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      For my travel buddies: Mikaela, Dena, and Shana.

      In honor of a cold, rainy trip to New Orleans, good food, great friends, a gorgeous house, and Scott Bakula.
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      Dear reader,

      

      This book contains recurring, frank discussions of drug and alcohol addiction and recovery. There are also multiple references to the strict diet and exercise regimens required of actors.

      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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      “So it’s really Scotty Deacon?” Carmen asked.

      Grace Speer looked up from her desk in the empty bullpen of the Sunset Limited production offices. It was late, and nearly everyone else had called it quits for the day, except Carmen Vargas, who’d just wandered over from the costume department office down the hall.

      “It’s really Scotty Deacon.” Grace’s lips curled a little as they formed the words. “He’s coming in tonight to meet with Joe.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “In about ten minutes.”

      After months of searching, a string of disappointing auditions, and two failed negotiations, the producers had finally cast the lead of Sunset Limited, the indie neo-noir thriller that was due to start principal photography next month in New Orleans.

      Grace could only assume the decision to give the part to Scotty Deacon had been made out of desperation. It was the only reason she could think why they’d agreed to cast a washed-up former teen heartthrob who hadn’t worked in years.

      “Huh.” Carmen held a pad of costume sketches in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other as she leaned against the edge of Grace’s desk. “I thought he was dead.”

      Grace had thought the same thing until she’d seen his name on the short list for Sunset Limited.

      Scotty Deacon had been one of the rare Disney Channel stars to make the transition from tween heartthrob to big-time box office hunk—until a messy drug habit, a string of DUIs, and enough bad behavior to earn him his own episode of E! True Hollywood Story had derailed his career. After getting himself fired from the set of a Michael Bay film four years ago, Deacon had been blacklisted in Hollywood and dropped off the radar completely. Grace could have sworn she’d heard something about an overdose a couple years back, but she must have been mixing up her former child stars.

      “Only figuratively,” she told Carmen. “He’s looking to make a comeback, apparently.”

      Carmen’s eye roll conveyed her skepticism. “And we’re the chumps who get to take a chance on the drug addict? Lucky us.” As costume supervisor, Carmen had to get up close and personal with all the actors, but especially with the lead, who would be in nearly every scene of the film and would therefore require the most costumes and costume changes.

      “Recovering addict,” Grace corrected. “Joe says he’s been working the program for two years now. Turned over a new leaf or something.”

      Not that she believed a word of it. She trusted Joe Lincoln—he was one of her preferred directors to work with—but he had an optimist’s tendency to think the best of everyone that Grace didn’t share. Because she liked Joe so much, she hated to think of him being taken in by a self-destructive burnout whose dumpster fire of a personal life could bring the entire production to a screeching halt.

      What surprised Grace was that Joe’s producing partner and wife, Nichole, had ever agreed to cast Deacon—an actor with a well-documented history of showing up to set so high he couldn’t say his lines without an earpiece when he even bothered to show up at all. Nichole was the pragmatic business-minded half of the partnership who kept the ship afloat and cleaned up messes before they could turn into full-fledged disasters. The fact that she’d agreed to take on Scotty Deacon meant he’d either made one hell of a convincing case for himself, or they were so desperate Nichole hadn’t had any other choice.

      “I thought he was uninsurable,” Carmen said, dragging a chair over from a nearby desk.

      That was the main reason Deacon hadn’t worked in four years. Once the insurance companies determined you were high-risk, the insane premiums tended to dissuade producers from taking a chance on you.

      “Everyone’s insurable if you’ve got enough money to pay for it.” Grace cut a glance at the closed door to Joe’s office and lowered her voice. “A friend of his put up the bond out of his own pocket.”

      Carmen’s eyes widened as she fiddled with the height adjustment on the chair to accommodate her short frame. “Who?”

      “Robbie Scarborough.”

      “Wow. Okay, then.”

      Robbie Scarborough had hit it big around the same time as Scotty, and for a while the two of them had run in the same pack of young Hollywood actors charmingly nicknamed the “Coochie Squad”—until they’d had a big falling out a few years ago. But if Robbie was personally bankrolling Scotty’s comeback, they must have patched things up.

      “Must be nice to have a friend willing to risk a few mil to get you a job, huh?” Carmen said sourly.

