
Class of ‘96

By Amanda Wilhelm

© 2016 by Amanda Wilhelm

No part of this eBook may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, except for brief quotations in reviews, without written permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction.  Any names or characters, businesses or places, events or incidents, are fictitious.  Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events, is purely coincidental.

Table of Contents

Six Months Earlier

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Two Years Later

Preview of “Role of a Lifetime”

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Other Books by Amanda Wilhelm

Follow Amanda to be notified of new releases

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Six Months Earlier
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Kate cycled through all the radio stations on her presets and then scanned them again.  She gave up and switched to the CD.  It was one of her favorites, that's why she kept it in the car.  But halfway through the song she changed her mind and turned the music off.  It wasn't helping.  Without the music to distract her, the words the doctor had said circled over and over, in her head.

"Mastectomy or Lumpectomy and Radiation, Mastectomy or Lumpectomy and Radiation."

She pulled into the garage without realizing it.  She sat there for a minute, then remembered to turn the car off.  She didn't get out.  She had to tell him.  She didn't want to tell him.

She got out and walked through the house.  The door from the garage led to the mudroom.  Six beautiful cubbies, all but two of them empty.  When they had built the house she had designed it for the kids they had wanted to have.  Jess, Kate's sister, had absolutely seethed with envy, when she saw those cubbies, for the first time.  Kate wondered for a second what would happen with the house, but then she was standing in the doorway to his office.

He didn't notice her.  She started to say hi, decided it was too much effort and coughed instead.  His eyes glanced up from the computer, to the doorway, and then went right back to the monitor.

"Hey," he said.

She said it.

"I want a divorce."

He looked up at her and the look on his face, it hurt Kate to see it.  She wasn't surprised, she had no proof, but she had been pretty sure.  Through it all, the months of counseling, the special weekends away, she had just known.  He had never stopped seeing her.  Sleeping with her.  It took her breath away, how much that look on his face hurt.

"Okay," he said quietly, so quietly Kate could barely hear him, but the grief she felt changed to despair.

She knew him too well and, as much as it hurt to hear him agree to the divorce, without so much as a second thought, the tone with which he said it, and the look on his face, hurt a whole lot more.  She knew exactly what he was feeling.  Relief.
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CHAPTER 1
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Matt clicked open the link his management company had sent him.  They ran his professional Facebook page.  When he saw what it was he felt...confused.  It wasn't like he hadn't thought about it before.  Every so often, someone he knew would have a high school reunion come up, and then everyone in the room, when the topic arose, would have something to say about it.  One of his co-stars had once confessed to going to his reunion, just to rub it in the face of the kids who had picked on him in high school.  It wasn't worth it, Brian had concluded.  It was just a waste of a perfectly good evening, that could have been spent elsewhere.

Matt scrolled down the list of names and found her.  Kate Anderson.  He scowled at the screen, trying to remember.  It wasn't the first reunion he had checked for her name.  But she had been married before, he was sure of it.  He took a minute to try to figure out what might have happened in her marriage, but quickly gave up.  His brain wandered back to the day he had almost asked her, but hadn't been able to muscle up the courage.

She hadn't been in the most popular crowd either, but she was definitely a hell of a lot closer than he had been.  He had been one, perhaps one and a half steps, above the lowest rung in high school, and he knew it.  But man that had been an important step.

If he hadn't been at least that one step up, he doubted he would have even considered it.  He couldn't understand why she wasn't in the popular crowd and, in high school, he had spent more time than he was comfortable admitting to himself, wondering about it.  She was pretty, very, and she had the right clothes.  Maybe because she was a little too quiet.

Matt would sneak looks at her in the cafeteria when he could.  Kate had her two best friends but occasionally, for one reason or another, she was alone at lunch.  During those times he was sure she was trying her best to be invisible.  He sure knew what that looked like.

He hadn't asked her.  They were in the advanced math class together, and had been, for just about every semester, for three years.  But he still wasn't sure she knew who he was.  She was less quiet in math, she raised her hand to answer just about every question.  There was one teacher, Mr. Morgan, who let you skip the homework, if you got a hundred, plus the bonus question right, on a test, and the guy made a big freaking deal about it, every time he handed out the graded exams.  One time Kate had gotten a ninety-nine and Mr. Morgan had handed it back to her, announced the grade to the class and then asked, "What happened?"  Everyone had laughed, but Matt had snuck a look at Kate and had been sure she had been on the verge of tears.

