with your best friend from Laguna Nights.”

Annie took a sip of her water and Madison could see her face flush with embarrassment.

“We need the money, Madison. Hank and me. They offered a lot of money. Enough for some help with the kids,” she said. “This wine is for you. I’m not supposed to be drinking, not until my next one arrives.”

Madison sat staring at her friend and then she looked out at the sidewalk. Roger was standing a few feet away, smiling. This was enough, Madison decided. She stood up and marched out of the restaurant and faced Roger.

“Where is Josh? I demand to know what is really going on,” Madison said. “Have you been secretly filming us, outside of the segment at the beach yesterday, and at the hotel?”

“My dear, please lower your voice, the crowd can hear you,” Roger said, as he handed his half burned cigar to a lowly crew member and grabbed her arm, hustling her back into the restaurant. “You are here to have a nice girl’s gossip session with your best friend, followed by a lovely lunch with your ex-boyfriend. You have a good gig. Don’t mess it up.”

“Madison, sit down please,” Annie said, her round brown eyes pleading. “I need this.”

“What’s her part of the story?” Madison demanded, pointing at Annie while working hard to keep the tears from filling her eyes.

“I’m sure she’ll provide a ‘frankenbite’, as we call them,” Roger said, a smile spreading across his face. “Our editors are masters of manipulating viewer perception of our talent. A couple of them actually worked on your show back in the day. The best in the business. A single clip, a good frankenbite, gives an editor a way to manufacture a story even when one isn’t there. Sit down, Ms. Alcott. You are not through here.”

Madison dropped into her chair across from her best friend. Annie mouthed a silent “I’m sorry” as Roger walked off the patio and back to the crew.

“Places everyone. Where’s the DP?” Roger yelled.

“Here. Ready, speed,” the DP said. Madison blinked.

“So what’s it like having Josh back in town, Holly?” Annie said, leaning forward in an artificial conspiratorial camaraderie that gave Madison the creeps.

Madison looked at her best friend, trying to shake off the shock of the moment, of this situation. “It’s great having him back in town, actually,” Madison answered, picking up the wine and taking a big sip. “We’ve both changed and grown up a lot, of course. At heart, though, he’s the same person you remember from Laguna Nights.” Madison put her right fist over her heart and took another drink of wine.

“But Madison, you hated Josh by the end of the show, for what he did, and who he did it with. Laura,” Annie said, lowering her voice as if it was a secret, as if her humiliation hadn’t been broadcast to millions of viewers across the country.

“I know that, Annie, and part of me still does hate him. I know I could never trust him,” Madison said, the surge of hurt and anger bursting out before she could stop it. She knew she needed to stop drinking and to stop talking.

“Why do you think he did it?” Annie said, her innocent brown eyes blinked and Madison sat aghast at her friend’s duplicity, and could barely find the words to answer her. But she knew she had to, they wouldn’t let her out of here without getting an answer recorded.

“Same reason most people do things, even people you think you know. Power, fame, sex, and money – I think most people will do anything for money,” Madison said staring at her friend. “I mean, that’s why they shot the original show. Here we are nestled in this picturesque town, surrounded by massive homes and beautiful people. Everybody wants to be here, to be us.”

“I guess so, even when we really didn’t want to be us ourselves,” Annie said leaning back and holding her stomach.

“Cut. That’s a wrap. Great job ladies,” Roger said from across the sidewalk.

“Madison, don’t be mad. It was two questions. That’s all and you answered great,” Annie said, standing up awkwardly, her stomach bumping into the small café table.

“That’s not it, that’s not why I’m mad,” Madison said. “Just go.”

“Madison, wardrobe change please,” Tom said, appearing from nowhere. “Our trailer is right over here.”

“Where’s Josh?” Madison asked again, desperate to see him and compare notes.

“He’s filming down the street, a segment about the town, walking with a few fans,” Tom said with a smile. “He’s loving it.”

Madison didn’t doubt it, even if Tom was making him sound like the mayor of Laguna Beach.

Tom pulled at the handle of the star trailer and Madison climbed up the steps. It was basic but well-stocked with a long rack of women’s clothing in bright colors. “This is all for you. Your pick for your lunch date. This is all about your real lives today. Don’t be afraid to say what you really think. Tell him how much he hurt you,” Tom said, his kind face encouraging. “He was a jerk. He needs to know that.”

Madison gave him her widest, doe-eyed look and willed tears to spring to her eyes. And they did. She was good at this, even better than she thought. Someone knocked on the trailer’s door.

Tom pulled it open and revealed Francine, inexplicably dressed in a bright blue sweatshirt and sweat pants, smiling at her daughter. Two men supported her, one under each arm, as they walked her into the trailer, helping her onto the couch.

“Mom, what are you doing out here? You should be home,” Madison said, dropping to her knees next to her mom. “Did they make you come here?”

“No, of course not. I wanted to come and see you work in person. Roger just helped make my dreams come true again,” Francine said. She seemed a little out of breath, Madison thought, but in great spirits. “This is so fun. I never had time to come with you during the other show. I was always working.”

“I know Mom,” Madison said, cutting her off, certain a hidden camera was capturing all of this. “Now that you’ve been here, let’s get you home.”

“Don’t be silly. I want to see what you’re going to wear on your date. And this time, you’re telling him off, right? The ego monster doesn’t deserve a good girl like you,” Francine added with a smile. Madison had just heard her mom’s frankenbite, she was sure of it.

Back in the Laguna Nights days, for all the complaints Madison had about the show and how they manipulated the kids and the hordes of fans, everything had been fairly pure, she realized now. The cameras simply followed our lives, she thought, but didn’t hand us a script of uncomfortable situations. Whatever Roger was up to, it was pure manipulation. Reality TV had since evolved into the ridiculous and over the top, Madison saw it when she flipped through the channels at home. These series were scripted and the more drama, the better.

It was all so much more simple back then. When Josh had talked Madison into the audition with the MTV crew all she’d had to do was sign up in the quad at break and she got a call. It was a cool thing to do, and Josh was in the cool crowd, so she’d reluctantly agreed. They didn’t put words in her mouth, Madison realized, smiling at her mother. It was what it was; what happened, happened. Especially with Josh and Laura. She just had to accept it. She was a part of pop culture now, an impact she never realized she’d have. What she could control now, though, was whatever was happening now.

“I’ll let you ladies talk. Your call time is in twenty, Holly,” Tom said, closing the door behind him.

“Mom, did they tell you what this show really is? I mean, it can’t be a travel show. Not with all this drama, right?” Madison said, she was asking a question she knew her mom probably couldn’t answer. “Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

“Oh Madison, always so serious,” Francine said. “Just do what you said you’d do, what I said you would do.” Her mom laughed and squeezed her hand. “I know I should have told you I talked to these people, but it would have made you say no right away. As it was, we had to rope your boss Bob in just to make this happen. There’s no harm in this at all. Only gain. For all of us. Now why don’t you wear that gorgeous pale blue dress over there? Your eyes will pop.”

Madison rolled her eyes at Francine but stood up and pulled the dress from the rack. It was more feminine than her usual choice, with a delicate belted waist, a sleeveless top and a mid-thigh length. She held it up to her mom as someone knocked and said, “Five minutes.”

“It’s perfect,” Francine said as Madison changed quickly, bending for her mom to finish zipping the back. “Gorgeous, honey.”

“You’re a tricky woman, Francine,” Madison said, kissing her mother’s cheek. “Please have them take you home. You know what happens next. Josh and I talk, I tell him how hurt I was and we end as friends. The end.”

Madison opened the trailer and a murmur shot through the crowd. Someone whistled and she blushed.

“Looking good, Holly,” said another fan.

Madison grabbed the arm of the security guard, one of the men who had escorted her mom inside the trailer. “Please make sure my mother is taken home now. She’s played her role.”

“We will,” Roger said, appearing behind her. “Ready, dear?”

Roger threaded his arm through Madison’s and walked with her to the front of the restaurant, their restaurant, although now emptied of other customers, basically now just a stage on the sidewalk of downtown Laguna Beach.

A four-top table had been set with a crisp white linen tablecloth, sparkling water with lemon bobbing in glasses. Just beyond, the sidewalk, the entire street was filled with fans and gawkers. The entire main street of Laguna, Forest Avenue, was clogged, brought to a standstill by the filming.

Roger pulled out a chair, the one closest to the edge of the patio, closest to the camera. Madison slid into the wooden chair. Marty rushed over to them from somewhere. “Don’t you look gorgeous,” he said, smiling and then, “We need you to intro this scene. Talk about the more than 90 restaurants of all kinds here in Laguna Beach, a mere eight-mile span along the sparkling coastline. Can you do that? Then we’ll have you bring it here, panning out, showing Alana, your old stomping ground. Good?”

Madison licked her lips and crossed her legs to tamp down the nerves she was feeling. “Of course,” she said, smiling as the two men walked back to the crew.

“Speed,” the DP said and Madison delivered her lines flawlessly. “And cut. Wrap.”