      “Yeah,” Grace agreed, unable to imagine a friendship worth handing over that kind of money. “Must be.” She clicked her retractable pen as she glanced at the clock again. “The schedule’s already tight, and I know the budget’s stretched to the max, so if Deacon starts pulling his usual crap again…”

      Carmen shook her head as she sipped her coffee. “Didn’t he throw a chair at a director once?”

      “Yeah, he did.” Grace had done some reading up on Deacon after Joe told her he’d been cast in the lead, and what she’d learned had only intensified her misgivings. The guy hadn’t just thrown a chair at Jerry Duncan, the two of them had gotten into an on-set shoving match that had devolved into a full-on brawl before the crew managed to pull them off each other.

      Grace’s job as script supervisor required her to be the director’s near-constant companion, sitting next to him and taking meticulous notes on every take—time codes, lenses, camera movements, props, costumes—to ensure continuity when the footage was cut together in editing. That meant watching the actors closely and noting every detail of their performance: every action they made, when it happened and where, how they were sitting or standing, when and how they handled the props.

      When an actor forgot a line or stage direction, Grace was the one who fed it to them, and if they deviated from the script or a previous take, it was her job to point it out. That could involve a lot of interaction with the talent, particularly if they were prone to flubbing lines or missing marks.

      A bad apple could make her life a living hell for the duration of the shoot, and Scotty Deacon was one giant honking Red Delicious. If he decided to start throwing furniture or punches on this set, Grace would be right smack in the line of fire.

      Carmen shook her head. “Gonna be an interesting shoot.”

      “I honestly don’t know what Joe and Nichole were thinking,” Grace said as she clicked her pen. “The guy’s never been more than a pretty face, so why take such a big risk on him? There are dozens of actors more talented and more professional than Scotty Deacon. Why not pick one of them instead?”

      “They must have their reasons,” Carmen said with a shrug. “We’ll just have to trust them.”

      “Yeah,” Grace replied without zeal.

      Trust wasn’t something that came naturally to her. She’d always been too much of a worrier and control freak to embrace the concept of blind faith. As much as she respected Joe and Nichole, she’d sooner trust a clown hiding in a sewer grate than put her fate in the hands of someone like Scotty Deacon.
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      Scott Deacon stood in the hall outside the production office, frozen in place. He was early for his meeting with Joe Lincoln, which he’d been feeling pretty proud of until the sound of his name had stopped him in his tracks.

      Two women inside the office ahead were talking about him, and in less than flattering terms.

      He ought to be used to it by now. He had a string of critical and box office successes under his belt, he’d been inducted into the Academy when he was only twenty-six years old, and he had a star on the goddamn Walk of Fame, but all anyone seemed to care about was his mistakes. He had been branded a fuckup by the world at large, and a fuckup he would remain until he’d proven himself otherwise.

      That was the whole point of doing this two-bit indie film for union scale. To show the world that Scott Deacon was clean and sober and willing to show up on time every day to do the work. To prove he still had talent and a career left in him.

      Scott knew he had a lot to make up for, and he couldn’t blame anyone for being reluctant to put their trust in him after all the shit he’d pulled over the years. All most people knew about him was what they’d read: the coke binges and drug psychosis, the run-ins with the law, the multiple stints in rehab. They didn’t have any reason to believe that was all in his past, didn’t know how hard he’d worked these last two years to finally get himself clean and stay that way. No one was writing articles about healthy, sober Scott Deacon, because the everyday struggle of recovery wasn’t as entertaining as his drug-addled antics had been.

      He’d known going into this job that everyone would be scrutinizing him with mistrust, waiting for him to revert to his old habits. He’d been prepared for that, but that wasn’t what had stopped him cold in the hall outside Joe Lincoln’s office.

      The guy’s never been more than a pretty face. There are dozens of actors more talented and more professional than Scotty Deacon. Why not pick one of them instead?

      Hearing his own worst fears about himself voiced aloud by a stranger was a real punch to the diaphragm. Whoever the woman was, she’d landed a solid hit on Scott’s deepest, darkest insecurities—the ones that woke him up at night in a cold sweat.

      In his lowest moments, he was convinced he’d never had any real talent in the first place. That the successes he’d achieved in the past had been the net effect of luck, connections, and unearned confidence, and now that all three of those magic elements had abandoned him, he’d be revealed for what he really was: a no-talent waste of space.