When they had been applying for college, he had allowed himself to dream that somehow they would wind up at the same school.  It wasn't out of the realm of possibility that she would go for Engineering, like him.  It wasn't until the day he got the yearbook, and checked her page, that he found out she was going into a five year architecture program.

He hadn't asked her to the prom.  He had a deadline, one month before, because anything after that would have been pathetic, and his final chance he couldn't even bring himself to walk over to her.

Instead he had spent prom night at his friend Gary's house.  Gary's house was chosen for the simple, and totally cliché, fact that his parents were away for the weekend.  There were five or six of them there, and Gary's older brother, Mike, who was done with college and living in his own apartment, had taken pity on them and dropped off a case of beer, and a bottle of vodka.

"Prom sucks guys," he said, as he left, "College, college is much better.  You'll get laid in college.  And nobody fucking puke in the house, got it?"

Matt looked at the reunion page.  He wasn't going to join it.  He wasn't going to go to the reunion.  But he had let almost twenty years go by and he still wished he had asked her.  He logged out of one account and into another.  Then he sent the Facebook friend request, left his trailer and went back to the set.
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CHAPTER 2
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Kate's office phone buzzed and she picked it up.

"It's the Simmons lady again," the receptionist said, "You want me to tell her you're in meeting or something?"

"No," Kate said, "It's fine."

Kate spent twenty minutes on the phone with Mrs. Simmons, reassuring her that Kate definitely understood the vision for the addition they were planning.  She hung up the phone and sighed.

She debated, not for the first time, going back to her old firm.  Kate thought about it every time Mrs. Simmons called, so about three or four times a day, on average.  Kate was sure they would take her back, they had wished her well when she had set out on her own.

Kate hadn't planned on a major career upheaval the same year she got divorced and oh, also got her breast chopped off.  Her ex-husband had wanted the house.  Kate hadn't wanted to give it to him, the thought of him and her in the house, Kate's house, her dream house, that she had been designing since she was in college for Christ's sake, it made her nauseous and she wasn't exaggerating.  So, merely to appear to be humoring his request, she had invited no less than six realtors over, to submit proposals.  She had taken the highest price of the six estimates and added thirty percent to it.  Then she told him she wanted half of that number.

He hadn't even blinked.  They were still both living in the house, neither willing to vacate, until the issue was decided and, when he agreed, Kate suddenly realized she had no place to live.  Jess had helped Kate move out as much of the stuff, that the two of them could do together, and fit into Kate's car and Jess's minivan.  They had gone back for the rest later, with a U-Haul and Jess's husband, Sam.  It had been less than two weeks after the surgery, and Kate's soon to be ex-husband had asked her if she was okay.  Kate had shrugged and said she was fine.  He said she didn't look fine.  Kate walked away from him, shaking her head at Jess, who was standing nearby and obviously ready to say something.

Kate had spent three months living with Jess, her husband and their three kids, sleeping on the couch in their family room.  She tried to be helpful, but when the first big snowstorm of the season hit and Sam had to dig out all three of their cars, because the garage was packed with Kate's furniture, and boxes, Kate knew she had overstayed her welcome.  She was healed from the surgery, physically anyway.  The oncology center had options for therapy, individual and group.  She had declined both and gotten back to work as soon as the doctor had said it was okay.  She found an apartment and, when the large job she was working on was coming to a close, she told her boss she was thinking of leaving.  Then she had done it.

The Simmons renovation was her third job.  The first two jobs had been smaller.  Kate had been excited to land the Simmons job, but they had barely gotten started and she couldn't wait for it to be finished.  Normally on a job of this size, and in that town, Kate would have expected the homeowners to have hired an interior designer.  Not in this case however.  Mrs. Simmons hadn't seen a reason for a designer as she, "Already knew exactly what she wanted."

Kate resolved to be a lot pickier about the next job she bid on, and not be swayed by the big paycheck.  She had the settlement from the divorce and alimony.  She could afford to be choosy.  And ultimately, if she wasn't happy working on her own, she could go back to the firm.  "It wouldn't be a failure," she told herself, not if she decided it just wasn't what she wanted.

