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      For everyone who’s ever been afraid to speak up because you knew you wouldn’t be believed.
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      Dear reader,

      

      This book contains recurring discussions of past incidents of sexual harassment, as well as a brief public encounter with the aforementioned harasser. No physical assault or abuse occurs during the story. There are also multiple references to the strict diet and exercise regimens required of actors as well as allusions to body dysmorphia.

      I offer this warning so that those for whom these are sensitive subjects may make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed with the story.

      
        
        Be good to yourself,

        Susannah Nix
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      Alice Carlisle pressed an ear against her bedroom door, listening for sounds of life on the other side. All appeared quiet in the apartment beyond. Good. Hopefully her roommate was still fast asleep.

      She slipped out of her room, quietly pulling the door shut before tiptoeing down the hall to the kitchen where—

      A mostly-naked man stood at the stove with his back to her.

      He was hot enough to be a model, flipping pancakes in nothing but a pair of striped boxer briefs that clung to his taut buttocks and muscular brown legs. It could have been a scene straight out of one of Alice’s more X-rated fantasies, if only the pancake flipper in question were straight and single. Alas, the beautiful Diego was very gay—and very much in a relationship with Alice’s roommate, Isaac.

      “I’m totally saving some of this maple syrup to lick off you later,” Diego said without turning around, obviously not realizing it was Alice who’d come into the room.

      “Careful,” she replied as she walked past him. “I’ve heard food play can increase the risk of bacterial infection in sensitive areas.”

      Diego glanced over his shoulder, his lip curling in an expression of distaste. “Oh. It’s you.”

      “Good morning to you too.” Alice jerked open a cabinet to retrieve a travel mug.

      “Isaac!” Diego shouted, turning back to the stove. “She’s up.”

      Shit. Alice shoved the mug back into the cabinet, electing to make a hasty exit rather than wait around for her coffee to brew. Her caffeine fix could wait until she got to work. Better that than—

      “Hey.” Isaac wandered out into the living room in a rumpled T-shirt and a pair of tropical-themed boxers.

      “Morning,” Alice mumbled as she grabbed a packet of cherry Pop-Tarts out of the box in the pantry.

      Isaac ran his palm over the stubble on his chin. “I need to talk to you.”

      “No time.” She tore the foil Pop-Tart packet open as she headed for the front door. “Running late for work.”

      “Alice—”

      “Later, okay?”

      “You keep saying later, but you don’t get in until after midnight most nights and you’re usually gone again before I’m up in the morning.”

      She turned her back on him and pulled open the apartment door. “I know! Work’s just been really crazy this week.”

      “This can’t wait anymore.”

      “Sorry!” Alice said, stepping into the hall.

      “You can’t keep running away!” Isaac shouted as she pulled the door closed behind her.

      Sure I can.

      Alice had practically elevated running away into an art form. Besides, she already knew what he wanted to talk to her about, and the longer she could put him off the better.

      A few weeks ago, Isaac had asked her to move out so Diego could move in. Not that he wasn’t already camped out here full time, but apparently Diego wanted her bedroom to use as a home office for his burgeoning graphic design business. Nice, huh?

      Alice assumed Isaac wanted to know how much longer it would be before she was gone. The problem was, she hadn’t been able to find a new place yet—though not for lack of trying. It just wasn’t that easy, given her financial circumstances and the current state of the economy. Times were tough all over, and everyone else in the greater Los Angeles area was looking for affordable housing too.

      In a way, she’d brought all this on herself. Isaac had been a great roommate before he’d met Diego. She was the genius who’d encouraged him to try online dating, and inadvertently cemented her status as an unwanted third wheel.

      Alice started her car and fired up her favorite true crime podcast for the commute from Silver Lake to Burbank. As she was merging onto the 5, her podcast paused for an incoming call from Isaac. She declined it, and a minute later her phone chimed to let her know she had a new voicemail. Fantastic.

      She didn’t listen to the message until she was making the long walk from her assigned parking lot into work.

      Hey, Alice, it’s Isaac. I didn’t want to do it this way, but I told you it couldn’t wait anymore. It’s been a month since I asked you to move out, which is more than fair. Diego’s lease is up on the thirty-first and he has to move his stuff out before that, so I’m giving you a hard deadline of March twenty-third. You need to have all your things out of the apartment by then and give me back the key. I didn’t want to do this, but you haven’t given me any other choice. Sorry.

      He didn’t sound sorry. He sounded annoyed, and eager to get rid of her. And Alice had actually thought Isaac was her friend. At first they’d just been roommates—someone she’d found through a friend of a friend—but they’d gotten pretty close there for a while. Until Diego came on the scene. As soon as he got himself a boyfriend, Isaac had chucked Alice like last week’s avocados.

      That was what you got for trusting someone. Alice didn’t make friends easily, and this was exactly why. When you let your guard down, it made it easier for people to stab you in the back.

      Sighing, she flashed her badge at the security guard and went in search of a much-needed caffeine infusion.

      Two hours and three cups of coffee later, Alice was still wondering how the hell she was going to find another apartment on Isaac’s timetable as she stared at the gaping chest wound on the gurney in front of her.

      “Chest is full of blood,” said the man beside her in doctor’s scrubs. He was handsome on a whole other level than most mortals—dark blond hair, bright blue eyes, muscles for days—but Alice paid him no special attention as she fumbled with the IV line on the patient’s arm.

      Nine months at this job had inured her to both the gore—which smelled weirdly like Orange Glo—and her coworkers’ aesthetic perfection. Symmetrical faces, winning smiles, and rock-hard bodies were so de rigueur in her current workplace that she barely even registered them anymore.

