
Chapter One

			Steph

			Laura settled carefully on top of me, holding herself up on her forearm. The fingers of her free hand worked at the buttons of my shirt, deftly undoing them one-handed. “I missed you today.”

			I’d already pulled her tee off before we’d tumbled onto the bed, and her bra-encased breasts hovered above me. I ignored them to look into her eyes. Grinning lazily, I said, “It’s not like you couldn’t have found me to say hi.”

			“That’s true,” she mused. Laura planted a quick kiss on each of my cheeks before finding my mouth for a slightly longer kiss before she pulled away again. Her eyebrows scrunched together, her nose wrinkled. She pouted. “But Halloran’s been riding my ass.”

			“The only person who gets to do anything to your ass is me,” I said, a hint of seriousness in the teasing tone.

			Laura smirked, and after kissing the tip of my nose, declared, “You know it, baby.” She lowered her weight fully onto me and we rolled and writhed, kissing and touching in perfect synchronicity. I shucked out of my shirt, and after maneuvering us so she was on top again, Laura helped me out of my bra, her hands covering my breasts as we kissed. I’d just slid my hands up her back when the silken strands of her perfectly coiffed hair brushed against my cheek and nose as she kissed my neck.

			Oh no. No no, please no. Anything but tha—

			I tried desperately to hold it back, to stay present, but my nasal passages had grabbed the tickling sensation and were running merrily toward a sneeze. For a brief, stupid second I considered hiding the sneeze in Laura’s neck so I wouldn’t ruin the moment. Another touch of her hair on my face meant game over. I only just managed to bring my hand up to block snot from spraying all over her before I sneezed a sneeze that would have been heard in Antarctica.

			“Cut!” Monty yelled, packing both amusement and exasperation into that single, short word.

			Laura burst out laughing. She wriggled up, still keeping her hands on my breasts, then quickly pulled the duvet free to shield me from the crew who, over the course of creating five and a bit seasons, had probably seen all there was to see.

			I grabbed the duvet with my snot-free hand. “I’m so sorry,” I said. My sneeze had just cost us time, and when you already spent ten to twelve hours on set, added time was a problem.

			Laura twisted to face me, artfully helping keep me covered. “I knew it was coming when you tensed,” she teased, playfully waving the ends of her long, dark hair at me, threatening my nose again. Smiling when I recoiled, she said, “I almost started laughing before you sneezed.”

			“Oh great, so you let it be me who ruined the scene,” I said dryly.

			Laura shrugged, smiling smugly. Luckily I was immune to her charm, otherwise work would be incredibly awkward. We both sat up. The set had come to life at the 1st Assistant Director’s call of, “Reset. Back to one, everybody. Touch-ups please.” We waited for Wardrobe to collect our discarded clothing, so we could wait some more for Hair and Makeup to come over and fix whatever we might have smudged or mussed, and then wait for everything to be reset for the next take. I felt like shit for basically wasting everyone’s time, even though it was an involuntary sneeze.

			Our intimacy coordinator, Meghan, came over to check we were both good and ask if we thought anything needed be done differently, confirm the placements of hands during the scene for our levels of comfort with the nudity and to ensure no accidental nipple exposure that would upset the censors. Our network was strictly no nips allowed. Side boob, and a little side butt was fine though.

			Laura and I both confirmed all was fine.

			My PA, Kayla, appeared by the bed. “Steph, do you need a tissue?”

			“Yes please.”

			She offered me the box and I took a couple, delicately wiping my nose and my hand before dropping the dirty tissues into the trash bag she held. I patted the hand Laura had put back on the duvet to keep it over my breasts while I dealt with sneeze aftermath. “I know your hair won hottest hair of the summer last year, and it really is gorgeous hair. But if we could try to keep it out of my nose, that would be amazing.”

			Laura held up her free hand, three fingers extended like Scout’s honor. “I’m doing my best.”

			“I know you are.” There was something in her expression—unusually contemplative for Laura—that made me add, “You okay?” Normally I wouldn’t interrupt shooting to talk about something unrelated to the scene, even if we were technically just waiting for reset. But she looked so weird, and it was an intimate scene, that I was suddenly worried.

			Her eyebrows bounced upward. “Huh? Oh. Yeah. Totally. This”—she gestured vaguely around the bed—“just made me think.”