Feeling better, slightly, because the thought of dealing with Mrs. Simmons for the next six months, hopefully not more, was a little depressing, she turned to her computer and went right to Facebook.  Few things were better for distracting oneself, and wasting time, but Kate figured she had earned it.  Mrs. Simmons had spent ten minutes bemoaning the placement of the island, in the kitchen addition, and it had taken all of Kate's energy not to scream at her.  The woman was talking about six inches in either direction.  The friend request was from Matt DeGraw and Kate was stunned for a second, then she remembered.  They had gone to high school together, and she had gotten a notification about the twentieth year reunion Facebook group.  Still she couldn't see why he would be wanting to friend her.

Matt's career was the stuff of Hollywood legends.  He had been a junior in college, studying Engineering, when he and some of his friends had driven across the country, on spring break.  While in LA, as a joke, they had decided to sign up to be extras in a movie.  Matt had been picked from the crowd and chosen for a bar scene.  He had one line.  As luck would have it, the producer of the movie had a friend or a spouse, the story varied, who was casting a new TV show.  The producer called the friend/spouse to come down and take a look at Matt.  Two days later he was auditioning for a role in a TV series, which he got.

Kate smiled at Matt's name on the computer.  She had seen an interview with him, many years after the seven year run of his first TV series ended, where he recounted how his friends had to leave LA, without him, and he was forced to call his parents, for plane fare, to get back to school before classes resumed.

"How did they react to that?" the interviewer had asked.

"Oh they were pissed," Matt replied, "But I think they've forgiven me by now.  They did tell me I'd have to pay them back for the plane ticket."

"Did you?"

"Yes."

"How did they feel about you leaving school?"

"Even madder, I paid them back all the tuition as well, eventually."

Matt had grinned wildly while telling the story and Kate had smiled at the screen watching him.  She had known he was smart back in high school.  He had always been so quiet.  Eventually, as she had gotten older, and gained some perspective, Kate had come to the conclusion that all the boys in high school were pretty much in the same boat, confidence wise.  There were just those who chose to mask their insecurity by overcompensating for it, and those who chose to deal with it by trying, sometimes quite desperately, to never draw attention to themselves.

College had been much better and Kate shook her head as she read the message from Matt.  High school was the absolute worst.


Hi Kate, not sure if you remember me but I saw your name on the reunion list and was wondering what you were doing these days.  Hope the last nineteen plus years have been good to you.  Are you going to go to the reunion?  Matt



The tear dropped from her eye, down to the back of her hand, which was still resting on the keyboard.  A little more than a year ago she would have considered going to the reunion.  A little more than a year ago, she didn't have cancer and she did have a gorgeous husband she was crazy about, and a brand new dream house, and they were going to have a gorgeous dream baby, several of them in fact.  Now, go to the reunion, alone?  She hadn't even signed up for the page, they had just recreated the list from the previous reunion group, from five years ago.  And the only reason she had joined that page was because she had just gotten married, and she wanted everyone to know it.  "Stupid," she told herself.  So stupid.  Everything you put on the internet stays there forever.  Never forget that.

But none of that was Matt's fault.  It was nice of him to contact her.  She really was happy for his success, she thought so every time she saw an ad for a movie he had done, and she was even DVRing the TV series he was currently on.

She wiped the back of her hand on her pants and started typing.  The phone buzzed and she picked it up.

"Yes Maria?" she asked the receptionist, then hoped she got the name right.

Kate mostly worked from home, but she rented an office on a time share basis.  It looked more professional when she had to meet with clients.  If she didn't have a meeting she usually went into the office anyway, on the days she was scheduled for it, sometimes just because she was in a rut, or sick of her tiny apartment, or, very rarely, because she had plans in the city afterward.

"I'm sorry," Maria said, "It's you know who again.  You want to take it?”

Kate reread her message back to Matt quickly and, spotting no typos, hit send.

"Want to take it?" Kate said, "No.  But I will.  Put her through, thanks."

"Okey dokey."

"Thanks."

"You don't mean that."

"Nope."
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CHAPTER 3
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"Where to Mr. DeGraw?" the driver asked.

"Just home, thanks," Matt said.

Matt got in the back of the car and pulled out his phone.  He didn't care much for being chauffeured around everywhere, but he cared less for being stuck behind the wheel, in traffic.