The crowd applauded and then went crazy as Josh walked into the restaurant with Laura on his arm. Laura was wearing a bright red dress – the same color as the bikini she had worn in the hot tub scene with Josh all those years ago – huge diamond studs in her ears and an even bigger smile. Josh had changed into a black linen shirt, fitted black dress pants and he’d shaved, Madison noted. Everything was moving in slow motion as they approached her table. Their table, she realized. Team Laura was back in town, Madison thought, as she remained frozen in place.

“Hey Holly, don’t you look gorgeous. Long time, no see,” Laura said wrapping her arms around Madison who had remained frozen in her seat. Josh pulled out the chair next to Madison and Laura settled into it. “How’ve you been?”

Josh had seated himself across from Madison and quickly answered, “Holly is great. She’s a successful businesswoman, like you, and she has a full life. You guys have a lot in common,” he said, stumbling around with his words like an idiot. Madison shot him a look and he sat back.

“I’ve been great,” Madison said. “Working hard. Just back from Europe actually, only a couple of years. I like your shoe line. I believe I’m wearing a pair right now.”

“Thanks so much,” Laura said, and seemed genuinely pleased. She had picked up the menu and said, “Looks like this place has stayed the same. Josh and I came here all the time. Well, and you two did as well.”

They both turned and looked at Josh, but he was looking out into the crowd. Madison followed his gaze and spotted Josh’s parents standing next to Roger and Marty. Madison kicked Josh under the table, and he turned back to them.

“We all had great times here, am I right?” he said. “Ready to order? I’m starving. With over ninety restaurants in this little town, you’d think we’d be tired of this spot, but we’re not.”

Josh had turned into a robot again, but Madison would not suffer through another take. She would make this work. “So, Laura, what are you doing in town? I know the travel show was trying to have a little reunion of sorts, I guess that’s why?” Madison smiled her best smile.

A waiter appeared and took their order. Salads for Laura and Madison, spaghetti for Josh. And a bottle of Chianti.

“Actually, I’m the producer and you’re on a double reality show,” Laura said. “Surprise!”

Josh and Madison made eye contact and then both looked at Laura, speechless.

“So it’s not a reality TV travel show with Josh, it’s a “Where are they now” reality TV show about reality TV characters,” Laura said. “It’s secret reality TV about former reality TV characters packaged into a reality TV show. A Reality TV Triple Play! The network loves it.”

The waiter appeared and poured their wine. Laura raised her glass and knocked it into each of theirs.

“I thought I’d start where it all began, right here with my Laguna Nights team. The viewers are going to eat this up. The next episode will secretly reunite past cast members from the Real Life. It’s all top secret, that’s why we made you sign such a significant contract. Why we made all of your friends and family sign non-disclosure agreements. What do you think?”

Josh turned from Laura and looked out to where his parents had been standing next to Roger. They were gone. Madison reached under the table and grabbed Josh’s knee. The action, her touch, seemed to wake him up finally.

“I think it’s a great idea, Laura,” Josh said, taking a sip of his wine and flashing his signature fake smile. “Use your friends to build your brand. You are a master at it. And, touché, you’ve played me again.”

“Oh, whatever Josh. You’ve loved every minute of this. Acting like a big celebrity again, signing autographs, watching your star climb out of the gutter. Admit it, this, no matter what the show really is, is your only chance,” Laura said, a smirk on her face.

The food arrived with a quick flurry, and then the table was silent until Laura turned to Madison and said, “I know you’re a more reluctant participant Holly, but you were fabulous on the segments I’ve seen. You really are a natural. If you ever decide to get into the business again, I’d love your help on one of my shows. I have a weekly syndicated talk show now and it’s a lot of content to fill on my own. That’s aside from this new venture right here.”

Madison smiled at her old nemesis and said, “I’m not crazy. I was torn apart back then for being fat, for being a basket case and a loser. And that was before Twitter and other social media. People are so mean, I watch how they slaughter the contestants on The Bachelor and the other shows like that and it makes my heart ache. We are real people, Laura, at least most of us are. It hurts, it all does.”

“A few million can mitigate the hurt real fast,” Laura said. “But, it’s up to you. I know what you think of me but I just want you to know I’m impressed by who you’ve become.”

Madison sat waiting for the other shoe to drop, for another surprise to come strolling into the restaurant. Laura was being kind to her, dismissive to Josh, and yet, there was still one more seat at the table. Their Reality TV Triple Play might not be over yet, she realized.

“Are we expecting anyone else?” Madison asked as Josh continued to stare daggers at Laura.

“We were. But I think he left. It was John Welsh. Josh’s dad. He came to tell you how proud he was that you were back on the air, where you belonged,” Laura said, but her eyes were cold.

Josh’s mouth had fallen open. Madison remembered how he had watched his dad walk away.

Finally Josh said, “You told him I had my own show. A show called Josh’s Journeys and he was proud of me.” Josh’s hands were balled in fists and he stood and leaned over the table his face inches from Laura’s face. “You are pure evil, a narcissistic bitch Laura Kinkaid. I don’t know what pulled me into your orbit but I never want to see you again, in this reality or one of your made up shows. I will fight the airing of this shit to court. You will not get away with humiliating me like this.”

Josh threw his napkin at Laura’s face and turned and rushed onto the sidewalk. Marty had raced to his side and Madison watched in shock as Josh pushed his manager away. Roger joined in, trying to calm him down and then Tom, all three men working Josh to the trailer, the one where Madison had just been with her mom.

The trailer with the camera hidden in it, Madison realized. She leaped up and ran to the trailer, banging on the door yelling for Josh. Tom yanked the door open, and she charged inside.

Josh was sitting on the couch, anger coursing through him. Madison raced to his side and whispered in his ear, “Do not say a word. Cameras are everywhere. Do you understand me?” She knew she was speaking slowly, like you would if you were talking to a small child.

Josh stared into her eyes and nodded.

“Gentlemen, we need to go now. I’d like you to arrange for a car to drive us out of here. Immediately,” Madison said, her voice firm. “I assume you have plenty of footage for your Triple Play project?”

She caught Marty’s green eyes flash and a quick smile from Roger.

Tom was the one who responded, though. “I am not convinced we have enough of these two,” he said, pointing to Madison and Josh but speaking to Marty and Roger.

“Well, you’re the date producer so you’d know,” Roger said. “Let’s leave them alone today and wrap with a date scene tomorrow. We had that one in the script. In the hot tub, remember Josh?”

Now it was Madison’s turn to be stunned. Josh was reliving the hot tub scene? Did they actually think she’d participate? Was it supposed to be a three-way, a play on triple? She felt ill.

Josh was white as a ghost next to her.

“There won’t be another hot tub scene,” Madison said quietly.

“There will be, at least for Josh. I’ll have to check your contract, dear, but I think we have you locked down through Wednesday night. Scenes are at the producers’ discretion,” Marty said. Madison imagined grabbing his tie and wrapping it tightly around and around his neck, pulling until he stopped talking. She’d grown to hate Mr. Flexible she realized and hate was a very strong word.

“Car is here,” the security man said through the door.

“Let’s go,” Madison said, grabbing Josh’s hand. She spotted an umbrella in a stand, an unnecessary accessory during the prolonged drought unless you needed to hide from the sun, or a crowd of fans. She pushed open the door and popped open the large black umbrella, sheltering them both in the small distance between the stairs and the town car. The driver held the door open and Madison pushed Josh in, piling in behind him. When the door closed, she finally took a deep breath.

“What the hell just happened?” Josh said, pushing his hand through his hair, staring out the tinted windows at the huge crowd still clogging Forest Avenue.

Madison looked out the front as a police escort on a motorcycle plowed through the crowd, paving a narrow path for their town car to reach Coast Highway.

“Where to, ma’am?” the driver asked Madison. She had to think. They wouldn’t be heading back to the Mondrian, that’s where the rest of them would be congregating.

“The Surf and Sea Hotel,” Madison said, naming a small, exquisite hotel hugging the coast near town. She wasn’t certain they could hide effectively there, but she did know the manager and they could try. She reached into her purse and found the manager’s contact info and sent her a text. A moment later, her friend had replied. The oceanfront bungalow suite was available, and all hers, for as long as she needed it. And, she’d make sure they could enter via the service gate. “Please pull in the service gate. They’re expecting us,” Madison said to the driver.

Where they would hide for now was settled, what they would do from here on out was not. Madison turned to look at Josh, but he was staring out the window, looking up at the hills of Laguna, toward his parents’ huge mansion, Madison assumed.
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He wasn’t exactly certain how Madison had pulled it off, but they were sitting in an ocean front suite, enjoying a bottle of champagne and a fruit and cheese plate in front of a roaring fire. If this is what the pit of failure looked like, he supposed it wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. Although he knew this moment couldn’t last.