      Alice wasn’t in their league, but she was attractive enough, in a Scandinavian farm girl sort of way, that she’d occasionally been the target of unpleasant comments in school and at other jobs. “You’re smarter than you look,” “No one will ever take you seriously looking the way you do,” and much worse had been flung at her various times over the years, in both academic and professional settings. She loved that she was far from the most attractive person at her current job, because it allowed her to feel invisible. In fact, part of her job was to be invisible, which suited her just fine.

      Anyway, she had more important things on her mind than admiring her handsome coworkers, like the fact that in a little over two weeks she’d be homeless.

      Isaac’s timing was terrible. It was mid-semester, so there was nothing available near the university. Even worse, her current job was ending in just a few weeks, which meant she’d be saying goodbye to a regular paycheck. She’d tried to be good about saving, but those savings weren’t going to last her long if she had to cough up a brand-new security deposit.

      “Pressure’s down to sixty,” said a nurse with a Screen Actors Guild card and a more flattering set of scrubs than Alice’s plain pink ones.

      “Must have nicked an artery,” Dr. Handsome said beside her, and Alice leaned forward, pretending to suction the chest cavity for him.

      The grizzled TV veteran working across the table from them plunged his gloved hands into the patient’s chest. “Call the OR and tell them we’re on our way.”

      Even if the casting agency found Alice another job, studio apartments in her budget were few and far between—and usually next door to a meth lab. She’d been hoping something would turn up before Isaac lost patience and gave her an ultimatum, but that ship had pulled anchor. Her only option at this point was the one she’d been hoping to avoid: the dreaded Craigslist roommate.

      Just the thought of it made her shudder. Who knew what kind of weirdo she’d wind up living with?

      “He’s unresponsive,” the nurse with the cute scrubs said.

      The hot doctor beside Alice—better known to television audiences as the adorably charming Dr. Ethan Convey—bent over to check the patient’s chest drainage unit. “Chest tube output is twelve-hundred cc’s. Prep for thoracotomy.”

      His hip bumped against Alice’s, and she shuffled aside to give him more room. They were working in tight quarters, and part of her job was to stay out of everyone else’s way. But as she reached for a scalpel on the tray of instruments beside her, she misjudged how close it was and knocked the whole thing over, sending hemostats, forceps, and scalpels flying with a deafening clatter.

      “Ow!” the man dying on the gurney cried out as he flinched away from the flying medical equipment.

      “Shit. Sorry,” Alice muttered. Good thing their scalpels weren’t actually sharp.

      “Cut!”

      The director ripped off his headset and approached with a thunderous expression on his face. It was Dean Harwell’s first time in the director’s chair on Las Vegas General, and the technical challenges of filming the show’s complicated trauma scenes had been giving him fits all week. Dean was moonlighting from his regular job as star of Las Vegas General’s better-rated lead-in, and had only ever directed two episodes of his own show before this. The producers had done him a favor letting him direct, but at this point it was clear to everyone that they’d made a grievous mistake. The guy was in way over his head, and had been taking it out on anyone and everyone with the misfortune to attract his attention.

      Alice’s feet weren’t the only ones that shifted nervously as Dean stormed toward them. The other two nurses in the scene—a background actor named Diane and a minor recurring cast member named Abby—shrank back and hung their heads. Even Griffin Beach—who was in his seventh season as series regular Ethan Convey and had recently blown up the box office in the fourth installment of the blockbuster Troublemakers franchise—visibly winced. Only Alfie Crosby, a forty-year veteran of stage and screen sitting comfortably at the top of the call sheet seemed unfazed by the oncoming tantrum.

      “Why is the dead guy talking?” Dean demanded, red-faced under his backward Yankees cap. “And moving?”

      Once upon a time, Alice had actually thought Dean was hot, but that was before she’d had the pleasure of working with him. Funny how much less attractive some people became once you got to know them.

      “He’s not dead yet,” Alfie said, looking more amused than anything. “There’s another page of dialogue before he codes.” According to The Hollywood Reporter, Alfie was being paid a cool half million per episode, so he could afford to be amused.

      “She threw a tray of sharp instruments at my face,” the not-dead-yet actor mumbled in his own defense.

      “Sorry,” Alice said again. In an entire season working background, this was the first time she’d ever ruined a take—but of course Dean didn’t know that.

      “Background are supposed to be seen and not fucking heard!” he shouted. “It’s right there in the goddamn name: background!”

      All the extras on his own show despised him. Alice had talked to some of them in the commissary last week, and they’d offered their condolences over Dean’s guest directing stint on LV Gen. Now she knew why.

      Dean started to take a menacing step toward Alice, but Griffin Beach inserted himself between them. “It was my fault,” he said, facing down Dean with a level stare. “I bumped into her and made her knock the tray over. If you’re gonna be pissed at someone, be pissed at me.”

      Alice could have hugged him for taking the bullet for her. Not that she ever would. There was a strict caste system in place on set. Extras who got too familiar with the talent would quickly find themselves out of a job and unlikely to be assigned a new one by the casting agency.

      She hid gratefully behind Griffin’s broad shoulders and kept her mouth shut while Dean railed about professionalism and the fact that it was only eleven a.m. on Wednesday and they were already four hours and ten pages behind schedule. Someone might have pointed out that they were only behind because of Dean’s inexperience and repeated tantrums—this was his second outburst of the day and they were still hours away from lunch—but no one did, because it would only antagonize him and lengthen the duration of his tirade.

      It was a full five minutes before he lost steam and stalked back to the monitors.

      “Thank you,” Alice whispered to Griffin as soon as Dean was out of earshot.