      Fame had been part of Scott’s life for almost as long as he could remember. It had been a protective sheath woven into the fabric of his reality that had shielded him from certain kinds of scrutiny and a lot of the harsher realities of the world. When you were famous, it stopped mattering who you were underneath the fame, because the fame was all anyone cared about or reacted to.

      But when that fame slipped away, it left you stripped bare and defenseless in the stark glare of an unforgiving world. Learning to cope with the back end of fame these last few years had been almost as difficult as learning to cope without drugs.

      Navigating his recovery and his new reality as a celebrity washout was like kayaking over unfamiliar rapids. He didn’t have any control over where the river went or how rough the ride was, so he had to exert his control in whatever small ways he could, by learning safety maneuvers and equipping himself with gear to cushion the blow. He’d had to learn coping mechanisms to manage himself and fill the empty spaces the fame and the drugs used to occupy in his life.

      Scott had felt like he’d been doing a pretty decent job steering through the rapids lately, but hearing that woman’s words just now, when he was about to meet with the man who’d be directing him in his first film in four years, was like having his kayak overturned by a rock hidden beneath the water’s surface.

      His hand moved reflexively to the pocket where he used to keep his pills. There was nothing there but gum now. He popped a piece with a shaking hand, trying to pacify the lingering itch for pharmaceutical intervention. Spearmint was a miserable substitute for the soothing, glorious numbness of an opioid high. Without that tranquilizing buffer to protect him from the real world, his brain felt like it was being dragged over a cheese grater.

      He closed his eyes and put a hand against the wall as reality came crashing down around him, crumbling his thin veneer of confidence to dust.

      Before anyone inside the office could see him, Scott turned and retreated back the way he’d come, back to the safety of his car where he could pull himself together in private.
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      Grace was still chatting with Carmen in the outer office when Scotty Deacon finally showed up for his meeting with Joe—fifteen minutes late, of course.

      After working ten years in the entertainment industry, Grace liked to think she was immune to celebrity. She’d dealt with enough of them, both major and minor, that fame and beauty no longer made much of an impact on her.

      But even she had to admit that in person, Scotty Deacon was something extraordinary. It wasn’t just his good looks, which were the kind of off-the-Richter-scale gorgeous she’d encountered plenty of times before. It was his presence. She couldn’t put it into words, but there was something about him, some sort of hypnotic intensity that worked like a supermagnet to pull all the focus in the room.

      When Deacon’s six-foot frame filled the doorway, he commanded attention without saying a word. Grace found herself sitting up a little straighter as his dark eyes skated over her and Carmen—then quickly dismissed them as insignificant.

      “Joe Lincoln?” he demanded in a brusque, I don’t have time for niceties tone that dared anyone to waste his time with intrusive chitchat.

      Grace lifted her eyebrows along with her pen, and pointed toward the space’s only office, which had a piece of white printer paper taped beside the doorframe with the words JOE LINCOLN written in large black capital letters.

      “Get me a water,” Deacon threw over his shoulder as he started for Joe’s office. “Sparkling if you have it.”

      Charming. Grace could already tell working with him was going to be as much fun as a pap smear with a cold speculum.

      “Which one of us were you talking to?” Carmen replied coolly as she leaned back in her chair. If her eyes could shoot knives, the back of Scotty Deacon’s head would look like a cutlery starter set right about now.

      He stopped and turned, fixing them both with a look that reeked of disdain. “I don’t care. Whichever one of you is Joe’s assistant.”

      Grace crossed her arms and met his gaze evenly. “That would be neither of us.”

      One of the first things she’d learned as a script supervisor was not to let herself be intimidated by anyone’s entitled, imperious bullshit. Her job and the success of the entire film depended on her not being afraid to speak up when she had something to say, so she couldn’t afford to be meek or passive.

      What Grace’s job didn’t entail was taking water orders from washed-up cokeheads. If she gave ground now, it would set the tone for the rest of their working relationship, and he would go right on snapping orders at her and expecting to be obeyed.

      Before Deacon could reply, the office door opened and Joe Lincoln peeked out. “Scott! I thought I heard your voice out here!” Despite being recently lauded by TheWrap as “the next great Black director,” Joe had a down-to-earth attitude and a friendly demeanor that tended to put everyone at their ease. But even his natural warmth couldn’t quite take the chill out of the room.