Madison sat beside him on the couch, staring at the fire. She hadn’t asked him a question, nor had she forced him to speak. She didn’t seem mad at him, either, which she should be for sucking her into this mess. God, he even got her mom sucked into this mess. All for his own vanity. For his need for fame and celebrity.

A fool’s dream.

He turned to look at her, and she must have felt his gaze because she shifted on the couch and was facing him. She was beautiful, dressed in light blue silk, framed by the open sliding doors and the bright blue sky. Her eyes completed the blue palette. His gaze dropped to her mouth, her lips full and perfect. He knew he needed to say something; to explain himself. He also knew he could not lose her again. The desire to lean over and press his lips to hers was overwhelming, an easier route than trying to explain the unexplainable.

He imagined what it would be like to just hold her in his arms, taste her, carry her through the suite to the king-sized bed in the other room.

“We need to talk,” Madison said, a soft smile on her face. “I know you’ve had a big shock today.”

“We both have. I’m so sorry Madison. I don’t even know what to say. I guess I’m still in shock that Laura played me so well,” Josh said, leaning forward resting his head in his hands, elbows on his knees.

“And that she pulled your dad into it, and my mom. And Annie, and well, it was very well planned. She’s good at getting what she wants,” Madison said, the irony of her statement coursing through both of them.

And then, suddenly, Josh had the proof he needed to show Madison that it was her he’d wanted all along.

He grabbed the controller and turned on the huge flat screen TV mounted on the wall above the fireplace.

“I’m not in the mood for TV Josh,” Madison said.

“Of course not. Just give me a minute,” he said. Josh clicked through to what he wanted and pulled up Laguna Nights, revealing a shot of all of the cast on the beach at sunset, Madison on Josh’s lap on the sand, Laura standing in the foreground, the queen bee. It was the poster for season two.

“No, Josh, not now,” Madison said. Her voice was wavering and her hands were shaking, even after all of these years. “Please.”

Josh reached for her and pulled her to his side on the couch, draping his arm around her shoulder. He could feel her shaking. “I don’t want to hurt you again, I just need to show you something you may not have seen before.”

“I’ve seen it all, too many times,” Madison said.

“Give me one last chance,” he said, clicking on season two, episode four. As the credits began to roll and the opening theme song came on, Josh fast-forwarded to the end. “It’s me and you now, just the two of us. Trust me.”

Josh pushed play and it was night, the camera focusing on a bubbling pool of water illuminated and surrounded by a lush garden. It was Laura’s hot tub, perched on the edge of the mountain with an incredible view of Laguna Beach stretched out below. Laura came on screen, smiling at the camera, primping, putting her long hair up into a high ponytail and then Josh appeared in the shot, a shock to fans who were watching the show back then, and to his then girlfriend, Holly.

“No,” Madison said next to him and tried to pull away.

“Please, one more second,” Josh said. He knew he had to force her to watch the scene. On the screen, Laura sauntered into the hot tub and Josh began to follow. Before he walked down the second step, he had turned, looked at the camera and turned his back again, revealing his hand, fingers crossed. “Look,” Josh said, pointing to the screen where he’d frozen it. “That was for you. But you never saw it, did you?”

He looked at Madison then, the tears streaming down her cheeks. “That was my sign, my reassurance that nothing was happening. That it was all for the show. That you were the only one who truly held my heart. The only one who holds my heart,” he said, and dropped to the floor at her feet, bending on one knee, “Please forgive me.”

Madison had tears streaming down her cheeks, but she smiled. “I do. I forgive you. I never saw that. All I saw was Laura. The two of you together. I’ve watched it a million times,” she said.

Josh stood up and then held out a hand to her, pulling her to standing. He felt her heart beating in her chest as he held her close, the familiar stirring in his crotch, the undeniable pull between them. He placed his hands on either side of her face and gently tilted her head up to face him.

“I love you. I always have, I always will,” he said, before she reached for his head and pulled it down on hers, sealing their lips together. Her mouth opened beneath his, his tongue plunging into hers as hers pushed back in a hot tangle. He tilted her head back further to deepen the kiss. He felt her hands slide down his arms, her body pushing against his, the thin fabric of her dress concealing nothing of her fabulous body. He grabbed her butt, pressing her against him as she moaned. He was going to lose it. He bent and picked her up in his arms as she broke their kiss.

“I think it’s finally time,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for fifteen years.”

“Oh my god,” he said, pressing his lips back onto hers, carrying her into the bedroom and lowering her slowly onto the bed, never breaking their kiss. She fell back on the bed as he dropped down beside her. He reached under her dress and rubbed his hand up her smooth thigh, finding the top edge of her panties, slipping his fingers under the lace as she writhed beneath him. How could they have never had sex? She was the sexiest woman he knew, and the only one he’d ever truly loved. What was wrong with him all these years?

“I’ve missed you so much,” he murmured. He pulled his hand out from under her skirt and cupped her beautiful breasts with both hands, rubbing her nipples through the thin fabric of her dress and her bra. He plucked at them and felt his erection grow as they hardened. He needed to get the dress off of her.

“Zipper, in back,” she moaned, rolling to face him on her side, sitting up unsteadily as he reached around behind her and tugged the zipper down, pulling the dress roughly from her shoulders, pulling it over her hips.

He stopped and admired her, entranced by her, their eyes locking. She wore a simple white bra barely covering her erect nipples, and white lace panties. She was gorgeous, his body was shaking with desire. He unhooked her bra and found her right nipple with his mouth, sucking hard and biting it, feeling her arching beneath him.

“Please, Josh, I want you,” she said, her voice soft, needy.

“Soon,” he said as he nipped her other nipple and she writhed in his arms. It was everything he could do to not plunge inside her, but he needed this to be special. Their first time. He would hold on even as she drove him crazy. Her hand was reaching for him, sliding over his jeans, tugging at his waistband. She was driving him crazy with want as he pulled at his jeans with her, even as he still suckled her breasts. He looked up and they stared at each other, both breathing hard, crazy with desire.

“Now, Josh, now,” she said, her voice demanding and sure. “I need you inside me.”

He grabbed his jeans, found a condom in his wallet and pulled it on in record time. Madison spread her legs wide, her eyes were begging him to give her what she wanted. He plunged a finger inside her, a wet and ready entrance, as she trembled in anticipation. Taking himself in his hand, he kept his eyes locked with hers and thrust inside her as she groaned.

“Ok?” he said.

“Oh my god,” she said by way of an answer, biting her lip and rolling her head back and forth on the bed, her blonde hair a wide fan behind her.

“You feel so good,” Josh said, thrusting into her as his mouth sealed over hers again. He felt her fingernails clawing into his back as her center seized as she came, and then, he felt himself let go, too, shaking in release. He fell on top of her, the most intense orgasm he’d ever experienced in his life. He rolled to his side slowly, pulling her into his side, holding her and not ever wanting to let her go.

Unable to do anything but breathe and cradle her next to him, Josh finally relaxed, letting go of the morning’s drama. The world had become complete with just the two of them, on this bed, together. He would be fine if that was all the world ever was again. He would be happy as long as Madison was by his side, he knew.

Finally, when he could form a complete sentence, he propped himself up on his right elbow and said, “I suppose we need a plan?” The fingers of his left hand traced circles on her stomach and Madison shuddered. He leaned forward to kiss her gently on the lips.

“A plan. Yes,” Madison said. “Your turn.”

“Yes, it is my turn,” Josh said. It was up to him to figure out this mess. One thing was certain. His life had begun again today and his future must include Madison. She would be fine without him, he knew, returning to her high-profile job, her charming cottage, her mom. But he wanted to be a part of her life, more than he’d wanted anything else. But he also knew he wouldn’t intrude on her perfect life unless he had something to add. He would never take anything away from her again.

He pulled the soft blanket up from the end of the bed and gently covered her.

“Take a nap. I’ll make a few calls. I’ll be right out here,” he said, kissing her cheek as she smiled.

“Don’t let me sleep too long,” she murmured.

“I won’t,” he said, closing the door to the bedroom behind him. It was time to make a plan.

He picked up his phone and pushed Marty’s contact. Marty answered in one ring.

“Where are you? We have a shoot under way, a shoot you’re under an air-tight contract to honor,” his manager said, the words tumbling hard and fast from his mouth.

“Well, we are all going to need to do a little give and take,” Josh said. He walked to the closet and found a robe, pulling on the plush comfort as he dropped onto the couch. “I need to see all the footage shot so far. A screening of sorts. Then I want a run down with the editors of the proposed money shots, the secret footage from the hidden cameras, any pre-caps you shot with Annie or Francine or Laura for that matter. And if you filmed the scene in the trailer after lunch, you better be damn sure I see all of that, too.”

“It’s not going to happen, Josh. Laura controls the footage and she’s happy with what she has. She told Roger she doesn’t even need another day with you all,” Marty said. “I’m begging her to let us have some closure, some reality footage of everyone getting back to normal after she blows out of town.”

“What does that leave me getting back to, exactly, after she blows out of town, Marty?” Josh asked, as the other end of the line grew silent.