      Griffin gave her a wink so devastatingly sexy she felt her knees go wobbly. So much for not paying attention to how attractive he was.

      “Don’t worry about that apple-faced goon,” he whispered back, covering the mic tucked under his shirt as he leaned toward her. “He’s not even qualified to be the assistant manager at PetSmart.”

      Alice swallowed, momentarily paralyzed by the perfect storm of Griffin’s kindness and sexy proximity, combined with her own overwhelming gratitude and embarrassment.

      “Boy, what a dickhead,” Alfie announced loudly, not caring who heard him. “Who told that moron he could direct?”

      Griffin snorted and wandered back to his mark, leaving Alice to pull herself together and reapply her veneer of detached professionalism.

      Props came through and reset the scene, Dean called action, and they started again from the top.

      This time, Alice managed not to throw a tray of scalpels at anyone.
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      Griffin Beach winked at a passing PA as he stepped out of Stage Ten on the Kenwood Studios backlot and slipped his phone out of the pocket of his scrubs. The scrubs might actually be the thing he’d miss most after Las Vegas General filmed its last episode in a few weeks. There were a lot of things to like about this job, but getting to wear what were essentially pajamas most days was a definite perk.

      No, he amended as he exchanged greetings with one of the grips, he was going to miss the cast and crew most of all. After seven seasons, this stupid show and the people who worked on it were the closest thing he had to a family. But that would all be over in a few weeks, and he’d have to say goodbye to this place that had become his second home.

      Griffin was having a hard time adjusting to the idea. Even though he knew moving on was the best thing for his career right now, he hated change. But his agent was right: he’d gotten too comfortable here. At this point, he could pretty much play Ethan Convey in his sleep. He needed to stretch himself. Show the world that Griffin Beach was more than just a dimpled smile in a pair of scrubs.

      He’d taken the first step two years ago when he’d landed his first big film role in Troublemakers 4. Even though he’d been fifth on the call sheet in an ensemble action movie already packed with big-name talent, the world had taken notice of Griffin’s newly bulked-up physique, comic timing, and action hero potential. The film went on to earn higher grosses than its last two predecessors in the franchise, and more than one review had credited it to Griffin’s likable new addition to the cast.

      A string of magazine covers had followed, along with a meaty starring role in an indie drama last summer. He was on his way to becoming a household name, but he needed to throw off the shackles of his television shooting schedule and focus on films full time if he wanted to reach the next level. That meant saying goodbye to the job that had launched his acting career.

      That reminded him, his agent had sent a text asking him to call her. Sabrina Keeling had worked miracles for Griffin since she’d started representing him three years ago. He’d always be grateful to his first agent for getting him onto Las Vegas General when he was an unknown with only a few commercials under his belt, but switching to Sabrina was the best decision Griffin had ever made for his career. She’d gotten him into Troublemakers 4 and set him up with a publicist to maximize the resulting press. Sabrina had also encouraged him to follow it up with a smaller indie drama to show off his range. Most importantly, she’d worked her magic to get him his next part: a starring role in Prepare for War, a big-budget studio project helmed by none other than Jerry Duncan. With Sabrina in his corner, all Griffin’s professional dreams were finally coming true. Which meant when she called, he called her back right away.

      He hit Sabrina’s speed dial number—she was number one, at the very top of his contacts—on the walk back to his trailer. “You beckoned,” he said when she answered.

      “How’s my favorite client doing today?”

      “I don’t know, you’ll have to ask Chris Pine yourself.” Griffin flashed a smile as he passed one of the wardrobe assistants.

      “So funny,” Sabrina replied with her trademark British dryness. “Love that sense of humor. How’s Dean’s directorial debut on Las Vegas General going?”

      “Horrendous.”

      “Shocking. Who could have predicted?”

      “You did.”

      Sabrina had been Dean’s agent several years ago, until they’d mutually agreed to part ways—which Griffin assumed meant she’d fired him for being an uncooperative asshole.

      “Well, I’ve got good news to brighten your day. You’re on the short list for the Buckaroo Banzai remake.”

      Griffin felt a flicker of unease. “You told me that yesterday.”

      “Did I?”

      “Yes. You’re using your good news/bad news voice.” Sabrina never gave him bad news without first giving him some good news to soften the blow—even if the good news happened to be a rerun. “Just get to the bad part,” he said, feeling his stomach clench in anticipation.

      “It’s just a little thing. I don’t want you getting stressed.”

      “I don’t get stressed,” Griffin insisted as his stomach acids churned like a jacuzzi tub. “You know me, I’m easygoing.”

      “I know I told you I’d set you up with my dog sitter while you’re in Atlanta, but it’s a no-go. Turns out she’s moving back to Michigan.”

      Griffin came to a stop. “Oh.”

      As soon as LV Gen wrapped, he was flying to Atlanta to shoot Prepare for War. He’d been planning to leave his dog here, in the care of Sabrina’s dog sitter, so he wouldn’t have any distractions on set.

      “We’ll figure something out,” Sabrina told him.

      One of the studio bicycles whipped around him, and the writers’ assistant called out a greeting as she passed.

      Griffin waved back, forcing a smile. “Don’t worry about it,” he said into the phone.

      “I’ve already got my assistant asking around the office. Someone’s bound to have a good dog sitter they can recommend.”

      Griffin started walking toward his trailer again. “Someone who’s available on a few weeks’ notice?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      Because dog sitters were in high demand in LA. Especially the ones with excellent references who could be trusted in a celebrity’s home.

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve got to find a new dog sitter too.”