Matt poked at his phone and went to the sports news first.  His team from the east coast, where he had grown up, was in the playoffs.  They had won the division, but were riddled with injuries.  Matt kept himself busy reading opinions from sportscasters, and sportscaster-wannabes, the whole way home.

"What's this?" the driver said, and Matt looked up to see that they were on his street, and that there were several cars and news vans.  Entertainment news vans, that is.

"Crap," he sighed to himself.

The driver maneuvered carefully into the driveway, directed by one of the private security guards, who was standing in front of the gate.  As they pulled in there were several more uniformed guards, from the firm Matt had a contract with, holding back members of the paparazzi.

Terry, who was a squad leader for the security company, walked alongside the car, as it drove through the metal gate.  Matt started to get out, when the driver put the car in park, but Terry blocked his way."Stay in the car sir, till the gate closes."

"Terry," Matt said wearily, but slumped back in his seat.

The previous owners had, in Matt's opinion, defiled the gorgeous pre-war wrought iron gate, by lining it so his property could be completely enclosed.  It allowed Matt to go out to the garage in his underwear, if he was so inclined, but other than that it was simply ugly.  As he waited for the gate to finish closing, and for Terry to let him out of the car, so he could go into his house, he heard the paparazzi yelling and he wondered, not for the first time, how anyone could conceive that that was a good way to make a living.

"Did you see the video Matt?" he heard one guy yell.

"What video?" Matt asked Terry, but Terry had one hand on the door and one hand on the car roof, and was looking over his shoulder at the gate.

Matt was tempted to duck under Terry's arm and run for it, just to see the look on Terry's face, but then Terry stood up.

"Okay," Terry said, "Gate's closed."

"What video?" Matt asked again, as he got out of the car.

"Ummm," Terry replied.

"Oh just tell me, dammit."

Matt was tired.  The schedule for the TV series was brutal.  They started sometime in June and filmed for the better part of ten months.  Ten months wasn't a bad schedule for the money he was making, but the days were often twelve to fourteen hours long.

"It's Celestia," Terry said, "her new song, the video, they're all saying it's about you.  You and her."

"Oh," Matt said.

"Sorry," said Terry.

Matt shook his head, "Don't worry about it."

"We'll try to clear these guys out now that you're home for the night?  Or are you going back out?"

"I'm done," Matt said.

"Once they're gone we'll double the patrol frequency, until this dies down, if that's okay with you."

"Fine," Matt said, "and thanks."

He headed into the house and Terry headed back to the gate.

Matt walked into the house and took a deep sniff.  He liked to cook but, when he was working, it was just easier to find a meal waiting for him when he got home.  Three days a week the dinners were delivered by a local caterer, from the five hundred calorie menu.  Two days a week Matt paid his housekeeper to cook him something, which was usually far more than five hundred calories, but he kept the portion size reasonable.  Keeping the portion size reasonable usually meant there was a lot of leftovers for the weekend, or for the low cal nights, when five hundred calories just didn't cut it.  It was becoming obvious to Matt, the older he got, the harder it was to stay in shape.

Matt tried to work out every day, but he could only get up so early.  The amount of exercise and, subsequently, the amount of calories he could burn in a limited amount of time was, well, limited.  When the show ended, for the season, he'd head up north and go for really long bike rides.  Then he could really eat.  But when he was working he had to keep track of his calories, in and out.

Matt walked into the kitchen and found the note Ingrid, his housekeeper, had left for him.  He noted the oven had fifteen minutes left, before his chicken pot pie was ready.  He decided to deal with Cindy's video and get it over with.

Cindy, or Celestia, which was her pop name, was Matt's ex-girlfriend.  They had broken up, actually technically he had broken up with her, in September.  She hadn't taken it particularly well, but there was nothing Matt could do about it.

Matt sat down in front of the lap top, found the video and watched it.  The first thing he noticed was that the guy in the video, with Cindy, looked an awful lot like himself.  Well, except a good ten, or maybe even fifteen (shit) years younger.  He wondered how many guys they had to look at to find that close of a match.  Video Matt was pretty accident prone, although no one really gets burned at the stake accidentally, do they?  Cindy screamed passionately about how Matt, er, video guy boyfriend, would never find anyone that loved him as much as she did, never.  Matt sighed and shut the window down, before another Celestia video could start.  The thing that bothered him most about it, probably, was the sad fact that Cindy could sing.  She really had an amazing voice.  Cindy wrote the lyrics, and the record company paid someone to write the music, but the melodies they wrote for her never showcased her vocal talent, and he had thought it was a shame.