“I think we both know it’s over after this, kid,” Marty said. “I’m sorry, but you had a good run. Maybe motivational speaking, teaching a course on television at a community college. Hell, there might even be a documentary company that could use voice over talent. There are plenty of avenues for you. I’d just hang up the acting dream.”

And there it was in a nutshell, Josh realized. His dreams of a comeback were over. If it hadn’t been because of Laura, it would have been his anxiety. Ironically, he had watched a natural at work – Madison – and he knew he didn’t have anything near her natural star power.

“Your old man really wants to talk to you, by the way. He’s called me at least three times since noon to get your number, but you told me never to give it to him,” Marty said.

Josh looked out the window at the bright blue sky and the shimmering ocean. He realized he’d been excited to see his father watching him work, seemingly proud of him. It had crushed him more than anything else when his father had walked away. “If he calls again, give him my number, ok?”

“Sure, kid. So what about tomorrow’s shoot? What do I tell them?” Marty said.

“I’ll talk to Madison and get back to you in a couple hours,” Josh said.

“She’s with you?” Marty said, sounding incredulous. Why would a girl like that be with a loser like you, Josh heard him say inside his own mind.

“She is. I’ll get back to you,” Josh said hanging up.
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She woke up, naked and happy, stretching to get her bearings. They’d finally made love, she realized, and it was better than she had ever imagined. Madison climbed out of bed and headed for the shower, waking up in the warm spray, soaping all of the areas where Josh’s hands, his lips, and his body had touched her. Reliving the memories with her hands and turning herself on in the process.

She laughed and jumped out of the shower, drying off while walking over to try to salvage the blue dress, now a tangled mess on the floor. The dress was inside out and too frustrating to unravel. So she found a plush white robe in the closet and shrugged it on, opening the door to the main room of the suite, greeted by a blast of bright afternoon sunshine.

“Hey,” she said as Josh turned around and smiled. He was wearing a robe, too.

“That was so great,” he said, walking toward her, wrapping his arms around her. She could feel his erection through the robes. “Why’d we wait fifteen years?”

“I don’t know, I guess because I thought you were doing that with Laura,” Madison said. When she saw the hurt cross his eyes, she added. “Let’s not wait that long again, ok?”

“Never,” Josh said. “Coffee? I ordered up a pot for us. There’s sparkling water and hot tea, too. I wasn’t sure what you’d prefer.”

Madison walked over to the room service cart and poured herself a cup of tea. “So, what’s the plan?”

“I say we do the wrap scene, the one at the hot tub,” Josh said. “I’ve been thinking about it. It’s unscripted, so we can say whatever we’d like. We can make it completely different than that scene was, the one they’re replicating. And, it gives them more footage that we’re controlling. We’ve signed over the rights to everything they’ve already got. We’re screwed, hidden cameras and all.”

Madison sat down on the couch and took a sip of tea. “So we’d film tonight? In bathing suits? Will Laura be popping by, too?”

“Yes, yes, and I don’t know. If she does, we’ll be ready for her,” Josh said, his fists clenched by his side.

“What is our message?”

“That we’re good. The drama is over and we’re coming clean. We were part of a landmark reality TV show that was, compared to everything that followed, pretty tame and straight forward. That some of us made it because of the show, and others, despite it,” Josh said, sitting down on the couch next to her. “We’re not going to talk about all the cash I blew, I mean it was millions,” Josh said shaking his head.

“And we’re not going to talk about my weight gain, and depression or that I ran away to Europe,” Madison said. She placed her tea cup on the coffee table and stood up and walked out on the balcony. Below her was the oceanfront pool, and just beyond, a small slice of beach and the ocean. This hotel was smaller than her resort, and it hugged the water, spray from the waves reaching the balcony and leaving a mist on her face. A pelican dove for a fish in the ocean in front of her. A child’s laughter bubbled up from the pool. She had been lucky to be a part of the cast, she realized. She’d been able to pay for college and help her mom buy the building her mom had rented for her nail salon business. And this time, with this stupid show, she’d get residuals if it was a hit, a recurring payment for recurring embarrassment. It would work out.

She walked back inside and Josh shot her his signature grin.

“My dad called,” he said.

“And?”

“We’re meeting, next week. He wants to talk to me about a job. He needs help,” Josh said, and Madison saw the hope in his eyes, and it was more than about the job.

“That’s great,” she said, walking into his arms.

“It is, but you know what’s better?” he said, untying the belt of her robe and pulling it off her shoulders before tugging off his own, revealing his full erection. “This. You. You’re so sexy.”

Madison felt her body respond, aching for his touch, wanting him as much as before. He leaned forward to kiss her as he pulled her to him, grabbing her butt, sealing them together. She felt the fingers of his other hand between her legs as moisture flooded her and her knees dipped.

Josh was backing her up, walking her backward until she felt the back of the suite’s dining table on her thighs. Breaking their kiss, he pushed her up onto the table, where she sat, naked and dizzy with desire.

“Oh Josh,” she heard herself moan, overcome with need.

“Lean back,” he commanded and she did what she was told, as he grabbed her thighs and wrapped her legs around his waist. “You are gorgeous.”

Madison saw his erection, huge and thick and ready. “Please,” she said, as he plunged inside her, her thighs locked around him, her body arching against him on the table, his thrusts deep inside her. She was losing control again as pleasure shot through her and she cried out the climax shot through her, sending shivers of pleasure throughout her body. She felt him shudder, his stomach muscles clenched as he followed after.

“My god, Holls,” he said, looking down at her with a look of shock in his eyes.

“I know,” she said, as another shudder of pleasure surged through her.

He pulled out, scooting her back onto the table, giving her legs support. All she could do was flop them apart, she felt like a ragdoll. A happy ragdoll just trying to breathe. Josh looked down at her, limp and vulnerable, and leaned forward and kissed her stomach. She smiled and looked into his blue eyes, and knew this was it. No matter how far and how long she had run away from him, he was the one. She could trust him, she should have all along, no matter what she saw on TV.

“I love you, Holls,” Josh said, touching his fist to his heart.

It took all the energy she could muster to repeat the gesture. “I love you, too, Josh.”

He leaned forward for a kiss and scooped her up off the table, and deposited her on the ground in front of him, making sure her legs would support her. And as much as she never wanted to leave this room, this moment, she knew they had one last segment to film.

“Ok, let’s get ready, do the hot tub scene and get these creeps out of our lives and out of Laguna Beach.”

“Deal,” Josh said, kissing her lightly on the lips and then dialing Marty.

“We’re on for tonight,” Josh said. “Yep, we’ll be there.”

Madison’s heart raced, but Josh covered her hand with his.

“We’ve got this,” he said.

“Problem. I don’t have anything to wear. My dress is, well, not going to work,” Madison said feeling her face flush.

“Marty has wardrobe and makeup coming here in an hour. I told them that was fine. We’ve hidden out here long enough, and we can always come back,” Josh said.

“Seems I need another shower,” Madison said. “Join me?”

Josh’s smile said it all.
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Madison knew exactly where the limo was taking them as the car snaked its way up the thin streets of the southern-most gated community in Laguna Beach. As soon as the car had turned onto Coast Highway, heading away from town, Madison knew. They were headed to Laura Kinkaid’s hot tub, or, more precisely, her parents’ house and hot tub. Josh squeezed her hand, but didn’t say a word. Now that they knew there were cameras everywhere, they’d agreed not to talk unless they were in a safe place. But nothing associated with the film crew was safe from cameras, they had realized now, including the car service Marty had sent to pick them up.

The car stopped and the driver opened Madison’s door. She wore a charcoal gray Laguna Beach sweatshirt, skinny jeans and Converse tennis shoes. Underneath, she wore a bright blue bikini. A typical teen outfit that looked great on her, even though she was in her thirties. Josh wore black board shorts and a black sweatshirt. As she looked at him, she thought they could be in a time warp suddenly back fifteen years. She shook her head trying to focus on the job ahead.

Marty greeted them outside the front door to the Kincaid mansion, reminding Madison of a garden gnome in a suit. “Hey kids. It’ll all be over soon and then you can carry on,” he said, turning from the front door and leading them through a gate at the side of the house and around to the back. The camera crew was set up in the garden, with the cameras trained on the bubbling hot tub in the center of the garden. Madison swallowed hard and took a deep breath. She felt Josh’s touch on the small of her back, giving her strength.

“The place should look familiar, right Josh?” Marty said. At that moment, Madison decided Mr. Flexible was really Mr. Evil.

“Sure does, Marty. I bet you wish you had a place like this,” Josh said. “Maybe someday, but I doubt it.”

Marty’s eyes glowed green but he didn’t say a word.

Beyond the hot tub, and the working crew, the lights of the town of Laguna Beach sparkled and the headlands of Dana Point jutted out in the far distance. The sunset would be, of course, spectacular, but there was a chill in the air. And it wasn’t just because she was standing in Laura’s backyard, Madison realized.