      “It’s fine,” Griffin said, grinding his molars together. “I’ll find someone else.” He preferred to handle it himself; it was one thing to take Sabrina’s personal recommendation, but he wasn’t so keen to hire someone based on a secondhand reference. Not when he was going to be away for three whole months.

      He couldn’t leave his dog with just anyone. Taco was his best friend, and the little guy depended on Griffin to take care of him. It had to be someone Griffin knew well enough to entrust him to. Someone who would care for him the way he deserved to be cared for.

      Sabrina offered an apology which Griffin assured her wasn’t necessary, and he bid her goodbye as he reached his trailer. At the sound of Griffin’s voice, Taco yipped a greeting through the door, his nails tapping an ecstatic rhythm on the linoleum inside.

      Griffin had rescued him five years ago, after seeing someone toss a puppy out of their car and drive off. Seriously, what kind of monster threw a puppy out of a moving car? Griffin had taken the scared little mutt to the vet and then brought him home to the big empty house he’d just bought himself two months before. He hoped the asshole who’d mistreated Taco was rotting in hell, but Griffin felt like fate had delivered a blessing to him in a scruffy, flea-bitten package.

      “Hey, buddy,” he said, leaning down to keep the dog from escaping as he opened his trailer door. Taco spun in excited circles, wagging his whole body along with his tail, and Griffin scooped him up as he pulled the door shut behind him. “You miss me?”

      In reply, the little terrier mix licked Griffin’s face with enthusiasm.

      “Gross, man. No Frenching.” He set Taco on the couch and dropped down beside him, ruffling the dog’s ears. “What am I gonna do with you this summer, huh?”

      He was already feeling guilty about leaving him behind while he was in Atlanta. Maybe he should just take him with him. But that would create a whole new set of problems. For one thing, Griffin hadn’t told the production manager he’d be bringing a dog, and the housing they’d arranged for him might not allow pets. For another, he wasn’t sure it was a good idea to bring a dog with him onto a Jerry Duncan set every day.

      This was Griffin’s first time at the top of the call sheet on a major studio production, and he was already feeling the pressure. Jerry Duncan was one of the most successful directors in the business—but also one of the most feared. He was notoriously demanding and bad-tempered, bringing his huge productions in on schedule and under budget by ruthlessly pushing his actors and crew almost to the breaking point. Griffin fully expected it to be three months of hell, but if this movie was as successful as Duncan’s other pictures, it would make his career.

      He didn’t need the added stress of taking care of a dog in a strange city on top of the grueling work schedule. As much as he was going to miss his little buddy, he preferred to leave him here, in a familiar place, with someone he trusted.

      But who? How the hell was he going to find someone on such short notice?
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      Today was turning out to be a real steaming shit pile of a day.

      As Alice stared at the new email in her inbox, she felt the rumble of a stress headache coming on.

      
        
        From: Dr. Regina Frazier

        Subject: Just checking in (again)!

      

      

      The cheerful exclamation point her dissertation committee chair had tacked on didn’t quite manage to counteract the passive-aggressiveness of the parenthetical.

      Alice didn’t need to read the body of the email to know what it said. Undoubtedly something similar to the last two emails Dr. Frazier had sent. With a quick finger-swipe across her phone’s screen, she archived the message unread. Out of sight, out of mind.

      Too bad the real world didn’t work like a smartphone. If only you could make problems disappear as easily as swiping away an annoying alert on your phone screen. Poof! Gone! Never to trouble you again.

      Unfortunately, this wasn’t a problem that would go away so easily.

      The reason Alice was ignoring her dissertation advisor’s emails was that she’d been ignoring her dissertation. For months. Like, the last nine months.

      It had been easy to stay off the professor’s radar at first. Dr. Frazier had been on sabbatical last summer and fall, and only checked in a few times. Since Alice was in the fifth year of her PhD program and had been a great student and self-starter up until then, Dr. Frazier had no reason to suspect she wouldn’t be just fine on her own for a few months. Especially since Alice had responded to all her early emails with assurances that everything was proceeding apace.

      But now it was the spring semester. Dr. Frazier was back from sabbatical, and a few weeks after the start of classes, she’d sent an email asking for an update on Alice’s progress. Which Alice had ignored. A few weeks later she’d sent another email, which Alice had also ignored. And now this one. Alice knew she couldn’t put her off forever. By now, Dr. Frazier had almost certainly asked around the sociology department and discovered Alice hadn’t been seen on campus in months—not since the previous June, to be exact.

      Sooner rather than later, Alice was going to have to face the music and explain herself.

      There was a good reason she hadn’t set foot on campus in two semesters, and that reason was named Dr. Gilchrist. He was a member of Alice’s dissertation committee specializing in criminal recidivism, and the department expert in network analysis. One of the key components of the dissertation prospectus her committee had approved was a chapter applying network analysis to her data. Alice didn’t know how to do network analysis, so her adviser had recruited Dr. Gilchrist to walk her through it.

      At first, Alice had liked Dr. Gilchrist—or Neil, as he’d cheerfully insisted upon being called. She’d enjoyed the interactions she’d had with him in the past, and had been excited when he’d agreed to be on her committee and work with her on the network analysis. He was personable, generous with his time, and had a lot of knowledge he seemed eager to share.

      Or so she’d thought.

      Their first meeting had gone well enough, but he started to make her uncomfortable the second time she’d come to his office. For one thing, he’d closed the door, which he hadn’t done before. Once they were alone, his friendliness became more pronounced, to a degree that set her on edge. More than once, she caught him staring at her breasts.

      But he hadn’t done anything overtly wrong—nothing she could describe to someone else in a way that would be incontrovertible—so she convinced herself she’d let her imagination get the better of her.