He glanced over at the oven and went to Facebook.  He had contacted Kate through his private page.  It didn't have his picture or any favorites listed.  Kate's response to his friend request was the only new item.

Hi Matt, it's nice to hear from you.  I just opened up my own architecture firm this year so I don't know about going to the reunion.  Congratulations on all your success.  I'm sorry to say I'm a couple of episodes behind on your new show but I really do like it.  Hope all is well with you.  Kate

Matt smiled at the computer, then frowned at the oven when it started beeping at him.  He got up, grabbed a piece of Ingrid's, very not low cal, pie and then went back to the computer.  By the time he had finished his meal he had followed the links to the ski club Kate belonged to, and checked the calendar, to confirm that the extra-long weekend he had off from work, in February, was in fact the same dates the club was going to Colorado.  He hadn't been able to confirm if Kate was going on the trip, but he planned to find out.
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CHAPTER 4


[image: image]


"Are you one, are you two, are you three, are you four, are you five-"

"Stop!" Kate's nephew screamed.

"Here, I'll take a picture," Kate said, and took the phone out of Sam's hand.

Jess held the knife with AJ and Sam stood on the other side.  Kate took one picture, then another one.

"There's chocolate and vanilla," Jess announced and the twenty plus preschoolers seated around the table, immediately started calling out what they wanted.

It was complete chaos for a couple of minutes, but once every kid had a piece of cake, and an ice cream cup, in front of him or her, it got a lot quieter.  Kate offered cake to a couple of the moms and dads that had stayed for the party, then went back for her own piece.

"Chocolate or vanilla?" Sam asked her.

"Chocolate," Kate said, and he picked one up and held it out to her, "Nope, not that one, I want the corner."

"Kate is all about the frosting," Jess said, and took the plate from Sam.

Kate helped herself to a small corner piece.

"Aunt Kate are you coming back to our house after?" Emma asked.

"Uh, no, I don't think so," Kate said.

She snuck a look at her sister, but Jess had walked back to the other end of the room, to deal with a spilt juice box emergency.  Kate looked at Sam and, as soon as she made eye contact, he turned away from her, and started talking to another dad, about football.

"Please Aunt Kate," Emma said, and her older sister Anna chimed in, "Yes, please!"

"Please what?" Jess said, as she came back over to them.

"Can Aunt Kate come over after the party?" Emma asked.

"Sure if she wants to," Jess said.

"I can't, I have plans," Kate said.

"Plans?" Jess said, "You mean like a date?" she mouthed the last word.

"No," Kate said, "Just plans."

"With who?"

"You sound like Mom, what am I twelve?"

"Nice try," Jess said, "I don't sound like mom and, even if I do, you're still just trying not to answer the question."

"It's just some people from the ski club."

"Aren't they skiing this weekend?"

Kate shrugged, "I'm not, not everyone goes on a trip every weekend."  Truth was there was no ski trip get together.  The club planned one or two activities a month, during the off season, but in January, yeah they were skiing.  Kate decided to change the subject, before Jess started interrogating her about her nonexistent plans.  "You know, there is a trip to Colorado in February, I can't decide whether to do it or not, the deadline is Monday, then the price goes up."

"How come?"

"Well work, for one," Kate said.

"You should go," Jess said.

"I should?"

"Yes, you haven't been on a vacation since," Jess didn't finish as she turned her attention to another mom, who was dragging her son over, to say thank you and good bye.

Kate watched Jess help AJ hand out the party favor bags and say thank you, to all his friends.  One little girl hugged him and he shrieked and yelled for her to stop.  When all the guests were gone,, Kate made herself useful, helping Sam and Jess carry the presents, and the rest of the cake and ice cream, back to the car.  Once all the stuff was packed in the minivan, she hugged Emma and Anna one last time and waved goodbye to AJ.  Then she got in her own car and drove home.