      Grace watched as Deacon turned to greet Joe and his scornful expression shifted into an ingratiating smile, smooth as the slide on a dimmer switch. She and Carmen exchanged a look as the two men shook hands.

      “You guys all introduce yourselves already?” Joe asked, turning to Grace and Carmen.

      “Not yet,” Grace said, affixing a saccharine smile to her face as she got to her feet. She could pretend to be nice when the boss was around too.

      Joe addressed Deacon as he gestured to Carmen. “This is Carmen Vargas, our costume supervisor.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Carmen said flatly as she stood and shook hands with Deacon.

      “And Grace Speer, our script supervisor.”

      “Hi.” Deacon’s voice was warm as popcorn butter, though his eyes grew distinctly cold as they focused on Grace.

      She kept her expression neutral as she accepted the hand he offered. “So you’re the famous Scotty Deacon.”

      “I prefer Scott.”

      “Of course you do,” Grace said. “My mistake, Scott.”

      “I’m glad you all could meet.” Joe’s dimples peeked through his salt-and-pepper beard as he surveyed the three of them. “Since you’re going to be spending a lot of time together when production starts.”

      Scott’s eyes bored into Grace with unsettling intensity. The dark, brooding mystique he’d adopted as his post-puberty persona was on maximum display, his hazel-green gaze narrowed and his angular jaw set in a hard line. Most actors looked smaller in real life than on-screen, but Scott had bulked up considerably in his time away from the spotlight, and he struck an imposing figure in person.

      Grace’s smile grew even wider and more artificial as she stared him down, grateful for every one of the five feet ten inches that put her almost at his level. “Wonderful.”

      “Can’t wait,” Carmen said beside her.

      Scott turned to Joe, affecting his genial expression again. “Shall we get started?”

      “Absolutely! Can I get you a water or anything?”

      “No thanks,” Scott said as he followed Joe into the office. “I’m good.”

      “He seems nice,” Carmen said dryly after the office door had closed behind them.

      “Yeah, he’s a real treat,” Grace replied, turning to gather her purse. “I’m going home.” She’d seen more than enough of Scotty Deacon for one night, and would rather ingest a gallon of live bees than hang around until he came out of Joe’s office.

      After bidding goodnight to Carmen, Grace collected her things and headed down to the parking lot. The production had rented a suite of second-floor offices in a dire-looking office park in Culver City, sandwiched between a Public Storage and a tile wholesaler. As she stepped outside, she saw an electric blue Tesla that probably cost more than the balance on her student loans parked diagonally across two spaces.

      It had to be Deacon’s car. Because of course he’d drive something that flashy and park it like a total asshole.

      That was who she’d be working with on a near-daily basis for nine weeks in New Orleans starting next month. The guy who couldn’t be bothered with common politeness unless the director was standing there, who’d assumed she was an assistant and tried to order her around like a servant, and who’d gifted her with a malevolent glare simply for refusing to be intimidated by him.

      Scotty Deacon could get fucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace had been to New Orleans a handful of times before—for Mardi Gras once in college, for Jazz Fest a few years ago, and most recently last summer for an ill-advised bachelorette party that had turned into a forced death march around the French Quarter in high heels. It had always seemed like a nice enough place to visit as a tourist—French Quarter death marches with women she shouldn’t be friends with anymore aside—but she wasn’t sure what it would be like to actually live there for two months.

      The production was using mostly local hires with the exception of a few principal cast members and department heads, and they’d put the out-of-towners up in rented accommodations around the city. The house the production company had rented for Grace turned out to be in Audubon Park—like, actually on Audubon Park itself. Literally, her front yard opened directly onto the park, which was not too shabby at all.

      The house itself was small—just a cozy one-bedroom cottage—unlike the sprawling edifice immediately next to hers, which looked like an actual, honest-to-god castle, complete with gray stone blocks, Gothic arches, and leaded glass windows. The two houses appeared to have been built at the same time and shared architectural elements, only the castle was about eight times as large as Grace’s little house.

      They were actually adjoining, the travel coordinator had warned Grace, connected by an interior door in a shared wall between them. But there were secure locks on both sides, she’d promised in her email, so there was no worry about uninvited visits from whoever happened to be living in the mansion next door.