      She continued meeting with him, even as his so-called friendliness moved farther over the line. He started touching her casually on the shoulder or the knee. Making offhand comments on the appearance of other female students in the department. Once, as he was showing Alice something on his computer, he tabbed past a porn website. He started introducing sexual subjects into the conversation, asking Alice about her sexual history and preferences, and sharing inappropriate information about his own.

      She spent a lot of time shifting out of his reach and pretending to laugh off his comments. The shame shouldn't have belonged to her, but she was the one left feeling guilty and unclean.

      It occurred to her that he was intentionally dragging his feet and withholding the knowledge she needed in order to keep her coming back, but what could she do? She needed him, and Dr. Frazier was away, unable to help—even assuming she’d believe Alice, which was by no means a given. She was, after all, the one who’d sent Alice to Dr. Gilchrist in the first place.

      And he hadn’t done anything that far over the line. Professors were friendly and informal with graduate students all the time. Nothing had actually happened, right? Alice was just constantly uncomfortable, feeling like she needed to play defense around him.

      Her anxiety increased as Dr. Gilchrist’s “flirting” became more aggressive. He regularly complimented her body and reminded her how much influence he could have over her future in academia—though not in the same sentence, of course. The two statements were linked only by inference, but infer from them she did. He invited her out for drinks repeatedly, which she was forced to decline repeatedly. Once, he attempted to give her a shoulder rub.

      It wasn’t any one thing that finally crossed the line into too much. It was more like a steady, progressive increase in her baseline level of dread, until it reached a point that became paralyzing. Alice left Gilchrist’s office one day, her skin crawling from the feel of his eyes on her, and simply never went back. She begged off their next scheduled meeting and stopped answering his emails altogether.

      That was nine months ago, and she hadn’t set foot on campus since. She hadn’t touched her dissertation either. Even thinking about it made her feel queasy.

      Writing a dissertation was supposed to be stressful, but it was the harassment that had kept her up nights, made her feel like she was getting a stomach ulcer, and brought her to tears unexpectedly. It was Gilchrist’s predatory attentions that had sent her into hiding and brought her academic aspirations to a humiliating and unplanned halt.

      She was twenty-seven and she’d been in school her whole life—she should be graduating in June and starting her job search. Instead, just when her career should have been taking off finally, it was over, and Alice had nothing to show for her years of work. No PhD, no plan, and no aspirations. Nothing but a temporary job she’d never intended to keep for so long, on a television show that had been canceled.

      Alice swiped to her phone’s browser and typed Craigslist in the search bar. She’d have to reply to Dr. Frazier soon, but not today. Her stomach already felt like a garbage disposal choking on a chicken bone, and anyway she had the more pressing problem of her impending homelessness to deal with. Her dissertation had already waited nine months; it could wait a few more weeks until her current housing crisis had resolved.

      While everyone else ate lunch in the catering tent, Alice sat alone with her burger and fries at one of the picnic tables on the other side of the soundstage and browsed the roommate-wanted listings. She’d already asked all the other extras and production assistants if they knew anyone in need of a roommate or sublet. Unfortunately, no one had, and her earlier Zillow search had turned up nothing but a dire-looking studio in Reseda she could just barely afford, with the toilet literally in the living room with no walls or doors around it.

      It left her no choice but to throw herself on the mercy of internet strangers.

      As she scanned through the classified ads, Alice grew increasingly depressed. Repulsive as the living room toilet was, most of the roommate situations seemed even worse…

      
        
        420 friendly house. Must be okay with snakes.

      

      

      Biggest of nopes on the House of Reptiles.

      
        
        Happy, healthy vegan couple looking for bi roommate to share house & fun with.

      

      

      Clearly a poly couple in search of a live-in third. She wished them luck in their endeavors, but no way.

      
        
        Looking for housemates for an intentional community centered on spiritual and prayerful living.

      

      

      Definitely a cult.

      
        
        I am 35 yo nudist professional male and prefer if you also are a nudist. Females only.

      

      

      Gross.

      
        
        For the right attractive female I have no problem taking care of your chores. ;) Let’s exchange pics and get to know each other.

      

      

      Alice groaned and folded forward, resting her forehead on the picnic table. Was everybody looking for a roommate in Los Angeles some kind of perv? She was going to end up with the living room toilet in Reseda, wasn’t she? She supposed as long as none of her guests ever needed to pee, she could learn to live with it. Or maybe she’d just never invite anyone over at all—it was hard to imagine offering someone a drink with her toilet sitting out in the open a few feet away.

      Something cold and wet nuzzled against Alice’s ankle and she startled upright. Griffin Beach’s dog Taco gazed up at her with his comical underbite and wide doggy eyes.

      Taco’s owner stood a few feet away, holding a smoothie shaker in his hand. “You okay?” he asked, tilting his head as he studied her face.

      He was still wearing his blue doctor’s scrubs, which had been custom tailored by wardrobe to look far better on him than scrubs had any right to do. Griffin had been a lot skinnier and less muscular the first few seasons of the show, but he’d bulked up so much for Troublemakers 4 that they’d had to write an explanation for his upgraded bod into his character’s storyline on Las Vegas General.

      “Yep. Fine,” Alice said quickly as she reached down to pet Taco. He wagged his tail and whined hopefully, so she gave in and lifted him onto her lap.

      Griffin shook his head, grinning as Taco licked Alice’s chin. “Found a sucker with a lap, did you, buddy?”

      Alice pushed Taco away from her face and glanced at Griffin without quite meeting his eye. “Thanks for earlier. I’m sorry you had to step in.”