			“About what?”

			“I broke up with Chad.”

			“Whaaat?” I’d really thought this was the one relationship of hers that might last at least four months. “When? Why?”

			Harper, our Key Makeup, had been making a beeline for us, unzipping her red fanny pack holding Laura’s products. But at Laura’s declaration she’d paused a few steps away. I caught Harper’s eye and shrugged. Laura wasn’t shy about discussing her rotating collection of boyfriends, so I was sure she wouldn’t mind Harper being there. And if she did, she wouldn’t be shy about asking for privacy. Laura wasn’t shy about anything.

			“Last night,” Laura said. “And I broke up with him because he’s a whiny moron who doesn’t like my job. Specifically, this part of my job.” She adopted a low dude-bro voice as she put her shirt back on. “It makes me feel weird seeing you so into it with her, babe, like…you know, that you want her more than you want me. I mean it’s hot but also she’s nowhere near as hot as me.” She sighed and went back to her regular voice. “It’s called acting, Chad. I explained, as I always do, how choreographed and mechanical intimate scenes are. No offense, Meghan!”

			“None taken,” Meghan said.

			Laura carefully pulled her best-of-list hair through the neck hole of her tee. “But he just couldn’t get past it. So, it had to be goodbye.”

			I only just held my laugh on the able-to-speak side of hysterical. “Oh my godddd.” A snort fell out. “Did his penis shrivel and fall off because you kiss me at work?” I held out a hand for my bra—well, not my bra, but the black, lace-edged bra I was wearing for the scene—and mouthed my thanks to Susan from Wardrobe. “Also, I’ve never met this guy, but I’m pretty sure I’m hotter than him.”

			Laura honked out a laugh (it always amazed me that that laugh came out of that body) while Harper’s was more of a chuckle. I grinned at her. As soon as she realized I was about to get dressed, Harper turned away. Nobody on set ever looked on purpose, but I kind of wished Harper would. Actually no, I wished I could show her, consensually of course, and have her show me in return.

			I put the bra back on, hidden by the duvet Laura kept up as a screen. Warm fingers—thanks again, Susan—untwisted the bra straps before my shirt was returned. Now that I was suitably covered, Laura and I climbed off the bed so it could be remade. Everyone buzzed around us as the set, props, and equipment were reset for another take.

			Laura blew a raspberry. “I mean, I don’t know what I expected. His name is Chad for fuck’s sake. Steph, why can’t I find men who aren’t jealous idiots?”

			“Maybe you should think about dating other actors…” I almost choked, because hadn’t that worked out so well for me.

			“There’s no room for another actor ego because my ego fills my house already, thankyouverymuch.” She forced a dry cough. “Anyways, Mami is thrilled about this breakup because she still thinks I’m going to marry Esteban. She forgets I was sixteen when I dated him. We are not going back there.”

			“Shame. He’s cute.” Early in our friendship, we’d swapped yearbooks during a day-drinking session, bonding over braces and bad hair.

			“He was cute,” she corrected me. “Fifteen years ago. Now he resembles a sleazy used car salesman, complete with chest rug.”

			I laughed. “Okay, I see your point.” Gently, I touched her shoulder. “Are you okay about the breakup?”

			“Oh yeah, sure.” Laura didn’t let having her lipstick touched up divert her, and Harper pulled her hand back as Laura ranted, “I mean, yeah, I’ll miss him in bed. And on the couch, the kitchen table, bathroom counter, car—”

			“Yeah, yeah, we get it,” I interrupted good-naturedly as I put my button-down back on.

			Harper shot me a grateful look before resuming Laura’s touch-up. I winked at her, and the grateful look turned to a smile that made my stomach do flip-flops.

			While Laura’s face was redone, I was checked by an adult to make sure I hadn’t buttoned my shirt wrongly. Once I was deemed dressed, I turned to Harper, smiled, then bent my knees to bring my face down so she didn’t have to reach up as much. She pulled lipstick and a brush from my fanny pack—green—for a quick reapplication, her top teeth pressed into her lower lip the way she always did while she concentrated. I made sure to keep my gaze away from her face, not wanting her to feel weird about being stared at, even though I really wanted to stare.