When she got home, Kate went right back to working on the proposal she had spent most of Friday night on.  After two hours she was satisfied and decided to let it sit until Monday morning, where she could review it with a fresh mind set.  One of the hardest parts of her vocational independence, which she hadn't anticipated, was not having anyone to bounce ideas off of.  She drummed her fingers on her counter top, where she had setup the laptop, and decided that she should just check her work e-mail, and get it over with.  Sucky had sent three new e-mails while Kate had been out.  Sucky was Mrs. Simmons.  Her name was Susanna but she insisted everyone called her Sukie.  Kate had decided that Sucky was more appropriate.  She read through Sucky's e-mails and determined that since it was highly probable that the woman would change her mind, yet again, before Monday, it was pointless to respond before then.

Kate glanced over at her exercise bike, but turned back to the computer.  She went to Facebook to look over the details for the Colorado ski trip again.  Whether Jess had meant to say, "Since the divorce," or, "Since the surgery," or even, "Since you left the firm," it really didn't matter.  Nor did it matter whether Jess had stopped to be kind, or just because she had been interrupted.  Kate hadn't been on a vacation since any of those things.  She did the day trips with the club only. February was a good time to get away.  Once the snow melted they would break ground, on the Simmons addition, and Kate wanted to be on site daily, if possible.

Kate saw the message from Matt first and she read it.


Hey, I hope this doesn't sound too stalkery, but I was looking at your page and your ski club page and I saw the trip to Colorado in February.  I have a little bit of time off around then and I was thinking of skiing so if we end up at the same place you want to get together and catch up in person?



Kate's hands froze on the keyboard.  "It's probably nothing," she told herself.  The news about the reunion had been enough to stir up a bunch of thoughts about high school in him, just like it had in Kate.  She left the laptop and changed into an old pair of shorts, and a T-shirt, and got on her bike.  Two hours later, she had watched the episodes of Matt's show she had on the DVR, and made up her mind.  She went back to the computer and, before she could second guess herself, she booked the trip and replied to him.  Then she went to take a quick shower.  It was a little after nine o'clock and she thought, once, about filling the tub, for a nice long, hot soak, but immediately dismissed the idea.

As she dried off quickly and got dressed even quicker she had a moment of panic.  There was a reason she didn't do the longer trips with the ski club.  The hot tub.

"I'll just say I forgot my bathing suit," she thought.  I mean at that resort you probably can't get a bathing suit for less than a hundred bucks, anyway.  Not that she could wear any bathing suit they were likely to have.  It's not a big deal.  Hell, you can't go in the hot tub when you have your period.  Anyone pushes me on the issue, I'll just lay that on them.  So there.
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CHAPTER 5
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"Ratings!" the aide sang out, and gave a copy to the head writer.

"Woah, nice," Jim said, looking down at the sheet quickly.

He then passed it to Celia, another writer, who was sitting next to him.

Matt had to blink a couple of times when the page reached him.  Someone had written down the number from the previous week, along with the difference.  Up almost a million and a half viewers, which was unprecedented.

"Uh, Matt?" Jim said.

"Sorry," Matt said, and passed to Brian.

"Holy crap," Brian said, "How?"

"Best guess, the Celestia video, and all the extra press," Jim said.

"No such thing as bad publicity," Celia said.

"Can we?" Jim said, motioning to the script.

"Sure, sorry," Brian said, but he was grinning from ear to ear.

Matt understood.  They were in negotiations with the studio for season three.  The big jump in the ratings couldn't have come at a better time.  The show was Brian's big break.  Brian played the rookie hot shot to Matt's more seasoned veteran character.  If the show remained popular, the cast would be able to demand a bigger paycheck per episode, plus higher residuals.

The stakes were high.  By season three, of Matt's first show, he was making a hundred grand an episode.  He had felt like he hit the lottery.  Two years later, it was up to a half a million an episode, and the last two seasons it had become a million per.

Matt followed along with the read through.

"You don't have to do this Cara," Matt said.

"I don't have to, but I want to," Samantha said.

Samantha played Matt's on again, off again, love interest on the show.

Matt flipped the page and read the description of Cara lighting the pile of wood Matt was standing on with a torch.

"Really?" he said, looking around the table.

Everyone was roaring with laughter and Jim started coughing violently.

"Oh no, did we forget to tag the scene as a dream sequence?" he choked out, "Dammit, Nick, do your fucking job."