      He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “De nada.”

      She’d always liked Griffin, but she was also a little wary around him, and not just because background had to tread carefully around the talent. He was nicer to the extras than some of the other actors, but he could also be kind of…flirty. Which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. A lot of actors could be like that, and sometimes it was just a harmless side effect of their people-pleasing personalities. The profession tended to attract certain types: attention-starved middle children, class clowns who needed to be liked, and extroverts who drew energy from interacting with others. There were plenty of introvert actors too, but they seemed far less comfortable with the fame and attention that came with success.

      Guys like Griffin, on the other hand, seemed to eat all that stuff up. And while his friendliness was certainly preferable to the raging asshole prima donnas who threw a tantrum if you made eye contact with them—like Dean Harwell—Alice’s recent experiences had left her distrustful of friendly men.

      Not that she’d ever heard a bad word against Griffin, beyond his reputation as something of a manwhore. According to the set grapevine, his workplace conquests numbered in the double digits, including at least three of his costars and two members of the makeup department. If you believed the gossip sites, his romantic past was littered with an endless string of C-list actresses and models, none of whom had lasted more than a week or two. One of the less reliable sites even claimed he had a penchant for picking up starry-eyed fans in bars, which Alice wasn’t sure she believed, but wasn’t sure she disbelieved either.

      She wasn’t being judgy. As long as all parties were consenting—and she’d never once heard anyone imply otherwise—how Griffin Beach chose to conduct his private life was totally his business. Alice simply had no interest in drawing his attention—or anyone else’s for that matter. At this particular point in her life, she didn’t want anything to do with any men, no matter how nice or gorgeous.

      “I feel like such an idiot,” she said, scratching Taco in his favorite spot under his chin. “I’ve never messed up that bad before.”

      “Seriously, don’t worry about it.” Griffin threw his leg over the bench across from her and sat down, propping his forearms on the table. “It happens to the best of us. On my very first speaking part, I poured a pot of coffee all over the table instead of into my cup. Forget Dean. He was in a pissy mood long before you threw a tray of knives at Brent.”

      “I know.” Alice sighed and reached for a cold french fry, which she broke in half to share with Taco. “Dean isn’t even my biggest problem right now.”

      Griffin’s eyebrows lifted in inquiry. “What’s up?”

      The dissertation hanging over her head wasn’t something she liked to talk about, so she stuck to the more emergent housing problem. “I’m being kicked out of my apartment so my roommate’s boyfriend can move in.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah, and the apartment search isn’t going well.”

      “Slim pickings?”

      “See for yourself.” She unlocked her phone and slid it across the table with the Craigslist page open.

      Griffin’s eyes widened as he scanned the listings. “Female coed wanted for rent-free situation,” he read aloud. “Must be open minded and a good listener who enjoys a mature man. Light cleaning and cooking expected.” He looked up at her, grinning. “What? You don’t want to be a sex-slave-slash-therapist-slash-housekeeper for some creepy old dude?”

      “I’m not that desperate—yet. But ask me again when I’m living in my car.” Taco lay down with his head on his paws, and Alice laid her hand on his head, smiling at the blissful way his eyes rolled. When she looked up again, Griffin was staring at her with a weird expression on his face. “What?” she asked, warily.

      “Nothing.” He reached for his smoothie shaker and took a drink of whatever beige liquid was inside. “I was just thinking…” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You could move in with me.”

      Alice’s mouth fell open. “Uhhh…” Had Griffin Beach seriously just asked her to move in with him? Because that was crazy. Big time movie-slash-TV stars didn’t invite lowly extras to move in with them out of the kindness of their own hearts. That was definitely taking nice way too far.

      “I didn’t mean move in with me, move in with me,” Griffin clarified without making things any clearer.

      “What…did you mean?” Alice glanced around apprehensively, and was discouraged to find no one else in sight. She and Griffin were effectively alone on this side of the building.

      “I just—” He ran a hand through his hair, almost like he was…nervous? She’d never seen him act nervous before—he usually oozed easygoing confidence. “I need a dog sitter. As soon as we wrap next month, I’m leaving for a three-month shoot in Atlanta, and I’ve been trying to find someone to take care of Taco for me while I’m gone.”

      “Oh.” Alice relaxed a microfraction. That was slightly less crazy.

      “Three months is a long time to trust him with a stranger,” Griffin went on. “But he loves you, and you’re great with him. You could house sit for me and look after both him and the house while I’m gone. It’s win-win. And I’ll pay you, obviously.”

      “Really?” Alice said in disbelief. “I mean, you barely know me. You sure you want to let me live in your house while you’re away?”

      It seemed like an awful lot to trust her with on their limited professional acquaintance. They chatted occasionally, sure, but it wasn’t like they really knew anything about each other. For all he knew, she could be a crazed dognapper who was just waiting until the right opportunity presented itself.

      Okay, maybe that was a little far-fetched.

      “We’ve worked together almost every day for an entire season,” Griffin pointed out. “Which is long enough to know you’re reliable and professional on the job. You already look after him for me sometimes when I’m on set, and I’ve let you go into my trailer when I’m not there.”

      That was all true. On more than one occasion Griffin had asked her to take Taco back to his trailer—or go get Taco from his trailer and take him for a walk. He used to ask the PAs to do it, but once he saw how much Alice liked Taco, he’d started asking her sometimes too.

      “You’ve never once stolen my laptop or sold my email to TMZ,” Griffin said with a shrug.

      “That you know of,” Alice said. “I could be biding my time until your next movie hits to drive the price up.”