      It was still a little weird, Grace decided, eyeing the wooden door in her living room that connected the two houses. The “secure lock” was nothing more than a simple slide bolt that looked about twenty years old. But it was probably fine, as long as the people next door weren’t crazed ax murderers or total assholes.

      The rest of the house was pretty great. It was fully furnished, and whoever did the decorating had a flair for mixing eclectic vintage and modern elements in a way that complemented the Tudor-influenced architecture. Besides the combined living and dining area, there was a kitchen and laundry room downstairs, and a bedroom, bathroom, and small office nook upstairs. Best of all, a pair of French doors in the bedroom opened onto a gorgeous balcony overlooking the park.

      Grace dropped her bags next to the bed and ventured out onto the balcony, inhaling a lungful of the balmy Louisiana air. It was ridiculously lush and green here compared to Los Angeles or Arizona, where she’d grown up. The park was ringed by immense, billowing live oaks whose green limbs were festooned with strands of Spanish moss reminiscent of the Mardi Gras beads she’d seen hanging from the trees and street lamps on her drive through town. There was a shady jogging trail that ran past her front yard, and the bright green lawn beyond the trees was covered with picnickers taking advantage of the temperate spring weather.

      Yeah, okay. Maybe it wasn’t so bad here.

      She spent the next couple hours unpacking her bags and familiarizing herself with the house before hitting up the nearby Winn-Dixie for some groceries. When she got back, there was music coming through the wall from the castle next door—and not just any music, but some truly god-awful death metal—confirming the place was indeed occupied. Too bad. It would have been nice—and quieter—if it had been empty.

      Grace had spent most of her adult life living in apartments and sharing walls, so she wasn’t inclined to begrudge someone the right to listen to their terrible music at a completely reasonable hour of the day. Anyway, she could barely hear it when she turned the TV on, so it was fine. Whatever.

      The music finally shut off around nine, which she took as a positive sign that her neighbors were decently considerate. She stayed up another hour and a half to watch The Daily Show, then got into bed and spent some time reviewing the scenes they would be shooting tomorrow.

      It was the first day of principal photography, and she was always anxious before her first day on a new set. She liked to make extra sure she was extra prepared.

      Which she was. She totally had this. It was going to be fine. It always was. What she really needed to do was stop psyching herself out and get a decent night’s sleep.

      Grace made herself close her laptop and turn out the light. She lay in the strange bed and stared up at the swirly patterns in the plaster ceiling of the unfamiliar house. The wildlife sounds in the park had really ramped up since nightfall. Above the din of the crickets she could hear a chorus of frogs and an owl and—what even was that weird clicking sound?

      Jesus, was that an insect? How big was that thing? She probably didn’t want to know.

      The sheets on the bed were scratchy and they made her skin feel raw. It was possible she was allergic to the detergent. Or maybe it was the air. The whole city was basically covered in mold, and god only knew what kinds of weird plants they had here. Just her luck, she was probably allergic to the entire state of Louisiana.

      The mattress on the bed was too firm, and it kind of slanted to one side, which made her feel like she was in persistent danger of rolling onto the floor. As Grace lay in her slanty bed trying to sleep, she thought about the way the light in the bathroom had flickered when she first turned it on, and wondered if it was the sign of an electrical problem that could cause the house to catch on fire while she slept. You never knew what kind of wiring nightmares were hiding behind the walls in these old houses.

      What if the local crew didn’t know how to do their jobs tomorrow? What if none of the cast knew their lines? What if she screwed something up and let everybody down?

      Maybe she should pull up Google Maps and double-check the directions to the soundstage one more time. Just to make sure she knew how to get there. Just in case.

      No. Stop thinking. Just relax and go to sleep.

      She took a deep breath and counted slowly to five as she exhaled.

      When she got to four, the death metal started up again next door, even louder than before.

      Unbelievable.

      Grace rolled over and reached for her phone to check the time. 12:08. On a weeknight, for crying out loud. What kind of monster blared death metal after midnight?

      Grumbling under her breath, she dragged a hoodie on over her T-shirt before stomping downstairs to give her neighbor a piece of her mind.
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      “You’re going to be on your best behavior, right?”

      Scott pressed the phone to his ear, scowling as he stared at the unnecessarily large painting of a nude woman that was hanging in the living room of his rental house in New Orleans.