Nick was the most junior writer and had the least, make that absolutely no, seniority.  Matt looked at Nick and could tell that he had been in on it too.  Cause otherwise Nick would have been shitting his pants right about then.

"Really," Matt said again, "Whose dream is this anyway?  Mine or Cara's?"

"Good point," Celia said, "We didn't even consider that. "

"I vote for mine," Samantha said.

"Thanks," Matt said.

"Hey, you're the one who slept with the baby sitter in season one."

"We, they, were broken up then, remember?" Matt said, but he was smiling, "Seriously you're going to dream burn me?"

"Not sure," Jim said.  He finally had his voice back, but he gulped another large sip of coffee, from his mug, before he spoke again, "The CGI costs are through the roof.  Don't know what to do."

"We should vote," Celia said, "Get a consensus of opinion."

"Good idea," Jim said, "All in favor of virtually burning the real Matt at the stake."

Everyone around the table threw their hand up and yelled "Aye."

"Oh fuck all of you," Matt said, but now he was the one grinning from ear to ear.

Every time he considered retiring, or quitting, as he thought of it, he remembered the times like this.  He had dozens, if not hundreds of them, throughout his career.  These were the moments worth sticking around for.  Plus, during the eighteen months he hadn't worked, once the novelty of being completely obligation free had worn off, he had been bored out of his mind.

"Okay, okay, settle down," Jim said, "We've got a schedule to stick to."

They got through the rest of the read through, and then the actors left the writers, to do whatever it is writers do, when actors aren't in the room, and headed off to wardrobe.  Samantha followed Brian and Matt down most of the way and then headed off towards the exit.

"No wardrobe?" Matt asked her.

"I did it this morning, while you guys were refilming that scene," she said, "See you tomorrow."

"How 'bout those ratings?" Brian asked Matt, as they continued down the hall.

"Well, it's good," Matt said.  He hesitated, then continued, "You know, back when I started making real money, my dad, he told me to bank at least twenty percent, because it wasn't going to last forever."

"That's pretty...conservative," Brian said, and Matt figured Brian was just trying to be nice, "I mean, you did pretty damn well."

Matt knew his net worth was all over the internet and it was accurate enough.

"I'm glad I listened to him," Matt said, "Also he told me not to spend it before I had it, of course my folks started telling me that when I was like five.  I hope the show makes it to a good six or seven seasons," he said, even as he wondered if that was actually true, "but they could always cancel us tomorrow you know."

"Wow, talk about raining on someone's parade."

"Sorry."

"Whatever."

The wardrobe supervisor barely glanced at them as she looked up from her clipboard.

"Brian first," she said.

Matt took a seat and pulled out his phone.  Based on the time, he figured Kate was probably still in her meeting with her Sucky client.  After she had pm-ed him back that she was going on the ski trip he had gone ahead and made his travel plans, booking a suite in the same hotel that Kate would be at.  After a week of communicating, via Facebook, he had sent her his cell phone number.  Then they had upgraded to texting.



Just got done with a read through and the writers thought it would be a real laugh to burn me at the stake in an upcoming episode.



He sent it and waited.

"Maybe you should tell them to come up with an ORIGINAL idea," she texted back.

He laughed.  The commotion over the Celestia video had died down a lot, at least in as far as the paparazzi weren't camping out, in front of Matt's house, anymore, hoping for a sound bite.  Or maybe it was just that Terry's team had been very good in persuading them to leave.  They could be pretty persuasive, when they wanted to be.

I should have said that.  So you're done with the meeting with you know who?  How did it go?

"Ha she's late," the reply said.

Matt started to reply, but changed his mind, and canceled the text he had started.  The trip was in two weeks.  Was he really going to just show up in Colorado, having done nothing but texted, and PM-ed, her up until that point?  He debated it, for about the thousandth time that month, and hit the call button.

"Hi?" she said.

"Kate, it's Matt," he said.

"I know."

Even he couldn't believe it, but it felt like high school all over again.  Worse even.  He had to say something, fast, and not sound like a complete moron.

"I'm waiting for wardrobe," he said.

Moron status achieved.  Great.

"You getting flame proof clothes?" she asked.

"No," he laughed, "They weren't serious about that, I don't think, we don't have the budget for those kind of effects."

"Oh I was wondering, how were they going to fit it into the story, were you going to be kidnapped and taken to a...remote location or something?"

"No
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