      He smiled. “I’m taking my laptop to Atlanta with me, but if you want to sell my old socks on eBay, go nuts…unless you’re not interested in being a dog sitter? Which I would totally understand.” He gestured at Taco. “This guy can be a real diva. Insists on having his kibble sorted by color, pees on the floor if his mochaccino isn’t hot enough. That sort of thing.”

      Alice chewed her lip as she tried to imagine it. Griffin probably had a hella nice house. Having it all to herself for three months would be like a vacation getaway—but with a bonus dog to snuggle. Not to mention how great it would be not to have to pay rent for a while. She could save her money while she took the next three months to find a new place and a new job. Maybe even use the alone time to get back to work on her dissertation. If she could just finish the damn thing, she could put graduate school behind her and stop feeling like a failure.

      There was only one problem…

      “I have to be out of my place by the twenty-third,” Alice said.

      “Of this month?”

      “Yeah.”

      Griffin tapped his fingers against his shaker as he seemed to think about it. “Okay. Well. What if you moved in now? It’s only a month until I leave. We could be roommates for a month.”

      He didn’t look entirely sold on the idea, and neither was she. Living together? In his house. Like roommates, except in this case Alice’s roommate would be her landlord and her employer, and also someone rich and famous who was used to getting his way and being catered to.

      All the alarm bells ringing in her head made her headache kick into a higher gear.

      “Well?” Griffin said. “What do you think?”

      Alice wished she could accept his offer. It would be the solution to so many of her problems. If one of the female cast members had proposed it, she would have said yes in a hot second. But moving in with Griffin Beach? She just couldn’t see herself doing it. The more she thought about it, the more her insides knotted up.

      Sure, he palled around with the crew and extras like he was just one of the guys, but Griffin Beach wasn’t just one of the guys. He was someone who made twenty times her salary and could get her fired with a phone call. Not just from Las Vegas General—he could call her agency and make sure she never set foot on a set again. As an extra, she always had to be careful around the talent: don’t distract them, don’t get in their way, don’t speak to them unless they speak to you first. There was a hierarchy that enforced the power imbalance on set. Did she really want to take that power imbalance home with her at the end of every day?

      Maybe it would be fine. Griffin genuinely seemed nice. But so had Dr. Gilchrist. Alice had learned the hard way that nice could be deceiving. Sometimes men only acted nice to get you to let your guard down. To make you think you could trust them. It was only later, once they’d gotten past your defenses, that they showed their true selves. When you’d put yourself in a vulnerable position that was hard to get out of, and they could use their power over you to their advantage.

      It was possible she was just being paranoid—probable, even. Maybe Griffin was exactly as great as he seemed and was just looking for someone to take care of his dog and nothing else. But Alice had heard too many stories about rich, good-looking actors who were used to taking what they wanted from the women around them. If she moved in with him she’d be completely at his mercy, with no backup plan and nowhere to go if things went bad. Not to mention, he was a lot bigger and stronger than her.

      She’d already endured unwanted advances from one man in a position of authority over her. No way was she putting herself in a position for it to happen again. It had been bad enough dealing with it on campus, but to put up with something like that at home, where she couldn’t get away from it, was unthinkable. Even if her fears were totally unfounded, she just couldn’t take the chance.

      “I appreciate the offer,” she said, shifting uncomfortably, “but I don’t think so.”

      Disappointment splashed over Griffin’s features. “You don’t want to be a dog sitter.”

      “It’s not that, it’s just…” She couldn’t think of a normal-sounding reason to give him. I’m afraid to be alone in your house with you? Actually, I’m afraid to be alone with any man. I’ve been burned before and now I’m sort of broken, so I can’t bring myself to accept your very sweet offer. Sorry about that!

      “No worries,” he said, letting her off the hook. “I’ll find someone else.”

      “I’m sorry.” Alice looked at Taco, feeling like she’d let him down.

      “It’s cool.” Griffin grabbed his smoothie shaker and stood up. “Come on, Taco.” He whistled, and the dog jumped down from Alice’s lap.

      “Good luck with your dog sitter search,” Alice offered.

      “Good luck with your apartment search,” Griffin called over his shoulder.

      She watched morosely as the best housing offer she was ever likely to get walked away. Was she crazy for turning it down?

      Probably.

      That was what that creep Gilchrist had done to her. In addition to ruining her academic career, he’d left her too broken and distrustful to accept kindness when it was offered to her.
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      “Bang.”

      Alice pretended to flinch at the second assistant director’s monotone impression of a gun firing. The other extras around her dropped to the floor in halfhearted impressions of panic, but she stayed where she was. She was playing a patient today instead of a nurse, stuck on a gurney with her regular clothes hidden under a hospital blanket, and she was supposed to stay put when the gunfire started.

      It was just as well. Unlike most of the other extras, Alice hadn’t gotten into background work because she wanted to be an actor. Let the rest of them have their spotlight and put their acting lessons to good use throwing themselves to the floor. She was content to lie on her gurney with her back to the camera, mostly hidden from view.

      The soundstage was crowded this morning, and the cast hadn’t even showed up yet. There were even more crew on set than usual because of the firearms they were using today, which required armorers and additional makeup and safety personnel as well as a stunt team.

      “Alice.”

      Her stomach lurched as Robert, the second AD, approached her. Did I not flinch well enough? She bit down on her fingernail as he picked his way through the extras huddled on the floor.

      “Ethan will be standing here examining you at the start of the scene,” Robert told her, “and when the gun goes off, he’s going to shield you with his body. Okay?”

      Alice’s eyes widened. Ethan was Griffin’s character. And he was going to be shielding her with his body?