“Call time is in twenty,” Tom said, appearing from inside the house. “You two good?”

“Couldn’t be better,” Josh said as Madison nodded.

“Great. As you know this scene is the wrap, sort of a nod back to that famous scene in Laguna Nights, as I’m sure you’ve guessed by now. It’s unscripted so say whatever you’d like, but know the more that goes on here, the less of the pre-cap and mid-cap snippets we’ll have to use. And in your case, that probably would be helpful, Josh.”

The two men locked eyes. “Sure,” Josh said.

“Wine, beer, mixed drink? What can I get you?” Roger asked, joining them on the terrace, a uniformed waiter following on his heels. Roger shook Josh’s hand and pecked Madison on the cheek.

“A white wine for me,” Madison said.

“Vodka on the rocks,” Josh said.

As the waiter scampered away, presumably back inside, Laura appeared, wearing the same sweatshirt as Madison and cut-off jean shorts. “We’re going to need the space heaters turned on,” she said and someone on the crew uttered, “of course.”

“Hey, so I’m sure you’re ready to get this over with. So am I, actually,” Laura said, smoothing her hair behind her ears, diamonds flashing. “It’ll be much more fun doing the Triple Play when I don’t know the cast. But it is what it is. So, Scott will be here in a minute, just a heads up.”

Scott had been Josh’s nemesis on the spinoff show, a minor character on Laguna Nights who somehow swooped onto Hollywood Nights and stole Laura away, at least that’s what all the tabloids said. Madison wasn’t sure about how real any of it was now, but she looked at Josh and he remained calm.

“Great. Will be good to see him,” Josh said as the waiter handed him the vodka.

Madison was relieved it wasn’t going to be just the three of them bubbling away in the hot tub, and she had to admit the thought of Josh facing Scott like she had faced Laura was, well, sort of poetic. She had to give it to Laura.

Tom escorted Scott out to the patio and uncomfortable introductions were made all around. Scott’s formerly thick dark hair must have departed and he was now bald, but it suited him, Madison thought. Scott’s dark brown eyes were still dreamy and overall, he could hold his own with Josh who stood next to him.

“Hey Holly, you look amazing,” Scott said, kissing her on the cheek. “God, who knew? You were a wreck senior year. Never expected this.” He opened both hands and did a little bow. Madison felt her face flush and knew, instinctively, cameras were rolling somewhere in the bushes around them.

Josh moved closer to her, and Madison smiled. “You look great, too, Scott. What do you do now?”

“I own a travel business. Actually, it’s where Laura and I got the idea for the show. Folks love to travel,” Scott said as Laura walked up between him and Madison. Now who was staking her territory, Madison thought with a smile.

“Oh, the show was your idea, too? Are you guys still together?” Madison asked, watching Laura’s face for the telltale sign of stress. Her left eye drooped. And there it went. Madison smiled.

“No, well, we’ll see. We’re taking it day by day, we’ve been together a long time, really since Josh,” Laura said. “Let’s get in. I’m getting cold.”

You’ve always been cold, Madison thought, watching Laura pull off her sweatshirt to reveal a replica of the red bikini from Laguna Nights. She wiggled out of her cut offs, popped her hair into a ponytail and was in the tub before the others had even undressed.

“We’re ready for action, speed,” said the DP.

Madison realized Laura was self-conscious, unwilling to show her body and that’s why they’d allowed her to hop into the water before the cameras rolled. She could relate, that’s how she’d lived her life on camera during Laguna Nights. But it wasn’t how she was going to live any longer.

“Come on, Josh, it’s finally our turn,” Madison said, speaking into the camera, delivering the line she and Josh had planned. She pulled the sweatshirt over her head and pulled off her jeans, standing in a blue bikini at the edge of the pool, at the edge of the hill. She knew she looked good, she could see it in all the crew’s leering eyes. But it only mattered what one guy thought.

“It’s always been our turn, Holly,” Josh said, moving into the frame, pulling the black T-shirt over his head and kissing her firmly on the lips, a hot, assertive kiss that they hadn’t needed to practice.

Madison took his hand and they walked together into the water, sitting on the opposite side of the hot tub from Laura who was watching them, one eye wide, the other drooping.

“Can I do a cannon ball?” Scott said, walking into the frame. “Hey, guys.”

Madison and Josh smiled up at him as Laura struggled to deliver her lines. “Scott, hey, so glad you could make it to our little reunion. Scott owns a successful travel business and that’s the reason why we picked the travel theme for this episode of Reality TV Triple Play.”

Scott walked down into the water and settled in next to Laura, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and getting her hair wet. Laura couldn’t hide her annoyance, Madison realized with a smile.

Laura continued, “Thanks again for tuning in. Join us next week as we turn reality upside down for the former cast of Real Life. I’m Laura Kinkaid. Keep it real.”

“And cut,” said the DP.

Laura stood up and hurried to the steps. “I need a towel,” she said, as someone appeared and handed her one. Madison sat with Josh in the hot tub and watched Laura deep in conversation with Roger, Marty, Tom and the rest of the producers.

“She doesn’t seem pleased,” Josh said, leaning close.

“No talking,” Madison whispered.

“So, you two are a thing?” Scott said, crossing the tub and standing in front of them.

Josh and Madison shrugged, simultaneously.

“Oh, right, the cameras. Always recording, aren’t they?” Scott said, looking vaguely around the terrace. “Well, you should have remembered that earlier. I’m going to try to get her to cut most of the embarrassing stuff on you guys. I mean, the fans are cheering you on. You’re blowing up online.”

When neither of them spoke, he said, “There are whole websites devoted to you two, old photos, clips from the show, fans betting you’ll be back together. There’s even a bunch of memes about you and your hot body, Holls. I have to admit, you’re smoking. If I had realized that in high school, I would’ve gone after you instead of her.” Scott nodded Laura’s way. “Nah, just kidding. I like living in her limelight. Well, I think we’re a wrap. See you guys around. Maybe next reunion?”

Scott headed to the steps and a crew member handed him a towel and he walked away, joining Laura’s group in the corner of the terrace. Madison and Josh followed him out of the water, Madison quickly pulled on her sweatshirt and Josh slipped on his T-shirt. The night was getting chilly.

“We’re a wrap. Thanks for showing up tonight. You should expect the episode to air four to six months from now. We’ll keep you in the loop. There’s a car waiting out front,” Tom said. “Keep it real, you two.”

“Whatever,” Josh said, shaking the date producer’s hand for the last time.

“Come on,” Madison said and she led the way around the outside of Laura’s family’s house.


[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

 

Six Months Later
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“It’s recycling day,” Francine said as he walked past her in the kitchen.

“I know,” Josh said, settling his plate in the sink before reaching for the recycling trash under the sink. “I’m on it.”

“Good. Madison has been so busy at work, she leaves before I can remind her,” Francine said, turning the page of the morning newspaper roughly.

“Are you worried about something?” Josh said, holding the trashcan but focusing on her.

“What if we all look horrible on this thing? What if everyone in town makes fun of us?” she said, her hand, veined and ghostly white, covering her mouth. Josh could never get used to her frailty.

“So what? We’ve all handled worse in our lives, right? And what did you tell me? We laugh all the way to the bank, that’s what we do,” Josh said, patting Francine on the shoulder.

“You’re right, of course,” Francine said. “I just thought I’d be dead before this ever came on the air.”

Josh smiled at Francine’s dark humor and walked outside. It was another beautiful day in paradise. Since he’d started working with his dad, learning about his investment portfolio, he’d been the happiest at work that he’d ever been. As his father had predicted, Josh did have a quick mind for math and he was a focused learner. He was even considering going back to business school at his dad’s urging. But for now, what he didn’t have in formal schooling, he more than made up for with charisma. Not only his father, but even his brother seemed to be coming around. The whole clan was talking about spending Thanksgiving together, a first since Josh graduated high school.

Josh dumped the recycling into the large green bin and pushed it to the curb. As he was finishing, Madison pulled into the driveway. He smiled and pulled her door open, giving her a hand as she stepped out of the car. Even though she wasn’t showing too much yet, he’d felt extra protective of her, and their unborn child. He still couldn’t believe they were going to be parents, that they were building a future together. It was his fault he’d forgotten to wear a condom, something he’d never done before. Once they’d both gotten over the shock, they’d decided together that it was meant to be, with Madison blaming herself as much as Josh for the lack of protection.

“Hey honey, anything wrong,” Josh said as they embraced on the driveway.

“Forgot my darn power point clicker,” she said. “I swear, this baby is sucking up all of my brain power.”

“That’s good. Smart babies are the best,” Josh said.

“But what about smart fiancés? I mean, this critter may leave me mindless by the time he or she arrives,” Madison said as they walked toward the cottage.

“You’d just have to stay home, be my sex slave,” Josh said, pulling her close.

“You couldn’t handle it,” Madison teased.

Josh looked into her eyes, and said, “I can handle anything as long as you’re by my side.”