      “We already had this conversation,” Scott told his agent, trying not to sound as irritable as he felt.

      “And now we’re having it again.” Sabrina Keeling’s English accent was clipped with impatience. “I want to make sure you understand what an enormous favor Joe and Nichole Lincoln are doing you by giving you this chance. I cannot underestimate exactly how indebted to them you are. No one else was even willing to have the conversation, much less hire you.”

      “I get it,” Scott mumbled, turning his back on the ridiculous nude.

      “If your mate Scarborough hadn’t put up the bond—”

      “I get it.”

      “Is this the patented Deacon charm you’re planning on taking to your first day on set tomorrow?”

      Scott gritted his teeth. “No, this is my stop hounding me, Sabrina voice. I’m stressed out enough as it is.”

      He was fucking terrified, in point of fact. Christ, he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d gone to work sober.

      “Good,” Sabrina said. “I want you to be impressed by the precariousness of your situation. I worked hard to make this happen, so don’t make me look like an arsehole.”

      “And I appreciate that, but—”

      “Why can’t you just stop there? ‘I appreciate you, Sabrina.’ End of sentence.”

      “But,” Scott persisted stubbornly, “let’s not pretend the extra press generated by my comeback isn’t going to give Joe Lincoln and his obscure little film a nice PR boost.”

      “Only if you don’t fuck this up. You fall on your face, Scotty boy, and both you and Joe Lincoln will be paying the price together. And do you know what people love even more than an underdog? Watching an underdog crash and burn.”

      Great. No pressure. Scott really needed to find an agent who was better at pep talks. Except Sabrina was the only agent who would touch him after his flameout, and she’d only taken him on as a favor to Robbie, who was one of her clients. They’d both stuck their necks out for him, and if he blew this it would make all of them look bad.

      “I’m clearheaded, focused, and serious about the work,” Scott said, tamping down his resentment as he paced across the house to the kitchen. “Things will be different than in the past.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Sabrina’s tone softened slightly. “Try to get some sleep. And knock ’em dead tomorrow, darling.”

      Scott bid her goodbye and shoved his phone back in his pocket. Sabrina was right. He needed to get a good night’s sleep tonight, but the chances of that were pretty much nil. Not when he was this wired. His brain was racing a mile a minute, fixating on all the ways tomorrow could go wrong.

      This was his moment of truth. He had one chance to prove he could still do this, and if he fucked it up, no one would ever give him another shot.

      Hell, he’d barely even managed to get this shot. Nichole Lincoln had taken a lot more convincing than her husband. Scott had basically had to grovel to win her approval, and that was after Robbie had agreed to sign on as an investor in order to foot the bill for Scott’s insurance premium.

      Scott could feel the doubt starting to creep in, eating away at his self-esteem. He’d spent so much time the last few months trying to convince people he could do this, he’d almost started to believe it himself. But now that he was actually here and facing the imminent reality of his first day on a movie set in four years, all that false confidence he’d been projecting had started to abandon him.

      Everybody was worried about him showing up for work, but showing up was the easy part. Scott knew he could do that. It was what came next that sent him into a cold sweat. Because once he was there, he had to actually be good at it.

      What if he went in tomorrow and sucked?

      What if he needed the drugs to fuel his art, and without them he was nothing?

      What if his so-called “talent” had been a side effect of the high, and now that he was clean, everyone would realize he’d never been any good at a single fucking thing his entire useless life?

      Fuck. He needed to put a stop to this spiral before it got any worse. The trifecta of stress, sleep deprivation, and Sabrina’s well-intentioned chiding was doing a real number on him.

      This right here was why he needed to start working again. He needed the distraction, needed to keep his mind occupied and his body active to stave off the negative thoughts before they could take control.

      So Scott did what he always did when the demons started whispering in his ear: he went to work out. Exercise was the only thing that drowned it out. The focus, repetition, and loud music pushed the unwanted thoughts out of his head, and the physical exhaustion afterward helped keep them away, for a little while at least.

      The large, parquet-floored front room of his rental house, which appeared to have originally been designed as a ballroom, had been equipped as a home gym for him. A decent space to work out had been one of the few stipulations Scott had put into his contract—for this very reason. He needed someplace he could blow off steam in the middle of the night when insomnia struck.

      He’d already worked out once today, but clearly that hadn’t been enough. Maybe the second time would be the charm that would let him get some sleep tonight.