      She gave Robert what she hoped was a convincing thumbs-up. “Got it.”

      So much for lying on her gurney unnoticed. Now she was going to have a member of the principal cast—a very muscular, very attractive, very male member of the principal cast—sprawled on top of her.

      “Our gunman’s got a couple lines of dialogue,” Robert went on, flipping to the next page of his script sides. “Then Gary the security guard shows up on the scene, yada yada. After their exchange, Alfie enters from here.” He pointed to one of the doorways. “When he starts talking, I want some of you to start crawling to safety.”

      Robert picked out a few extras and assigned them a specific dialogue cue and a direction to exit during the three-way exchange between Alfie, the security guard, and the gunman.

      “While you’re doing that,” he said, moving on, “the heroic Dr. Convey is going to wheel Alice’s gurney out of frame, so make sure you stay out of his way and watch your fingers and toes. That gets us to page twenty-two, when the gunman shoots good old Gary the security guard.”

      Alice had been pretty sad about that when she’d seen this script. Gary had been playing a security guard on the show for most of its run. It was nice that he was getting a little bit of a spotlight in the show’s final season, but killing him off in episode eighteen meant he wouldn’t be around for the series finale.

      Robert went through the rest of the scene, but since she would be off camera by then, Alice didn’t bother paying attention. It was a pretty sweet gig being on a gurney. She got to lie down for the whole scene, and there was no chance of her tripping or dropping something, which was what she spent most of her on-camera time worrying about. Since her screwup the other day, she’d been even more paranoid about it.

      By the time Robert had finished choreographing the background action, the cast had started wandering onto set. Gary the security guard was joking around with the guest actor who was about to kill him, while the other extras loitered on their marks. Alice lay back on her gurney and pulled out her phone to check her email, in case there’d been a response to any of the dozens of apartment inquiries she’d sent out.

      She’d devoted every free moment of the last four days to looking for a place to live, scouring all the online classifieds sites she could find and responding to every non-crazy-sounding female roommate situation out there. So far, the few who’d bothered to contact her had either been filled already, or wouldn’t be available soon enough to save her bacon. She’d even spent hours over the weekend driving around apartment-heavy neighborhoods looking for For Rent signs and calling leasing agents, but everything had been out of her price range. Even the toilet studio in Reseda had been snatched up. And yes, she’d actually called on that one, because that was how desperate she was.

      What she wasn’t yet desperate enough to do was consider a male roommate, and unfortunately the majority of the roommates classifieds had been placed by men. It probably shouldn’t be surprising that more men than women were willing to let a stranger from the internet move in with them.

      To her disappointment, she had no new emails or phone calls since the last time she’d checked twenty minutes ago. She wondered what would happen if she begged Isaac for more time. He’d have to give it to her, wouldn’t he? What was the alternative? Putting her stuff out on the curb and changing the locks? Surely he wouldn’t go that far if she made it clear how hard she was trying to find a new place. Maybe if she offered to pay for Diego to put his stuff in storage for a month? Not that she could afford to do that.

      Honestly, at this point she wanted to move out as badly as Isaac and Diego wanted her gone. Whenever she was around the two of them, she could feel the resentment pouring off them in waves. Feeling unwanted in her own home totally sucked donkey balls.

      “Hey!” Griffin said, appearing beside her gurney in his doctor’s scrubs.

      Alice looked up from her phone and attempted to return his smile. “Hey.” They hadn’t interacted much since she’d turned down his offer last week, and she still felt awkward about it.

      “Looks like we’re scene partners this morning.”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Cool.” He took the stethoscope from around his neck and put it in his ears. “Where would you like to be examined?”

      Alice stared at him. “What?”

      “I’m supposed to be examining you when the bullets start flying.” He waggled the stethoscope at her. “What’s your complaint? What brought you to the hospital today, ma’am?”

      Right, the scene. He needed a reason to be standing here next to her when the shooting started. “I dunno,” she said. “You’re the doctor-actor. What do you want to do?”

      Alice didn’t usually put much thought into her scenes. She wasn’t ever chosen for the featured background roles that required actual acting, so most days it was just a matter of walking from one place to another, or handing a particular instrument to one of the doctors. Some of the extras invented elaborate backstories and motivations for their presence in the scene, but Alice had never bothered going that deep.

      Griffin’s mouth tugged to one side as he thought about it. “You could have some kind of wound, like a scalp lac, that I’m looking at. Or if you’ve got the flu, I could feel your glands.”

      Alice narrowed her eyes at him. “Which glands exactly?”

      He rolled his eyes. “The glands in your throat, knucklehead.”

      “That’s okay, I guess. As long as we keep it outside the bathing suit area, I’m cool.”

      “Bikini or one-piece?”

      “One-piece.”

      He nodded and hung his stethoscope around the back of his neck. “So no palpating your abdomen. You’re on your own if you have internal injuries.”

      The sad thing was, Alice wouldn’t actually mind being palpated by Griffin Beach in a perfect world. It was pretty pathetic that she couldn’t even enjoy being in this scene with him. But when Griffin was looming over her about to play doctor for the camera, the reality was a lot more intimidating than the fantasy.

      Alice hadn’t played many patients—patients tended to have lines, which required SAG cards and SAG pay scale—but she’d always thought it must be hella weird to have all those people standing over you, touching different parts of your body. The trauma and surgery patients really got manhandled sometimes, and in places Alice generally preferred not to be manhandled by coworkers. Workplace norms were different for actors though. Their bodies were their instruments, and they were freer with them than the average person.

      Too bad Alice wasn’t an actor. She was just a sociology grad student trying to pay her rent, and she wasn’t
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