“Me, too,” Madison said, her eyes clouding with worry. “Hopefully, even this stupid show premiering tonight. They’ve aired enough promos for it the whole country will probably tune in.”

“Even that. Hey, wait here, I’ll get your clicker,” Josh said, racing up the steps, two at a time. He returned a moment later with the clicker, retrieving it from the kitchen counter. Madison had practiced her speech repeatedly in front of him and Francine. The presentation was perfect. “Here you go! Good luck again. And we’ll have fun with this thing – whatever it is – tonight.”
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Madison left work early, thrilled to have landed the huge group for next year due to her perfect presentation. She was exhausted, but that was nothing new. Since almost the moment she had discovered she was pregnant – a certain love-making session on a hotel tabletop the likely culprit – she’d been tired. And elated. She’d dreamed of having a child, but never thought the dream would come true. And with Josh? They’d been inseparable since leaving the hot tub scene, and everything had fallen into place, almost as if it were destiny.

Since Josh had moved in a few months ago, she hadn’t had to worry as much about her mom. Josh’s office was nearby, his hours flexible thanks to his dad, and he regularly helped out with Francine, bringing her mom lunch, and sometimes even sitting with her when she had the energy to paint. Madison had more time to focus on her job and on taking care of herself. Josh had insisted. And on the nights and weekends when she did have to work late, Josh would make sure a healthy meal was served to her mom and was waiting for Madison when she returned home. And the best part, he seemed to enjoy working for his dad. That was another huge blessing.

As she pulled into the driveway, the cottage glowed with warmth. She was relieved they’d declined repeated invitations to appear on the red carpet for the premiere of the pilot of Reality TV Triple Play, “reality to the third degree”. Even though so much had changed since they had filmed the show, she didn’t want any more exposure on a red carpet or otherwise. The sooner this episode aired, the better.

But still, so much good had come out of the experience for her and Josh that she knew they could withstand the firestorm of bad social media that was sure to follow, as long as they stood together. The show was the reason they had found each other again, she kept reminding herself. As Scott had told them that night, social media had been on their side so far. But who knows what viewers would believe once the show aired. She had learned fame isn’t just fleeting, it’s fickle, too.

Madison knew one thing as well as she knew Laura: Whatever Laura was releasing tonight would make Laura out to be the beautiful hero, and would make Madison look fill in the blank with a negative term: Stupid, sad, needy, depressed, ugly, less. It was a guarantee. But this time, none of those things were true. This time, she had Josh by her side and her life on track. This time, the stigma of reality TV wouldn’t haunt her. She’d embrace what she liked and ignore the rest, for herself and for her baby. The money so far was enough to pay for their child’s college fund. And this time, they’d receive residuals if the series went into syndication. All was good, she reminded herself as she closed the garage door. Josh was waiting on the steps to the garage.

“It’s almost show time. I’ve got popcorn popped, a fire in the fireplace, your mom propped up in her favorite chair, so what can I get you?” he said.

“I have all I need,” Madison said as they shared a tender kiss and headed inside. “We’ve got this, right?”

“We do,” Josh said.

They sat side by side on the couch and Josh turned on the flat screen TV above the fireplace. The show opener rolled and Madison took a deep breath, trying to push down the panic that had invaded her like an alien. Her pulse was racing.

“Hey, we’re ok, look at me,” Josh said, pulling her against him, cradling her face in his hands. “We’re taping it. We can watch it later.”

“No,” she said, pushing down the sick feeling in her stomach. “I’m fine.”

Laura appeared onscreen, standing on the edge of the hillside near her parents’ home. “I’m Laura Kinkaid. Welcome to Reality TV Triple Play. Each week, we’ll reunite popular cast members from some of your favorite reality TV shows. They’ll think they’re being cast in a pilot of a new show, but you’ll know it’s a Triple Play. It’s reality to the third degree. We’ll get started, after this.”

Laura’s face disappeared and commercials followed.

“Not bad so far,” Francine said from her chair. “Good popcorn, ego maniac.”

“Thanks, Francine,” Josh said, smiling at her. Madison felt his arm around her shoulder, holding her tight. “Here we go, ladies.”

The show began again with a wide-angle shot of the Mondrian Resort grounds, swimming pool and the glistening ocean beyond. Laura’s voiceover began: “Remember this beach town? It’s Laguna Beach, California, in the OC. The former cast members of my reality TV show Laguna Nights have been told that bad boy Josh Welsh is getting a second chance at an acting career, staring in his own travel show, Josh’s Journeys. Here we are at the most famous resort in Laguna Beach. It’s Josh’s day to shoot, but he’s got stage fright too severe to go on camera. So, his old girlfriend Holly takes over. You remember poor Holly, right? Josh dumped her for me our senior year in high school. But she’s turned out just fine.”

The camera cuts to Madison, standing by the fire pit, smiling. She looked pretty good, she thought, relieved. She’d been certain Laura would edit in her most unflattering takes.

“You look gorgeous,” Josh said. Madison searched his face quickly for signs of anger at the jabs Laura had taken already, but he remained outwardly calm.

As she looked back at the television, the camera locked on Madison’s face, confident and glowing. “Welcome to my favorite resort. No trip to Laguna Beach is complete without a stay here. We never got to film here when we were taping the show so this is a special treat. These days, I spend as much time here as I can.” Because I work here, Madison had said, but they’d edited that out.

Laura’s voiceover cut in. “Holly didn’t want anything to do with this show, and we even had to force her to be a part of it. Her mom helped us, too.”

The show cut to Francine, sitting in the chair in the cottage, where she sat now. “Holly is a natural, I tell you. Everyone said it. I felt like if that ego monster, cheating ex-boyfriend of hers could do another show, well then, Holly should, too.”

Voiceover, while Francine smiles smugly on camera. “We agree, Mrs. Alcott.”

“I look ghastly,” Francine said, as Josh and Madison stared at her, shaking with anger.

“Mom, how could you?” Madison said and her mom just shrugged and Madison turned back to the television.

Laura’s face came on screen. She was sitting at the table at the Mondrian Resort’s oceanfront restaurant, the same place where Madison and Josh met for coffee on the first day they saw each other. “You know, on reality TV, we like to use hidden microphones in unusual places. Like here.” Laura pointed to a tiny gap in the wood railing and the camera angle switched to that camera’s view. Eye level and intimate. “I wonder what Holly had to say to Josh about his lack of, well, performance?”

Cut to a tight shot of Madison and Josh sitting at breakfast. Josh’s face is pale and sweaty on screen. Madison turned to look at him next to her on the couch and squeezed his hand, but he was staring at the screen. Onscreen the waiter has delivered their meal.

“Maybe it was hypoglycemia or something? Low blood sugar?” she said to him across the table. The camera catches Josh swallowing hard, wiping his brow.

“I wouldn’t get stage fright after all these years, right?” Josh said, and takes a deep breath.

“No, of course you wouldn’t,” Madison said. She had to admit she looked good, especially compared to pasty Josh. “But I’m sorry you won’t be in my segment with me. I really went out on a limb today. I hope I didn’t make a fool of myself, like before.”

“You were perfect. I think you’re going to have a lot more segments where that came from. Roger was enthralled with you. I could tell, even through my low blood sugar thing,” Josh said.

The camera panned back and Laura’s voiceover began again. “I wonder if it was low blood sugar or just a guilty conscience? We all remember how he messed around with a certain someone when he had told Holly he loved her. And now, he deserts her during her cameo on his own show. Hmm. Is there anything redeeming about Josh Welsh? Keep watching.”

Josh jumped up from the couch, his anger seeping from every pore.

“Josh, stay calm. It’s not over,” Madison said.

“I’m going to sue her, I’m going to – fuck,” Josh said, punching his left hand with his fist.

“Get ahold of yourself, honestly. This isn’t just about you,” Francine said from her chair.

Josh blinked and let out a huge breath before sitting down next to Madison. She could feel the hot anger pulsing from his body. The show was starting again, Madison realized with dread.

On the screen, the shot was from a helicopter, swooping over Main Beach and then heading south, zooming in at Fisherman’s Cove. Laura’s voiceover said, “What we’re famous for here, our surfer bodies and our pristine coved beaches, spoiled kids and endless summers. Welcome back to Laguna Beach.”

On screen, Madison appeared, sitting in a director’s chair, framed by a backdrop of rock. She was holding a water bottle, drinking deeply.

Oh my god, Madison realized suddenly. She knew she had been filmed by hidden cameras when she agreed to talk with Tom in the cave. “I’m sorry,” she said, turning to Josh. “I don’t even remember what I said. I had just finished filming. God.”

“It’s alright,” Josh said, his voice tight and low, his hands clasped in front of him.

On screen a male voice said, “So how did it feel, being back on camera after all these years? Your reality show was one of the first. People wonder how it affected your life then, what’s it like now.”