      Pulling up his workout mix, Scott cranked the volume on his speakers loud enough to make the windows vibrate and drown out all the noise in his head. Then he grabbed a jump rope and started counting, losing himself in the rhythm.

      It took him a minute to realize the off-beat thumping he kept hearing beneath the bass was someone banging on the door. And another few seconds to figure out it wasn’t the front door they were banging on, but the one in the living room that connected to the smaller house next door—the one he’d thought was empty.

      Shit, and it was after midnight too.

      Scott wiped the sweat from his brow as he slid the bolt back, fully prepared to apologize for the loud music.

      Except it was her.

      Grace Speer, the woman who’d unknowingly eviscerated him with an offhand comment in the production office last month, was not only his script supervisor for the next nine weeks, but also apparently his next-door neighbor.

      Fucking fantastic.

      From her expression, he could tell she was just as surprised and disconcerted by this development as he was. They regarded one another warily as the music continued to blare in the front room.

      He’d only seen her one other time since their ill-fated first meeting in the production office: at the table read, during which Scott had successfully avoided speaking to her or making eye contact. But her face was forever emblazoned in his memory. Particularly those stormy blue-gray eyes that seemed to stare right through him.

      Those same sharp eyes were staring him down right now, even as her teeth bit down on her lower lip, betraying a hint of uncertainty. Her statuesque figure and graceful features could have been crafted by Michelangelo. She was certainly as cold as a marble sculpture, although at the moment, in an oversized USC sweatshirt, fuzzy pink socks, and flannel pajama pants adorned with what he was pretty sure were hedgehogs, she was slightly less intimidating and probably unaware that her chin-length ash brown hair was sticking up rather hilariously on one side. If they’d never met before, Scott might be tempted to call her cute—or even, if he was feeling generous, beautiful.

      Her lips moved, but her words were lost to the boisterous guitar riff emanating from the speakers. “What?” he said, frowning at her.

      “The music,” she shouted, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Could you turn it down?”

      Right, the music. He was the asshole blasting loud music late at night when normal people were trying to sleep.

      Fumbling his phone out of his pocket, he tapped the screen and the music shut off. “I didn’t know anyone was living next door,” he offered as an apology.

      Grace’s full lips pursed in irritation. “Well, I am.”

      They stared at one another across the threshold between their respective rental homes. A bead of sweat trickled into Scott’s eye, and he reached up to wipe it away with his forearm.

      It occurred to him that the next two months would be a lot more pleasant if he could befriend this woman who had such a low opinion of him, and who he’d be working with closely every single day. At the very least, he should apologize for the music at this late hour when they both had an early call time tomorrow.

      He just…couldn’t bring himself to do it. Apparently he still had some nursing to do on that grudge.

      “Thank you,” Grace said icily, when it became clear Scott wasn’t going to say anything else. “Goodnight.”

      And she shut the door in his face.
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      Grace was not a natural early riser, but her job frequently required it, so she’d learned to adapt accordingly. Coffee was an absolute must.

      When her alarm went off at five in the morning, she could already detect the heavenly scent of French roast wafting upstairs from the coffee maker she’d programmed the night before. She didn’t like running late or rushing around, so she always factored in extra time to calmly sit and enjoy her coffee while she psyched herself up for the day ahead. It was a necessary part of her routine, and the balcony off her bedroom made a perfect spot for her pre-dawn meditation and caffeine infusion.

      There was a chill in the air that morning, so she pulled her hoodie on before carrying her coffee and laptop out to the black metal cafe table to go over the day’s scenes one last time. It was muggier outside than she was used to, but not unpleasantly so, and the air was perfumed with the heady scent of jasmine. The sun wouldn’t be up for another hour at least, but the birds were already kicking up a ruckus in the trees of the park, and a few ambitious joggers and dog walkers were making their way around the path below.

      Grace was only halfway through her coffee when she heard the door open on the balcony next to hers—the one that belonged to her neighbor, Scott Deacon.

      Lucky her.

      She still couldn’t believe she was stuck living right next door to the spoiled brat actor. When he’d opened the adjoining door last night, she’d nearly had a heart attack. But at least he’d turned down his music without making a scene. The man wasn’t entirely bereft of civility. Just mostly.