Madison took a big drink of water on screen and said, “You know what’s strange, Tom? I never imagined I’d be back in front of the camera again. But when that red light goes on, it’s a thrill unlike anything else,” Madison said, shaking her head, her blonde hair cascading around her face. “My mom told me I was foolish not to take this chance. She said I was a natural. I really do love it. And then when my boss forced me to do the segment about the resort, well, it made me fall in love again.”

“With Josh?” Tom said from off camera.

“What? No, with this, with television, with acting,” Madison said.

“Not even a little bit of this was because Josh was, as you said on the Laguna Nights show, the love of your life,” Tom said. “You guys really seemed to have an instant attraction. Pretty hot.”

Madison smiled. “I suppose he does have something to do with it,” she said. “But this is his travel show. Not mine. I’m just helping him out. He’ll take off again, and I’ll go back to my regular life, already in progress.”

On screen, the camera shot pulled in tight on her face as she said, “It was amazing doing it again.”

It was Madison’s turn to stand up. “That was all Tom. He edited that together. It made it seem like we had slept together.”

“Well you did at some point,” Francine said, pointing at her burgeoning belly.

On screen, the camera showed Josh walking quickly across the beach, up the stairs and disappearing into the crowd. Laura’s voiceover said, “While Holly’s having fun, Josh is more of a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of guy. I should know. We’ll be right back.”

Madison walked to the kitchen and filled a glass with tap water. She couldn’t figure out what Laura was up to. She wanted to portray Madison as willing to do whatever she could to win Josh over, including sleep with him on the beach in broad daylight. Meanwhile, Josh was still the bad guy. But to what end?

“Come back over here, it’s almost over,” Josh said from the couch. “We’ve got this.”

Madison sat down and onscreen the shot was a close up of a bird-of-paradise, the orange beaked flower blowing in the gentle ocean breeze. The shot pulled back and was an overhead shot of two men eating outside. Josh and Marty, at the table with the hidden camera.

Laura’s voiceover said, “Things aren’t always as they appear, are they? Maybe the guy you think is the worst guy on television really isn’t. Sometimes, reality TV cast members aren’t at all what they appear to be. Other times, they are who they are. Can you guess what Josh is?”

On screen, the camera is a tight shot of Josh and Marty. Marty says, “Well, what about Holly? You two together, now that would be some good TV.”

Josh is chewing his food with a smile on his face. The bad boy smile, Madison noticed, and as she watched she hoped he didn’t make her regret letting him move in, having his child.

“She is really special to me. I can’t believe how I treated her on camera back on Laguna Nights. I mean, Laura is hot and all, but Holly, she is my first love,” Josh said, pushing his sunglasses up on his head. Madison noticed he touched the side of his glasses with his crossed fingers, holding them there for all to see.

Tears leapt into Madison’s eyes. “Oh my gosh, you told them? You told the world?”

“What, I’m sorry,” Josh said, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

“That’s the most romantic thing ever,” Madison said, snuggling in close as on screen, Josh was describing their high school getaway and the meaning of the fingers-crossed gesture.

“At this hotel in Mexico the staff used a gesture as a form of welcome. They covered their heart with their fists. It comes from a small Mexican Indian tribe the concierge told us. After a couple of days, we decided to make our own gesture, a way of staying real no matter the craziness of the TV show. So we crossed our fingers. It didn’t work, though, not in the long run,” Josh said, looking out into the ocean, directly into the hidden camera, his eyes misty.

On screen the shot cuts to a camera mounted on a car driving through the streets of Laguna Beach. In the voiceover Laura said, “Maybe your little gesture between the two of you did mean something in the long run, Josh. Because what was great about bringing these cast members back together again . . .”

On screen the shot is of the three of them – Madison, Josh and Laura -- at their awkward lunch in town as Laura’s voiceover continued: “Is that while it may not be easy for Holly to overcome what she thought she knew about Josh and who he was in the past, it’s very rewarding once you do. You see, what I’ve discovered was that even when Josh was pretending to love me, he was pining away for Holly.”

On the screen, a still shot from Laguna Nights, season two, episode four. It was the still frame of a young Josh, his fingers crossed behind his back as a sign to Holly before he entered the hot tub behind Laura.

Laura’s voiceover said, “I didn’t see it back then, did you? We’ll be right back for the final reality check.”

Madison leaned over and kissed Josh on the cheek and then they held each other’s gaze. She was so happy she’d trusted Josh enough to let him show her that scene before Laura revealed it to the world. That had been a moment meant for her eyes, a gesture she’d missed. But now, he was beside her again.

“You two were meant to be, all along,” Francine said breaking the spell.

“We have one more segment to get through,” Josh said standing up and stretching, still tense Madison noted. But the torture was almost over.

On the screen was a wide shot of the sun setting, the view was from up on the hillside, a view from Laura’s parents’ home. The camera zoomed to a lit up, bubbling hot tub and Laura sitting in it alone, staring off away from the camera.

Laura’s voiceover said, “I didn’t see them do this when they got into the hot tub with me the final night of taping, but the camera did. It catches everything.”

On screen, there was a shot of Josh and Madison, sitting side by side in Laura’s hot tub, each holding a hand above the water, fingers crossed. They were smiling at each other.

Laura’s voiceover said, “But it doesn’t matter. I like happy endings.”

On screen, Scott walked down the steps and splashed Laura, sitting down next to her on the hot tub seat as she delivered her closing lines.

And then the screen faded to black.
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Dear Readers!

Thank you for reading Laguna Nights! I hope you enjoyed Madison and Josh’s story! And if you did, please recommend it to your friends and please review it! The next book in the Laguna Beach Series is Laguna Heights, featuring Madison’s best friend Annie. Annie’s perfect Laguna Beach life suddenly is turned upside down when a man from her past appears. I know you’ll enjoy Annie’s story! I’ve included a brief excerpt here, just to tempt you!

My other contemporary romance series is the Indigo Island Series featuring the wealthy Putnam family. I’ve included an excerpt from book one, Weekend with the Tycoon. I hope you enjoy it!

Thank you so much for reading Laguna Nights. And please remember, if you liked it, a review really helps other people find it, and means a lot to me, too. I read every one of them! I’d love to stay in touch! Join my newsletter list for fun extras and notices of new releases. I’m active on Facebook and Twitter, too! Keep in touch!

Xo

Kaira


Coming August 2015 . . .
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Laguna Beach Book 2

Annie Watson has a secret, and she’s kept it for almost ten years. Married and living the life of her dreams in Laguna Beach with her husband Hank, and two kids, Annie still has fans approach her from her stint on the reality TV show, Laguna Nights. One fan, in particular, has appeared in town. Chris Johnson is the last person she expected to run into, and the one person she always hoped would never discover the truth.

 

RALPH’S GROCERY STORE PARKING LOT

Laguna Beach

 

Why wouldn’t Madison pick up the phone, Annie wondered, her hand shaking as she held her phone. She was hiding in the front seat of her car, ducked below the steering wheel, hoping Chris didn’t follow her out to the Ralph’s grocery store parking lot.

Knowing him, as she had, he would.

“Madison, it’s Annie. I need to talk to you. Please, call me,” she said before hanging up. Breathe in, breathe out, she reminded herself, techniques the counselor at college had taught her to deal with this situation her senior year in college. She had been free from Chris for more than a decade.

What was he doing in Laguna Beach? Had he come here to find her or was it just a coincidence?

A fist pounded on the driver’s side window. “Hey Annie,” Chris yelled through the glass as Annie screamed.
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Ten Years Earlier . . .

University of California, Irvine, campus

 

Annie sat at her favorite table at an outdoor café at the university center. She had loved college, every minute of it, and especially enjoyed sitting here at the café and people watching. She’d spent the summer waiting tables at an outdoor restaurant in her hometown of Laguna Beach, just down Coast Highway from the campus. Her face was dotted with freckles to prove it, her typically dark brunette hair streaked with some auburn highlights. She’d been jogging, too, and her newly toned body was something she was proud of, and she’d worn shorts and a tight-fitting T-shirt to show it off. Even her arms were tanned and toned, she knew.

She took a sip of her coffee, a bittersweet thought crossing her mind. She couldn’t believe she was already a senior, with only one more year of soaking up all she could about art history in her classes, and of course, partying. As the newly elected president of her sorority, Kappa Alpha Theta, she had a lot to do this semester for rush, and she was waiting for her vice president, and roommate Susan, to show up so they could get started.

“Hey, aren’t you Annie from Laguna Nights?” asked a young woman who approached Annie’s table with a big grin. Annie was accustomed to the question, of course, having spent two seasons, her junior and senior year of high school, as a cast member on the hit reality TV show. The show continued still, with a new group of kids from her high school, and the fan base kept growing exponentially.

At UCI, this year’s freshman class would be filled with a new crop of fans, Annie knew. Unlike some of her former cast mates, she liked the attention, liked her portrayal on the show and was thrilled she was able to pay for college with what she’d earned from the show. And, her past celebrity status was good for sorority recruitment, too.

Annie pushed her sunglasses up onto her head and smiled. “I am indeed.”

“I love that show. You were like the perfect friend on that show. Everybody liked you. Girls. Guys. Well, except Josh.”

Annie shared a laugh with her. She was right, Josh was the bad boy on their reality TV show and he’d hurt Annie’s best friend Madison, so Annie had treated him in the manner he’d deserved. “I was Annie from Laguna Nights. Now I’m just Annie at UCI,” Annie said, smiling warmly at the gorgeous blonde standing in front of her. “Are you a freshman?”

“I am. My name’s Sophie and I’m from Indiana. Everything is so different here,” she said, holding her arms out to encompass everything around her, and probably the whole Golden State. “I mean, we don’t have celebrities there.”

Annie had to be careful about rush rules, but she could ask one question. “Are you going to join a sorority?”

“Oh yes,” Sophie said. “I hope to be a Theta just like you.”

Good. “Well ok, I’ll see you around, you know we can’t talk about sorority stuff, rush rules,” Annie said with a wink.

“Yes, thanks, see you around,” Sophie said walking away as Annie’s friend Robin approached the table. Annie was so glad to see her, but Robin’s face was locked in a frown.

“What’s wrong?” Annie asked, standing to hug her tall friend. Robin was a beach volleyball player, a natural at the sport where her six-foot height was a bonus.

“I didn’t get all of my classes scheduled. I’ve got to go meet with my adviser, I’m sorry,” Robin said. “Can we meet later?”

“Sure, no problem,” Annie said. “I’ll just sit here and review the freshman class as they walk past me. I met a good rushee already!”

“No dirty rush,” Robin said, waving a long finger in Annie’s face. “Be good!”

Annie dropped back into her seat, contemplating another cup of coffee when a guy approached her table. He looked like he’d just rolled out of bed. He was cute, with shaggy brown hair and, Annie noticed, sleepy bright blue eyes. He smiled, revealing a dimple. “Hey, are you Annie? From that TV show?”
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Weekend with the Tycoon, Indigo Island Book 1

Wealthy business tycoon Blake Putnam isn’t looking for love, he just needs a date for a family wedding he’s dreading. Alpha male to the core, Blake’s idea of being a man leaves little room for emotional connection. He comes up with the perfect solution to the dreaded wedding: he’ll find a controllable date. He has everything planned to perfection.

Samantha Jones agrees to spend the weekend with the hot boss. She’s attracted to him, but she’s sworn off men after her embarrassing recent break up. She’s determined to ignore the attraction and focus on business when he hands her an opportunity to be part of the biggest business pitch in Blake Genetics’ history. It could change everything. She’s not looking for love, she won’t jump off that cliff again. But she will take the chance to further her career.

What neither of them expected was the weekend to take flight. Is this a risk they’re willing to see through to the end?

 

Samantha punched the elevator button for the top floor. She’d never been to Mr. Putnam’s office but of course, she’d heard rumors about it, the starkness, the vast size. To be summoned for a meeting first thing Thursday morning made her heart race. After all, he was the boss, CEO of Blake Genetics, a genetics testing firm he’d founded after his college graduation that had become, in just 10 years, a dominant player worldwide. Blake Putnam was the man. Tall, built like Tom Brady with an athletic body that still looked good in the European suits he wore to the office every day. He was sexy, assertive, rich and very, very distant.

By contrast, Samantha felt plain, boring and unaccomplished. She’d just graduated college a year and a half before, and had worked for Blake Genetics since then. She examined her anxious expression in the reflection of the elevator walls and adjusted her simple black shift dress. Then she checked her long blonde hair anchored in a loose knot behind her back. Even though the offices were overly cool, she was perspiring and fanned herself with the white notepad in her hand as the elevator shot up to the top floor. The doors parted revealing an expansive white marble floor, with an impressively large white desk placed in the exact middle of the space. A severe, elegantly coiffed woman sat behind the desk and seemed to float in the room of white. Samantha shivered as sweat trickled down her back. She stepped off the elevator, which closed soundlessly behind her. The woman never looked up.

This was the infamous Marlene, Mr. Putnam’s personal assistant, who had summoned her. Samantha waited to be acknowledged. Rumors about Marlene’s power were whispered throughout the building. Samantha felt another spurt of panic shoot down her spine. Am I being fired? She stared at Marlene mutely. She couldn’t think of anything she’d done to warrant being fired, and she was almost certain they wouldn’t handle such things on the executive floor. Would they? Samantha tried to distract herself by noticing details— Marlene’s timeless face without a single wrinkle, her short, dark, edgy bob, her elegant, black pantsuit and tall stiletto heels that Samantha could barely look at without wincing. No way would she ever be able to walk in those. They looked more like weapons than shoes.

“Have a seat, Ms. Jones,” Marlene said without looking up. Samantha chose one of two white leather chairs with cold metal arms. She shivered, her bare arms exposed. Her feet began to feel numb inside her sensible black pumps. She wished they’d just fire her. The waiting was more torture than she’d imagined. Breathe, she told herself, and started doodling a daisy on her notepad. I’m drowning in a sea of quiet white, Samantha thought. No art. No plants. No sound. No smell. Nothing. After a ten-minute wait, spent staring at the wall in front of her while Marlene worked intently at her massive desk, Samantha was about to ask why she was here when Marlene finally spoke.

“Mr. Putnam will see you now.” Without moving from her seat, Marlene pushed a button and the stainless steel door to his office swung open. Samantha could almost hear the drum beat of doom, and she felt Marlene’s eyes on her back as she entered Mr. Putnam’s office. Mr. Putnam was seated behind a glass desk, and beyond him, was a glass wall with a commanding view of the city. As she entered, he remained seated and swiveled his chair, turning his back to her. Along the far wall of his office to her left was a large fish tank with spectacularly colored fish. The other two walls were floor to ceiling glass. The air smelled of success and ocean. Blake Putnam was on the phone. She turned around to leave, but the door had closed tightly behind her. Unsure what to do, Samantha stopped, frozen about five feet from his desk.

Breathe, she reminded herself, even as she started to get angry about the situation. Sure, he was the boss but ordering her to what she privately thought of as his lair and then turning his back on her without so much as a nod in her direction? She tried to keep the irritation off her face. He finished the call, swiveled his chair in her direction and waved her to the white leather chair in front of his desk. He wore a crisp white dress shirt and a black and navy striped tie, the blue matching the color of his deep blue eyes. His black suit jacket hung from the back of his black leather chair. Samantha hurried to the seat.

“Ms. Jones,” Mr. Putnam tilted back in his black leather chair, steepling his hands below his chin. Samantha could see his biceps push against his shirt, but forced her attention back on his words. She waited for him to explain why she was here, but he stared at her.

Samantha tried not to fidget. He continued to stare, and she wondered wildly what game was this? He could win tournaments in poker. World championships. What could he possibly be thinking? Maybe she should speak, but the longer the silence stretched, the fewer words jangled around in her brain.

“I’m impressed by how you handled the preliminary Daycon meetings. Even with all the friction over the increased rates and government regulation, you walked through all of the reasoning better than some of my more senior executives could have done, frankly,” Putnam said. Whatever she’d been expecting, it hadn’t been praise. Samantha sagged in relief. “You think well on your feet,” he said.

Samantha smiled. He liked her work. He had noticed her during the meeting. And he had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen.

“You’re smart, and you have a great grasp of Blake Genetics’ future.” He leaned forward. “I like your presentation skills. Exactly what I need for this upcoming weekend.” Basking in his praise, Samantha almost missed the last line. She leaned forward and pursed her lips in the shape of a W, but for once managed to still her question.

“I need an associate to attend a business meeting with me. We will finalize Monday’s Daycon pitch and review every aspect of the presentation.”

“Me? You?”

 

Keep reading Weekend with the Tycoon now!

 

Read other books by Kaira Rouda
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Thanks to you, the reader, for supporting my dream! I love writing stories and that wouldn’t be possible without you!

Thank you to my team, including the fabulous cover designer Sarah Hansen, my son, Trace, for sharing his photography with me, and my publicist Autumn Hull. Special hugs to Marlene Engel, Alicia Klick, Karla Heller, and Nancy Stopper for all their help.

And to Ashley Wahler for your spark of inspiration – thank you!

All of you mean so much!!
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Kaira Rouda is a bestselling, multiple award-winning author of contemporary fiction that sparkles with humor and heart. She has won the Indie Excellence Award, USA Book Awards, the Reader’s Choice Awards and honorable mention in the Writer’s Digest International Book Awards. Her books have been widely reviewed and featured in leading magazines. Her nonfiction title, REAL YOU INCORPORATED: 8 Essentials for Women Entrepreneurs, continues to inspire women internationally. She lives in Southern California with her husband and four almost-grown kids, and is at work on her next novel. Connect with her on Twitter, @KairaRouda, and on Facebook at Kaira Rouda Books.

For more about Kaira and her books, please visit www.KairaRouda.com and sign up for her newsletter!
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