      A good neighbor would have apologized and promised not to do it again. Instead, Grace had gotten an annoyed grunt and a cold glare, which seemed to be his default expression.

      As Scott stepped out onto the balcony this morning, Grace saw that he was wearing the same athletic shorts he’d been wearing last night and the same nothing else whatsoever, making this the second time in six hours she’d gotten an up-close view of his bare chest. And arms. And abs.

      Whatever the man had been doing with himself since dropping out of the public eye certainly seemed to agree with him. He must have put on at least twenty pounds of pure muscle since the last movie Grace had seen him in, and he had this stubble thing happening at the moment that was really working for him. She knew from his bio that he was only thirty-two—two years younger than her—but the last few years seemed to have aged him out of the boyish good looks that had been his hallmark and into a rugged handsomeness that looked even better on him. The whole effect was just very…wow. Talk about a thirst trap.

      Except you hate him, remember?

      Scott rubbed his hands through his dark hair as he wandered over to the balcony railing to gaze out at the park. He didn’t seem to have noticed Grace sitting there on the next balcony over, and she wasn’t sure whether she should say something. On the one hand, she didn’t want him to think she was lurking in the dark, spying on him like some sort of creeper. On the other, she was entitled to sit on her own balcony—and anyway she’d been here first. Technically, he was intruding on her solitude.

      She was just on the verge of clearing her throat or coughing or something to politely cue him in to her presence, when he stretched both his arms overhead and twisted his torso away from her. The sight of all those muscles flexing and rippling over his back and shoulders rendered Grace momentarily mute.

      When Scott twisted back the other direction, he noticed her with a start—right as she was staring at him with her mouth hanging open, of course.

      “Morning,” she said, pulling herself together enough to give him a false, bright smile as she saluted him with her coffee mug.

      “Morning,” he replied warily.

      His expression wasn’t exactly friendly, and as the silence stretched out between them, Grace wondered again if he’d even recognized her. They hadn’t interacted much at the table read, and he’d been so terse last night when she’d pounded on his door that she hadn’t been able to tell whether he remembered their brief meeting in the production office.

      It would probably be better if he didn’t remember their first meeting—not that last night’s encounter had gone all that much better. Grace had no idea if this prickliness was just Scott’s natural reaction to strangers, or a special treat he reserved for crew members who’d gotten on his bad side.

      Regardless, she probably ought to make an effort to be civil. Pissing off the talent wouldn’t make her job any easier.

      “Nice view,” she offered in a lame attempt at small talk, realizing too late that he might think the view she was referring to was his naked torso. “I meant the park,” she clarified as her cheeks heated. “It’s beautiful up here, isn’t it?”

      “Sure,” Scott agreed without enthusiasm. “Listen, I’m sorry about last night.”

      Well, that was something. An actual apology. Maybe there was a human being lurking in there after all.

      “It’s fine,” Grace told him, eager to put the incident behind them. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I have insomnia,” he explained, rubbing his thumb and fingertips together at his side. “So I exercise late at night at lot. But I’ll wear headphones from now on.”

      “Does it help?”

      His brow furrowed. “What?”

      “The exercise. Does it help your insomnia?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I get insomnia too,” Grace said, seizing on this crumb of common ground between them and lurching into nervous babble. “Usually when I’m feeling anxious about something, which is a lot of the time, actually. If I’m not busy doing something then I end up obsessing about everything I need to do, which makes it hard to sleep. I usually just take a Xanax when it gets too bad though.”

      Scott stared at her without expression. “I’m a recovering drug addict.”

      “Right.” She pinched her lips together with her fingers, desperately wishing she could put that last sentence back in her mouth. “So probably no Xanax for you, then.”

      “No.”

      This conversation was turning into a disaster of epic proportions, and Grace still wasn’t sure if Scott had even recognized her. So she did what any reasonable person would do under the circumstances: she fled.

      “Welp,” she said, getting to her feet as she gathered up her laptop and coffee mug, “this has been a super fun chat, but I need to get ready for work.” Without waiting for him to respond, she darted inside.

      “See you on set,” Scott called out as the door closed behind her.

      So much for him not recognizing her.
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      The first day of shooting on any film was inevitably chaotic. Everyone was always scrambling around trying to get their bearings and figure out where everything was, what they were supposed to be doing, and who everybody else was. The mood reminded Grace
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