			Harper’s delicate heart-shaped face, kind, warm brown eyes under arching eyebrows, and sensual mouth with full lower lip was surrounded by rich, thick reddish-brunette hair she usually wore loose, which meant I often smelled her hair product. The soft apple scent always made me want to close my eyes, bury my nose in her hair, and inhale deeply.

			When Harper was done with my lips and touching up my cheeks, Laura and I sat and waited for Monty. She nudged me gently. “Sorry. TL;DR on Chad. I’ll miss the sex. Maybe the way he made coffee. But that’s it.”

			“So, situation normal then?”

			Laura laughed. “Yeah. Situation normal.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “Hopefully his crap is out of my place by the time I get home tonight. Otherwise I’m dumping it on the curb.” She blew out a loud breath. “Sorry to just go all out on my shit in the middle of shooting.”

			“It’s fine. I asked.”

			“Do you need some time to focus? I’ll tell Monty it’s my fault you need a few minutes.”

			“Nah, I’m good, but thanks.” This was my sixth season playing this role, and by now I found it easy to slip into.

			Monty rushed over. He was one of my favorite regulars on North Precinct, and we had him on board for a three-episode arc. “That was looking good, you guys. Steph, are you okay?”

			I nodded. “Yep, sorry sorry. I’m fine. It was just a sneeze.”

			He gave me an attagirl smile. “Great. Let’s go again, don’t change a thing.” He glanced at Meghan, who nodded that she’d checked in with us. “And, Steph, just…maybe less sneezing this time?”

			I should have won a fucking award for the self-control I exerted over my eyeballs, which were begging to do a full spin-on-all-axles roll. It was a sneeze! An involuntary sneeze! I hadn’t flubbed a line or dropped a prop or missed a mark.

			“Do you want us to change positions so my hair isn’t on Steph’s face?” Laura asked. She shot a look at me and I caught the ghost of a smirk.

			Monty shook his head emphatically and answered the way everyone knew he would. “No, we’ve already blocked it. And Steph finished without sneezing the first take,” he said diplomatically, with the quickest glance in my direction.

			Yeah yeah, I got it. No sneezing. It wasn’t like I’d done it on purpose. But instead of saying that, I smiled and nodded.

			That earned me a double thumbs-up.

			It took another ten minutes or so before everything was ready for another take, and Laura and I went back to our first marks.

			Our 1st AD, Zoe, called for, “Last looks!”

			Our Key Hairstylist, Chrissy, moved Laura’s hair to where she wanted it—hopefully where it wouldn’t attach itself to my nose—then finger-combed my short hair back into place. Susan twitched bits of Laura’s and my clothing into place. Harper studied both our faces, nodding to herself. I winked when she caught my eye, eliciting a smile that came with a dimple peeking through on Harper’s left cheek.

			I made it through the next take without hair tickles, and Monty’s relieved, “Cut” echoed through the set. We did another few takes for coverage, but even if it’d needed fifty takes, I would never complain. The relationship between Amy Spicer (me) and Valentina Lazaro (Laura) was given the same screen and sexy time as the heterosexual relationships, which was nice for a mainstream network show.

			It was totally possible I’d been cast as Detective Amy Spicer to tick a diversity box—an out lesbian actor in a queer role—but I honestly didn’t care. I had bills to pay, a niece and nephew to buy gifts for, and my cat, Asimov, had allergies that required a special, ridiculously expensive diet and semiregular veterinary attention.

			When I was cast, they told me my soft butch look paired well with Laura’s femme exterior which, in code, meant if I looked butch-butch, I probably wouldn’t be on the show. “Aggressive masculinity” in a same-sex relationship on television made some viewers uncomfortable. Apparently. According to some think-tank. Some possibly homophobic think-tank. Mmph.

			By the time Monty was satisfied, we were due for our meal break. And not a moment too soon. As I was putting my bra back on for the zillionth, and thankfully final, time, my stomach growled loudly.

			Dave, our boom operator, laughed. “I don’t need a mic to hear that.”

			“It’s all for you, Dave. I know how much you love hearing things with your actual ears instead of through headphones.”

			“You’re so thoughtful.”

			“I know.”

			“Except for that sneeze,” he added, “which nearly blew my eardrums out.”

			“Sorry.” I patted him on the back.

			Kayla silently handed me my phone, my script, and a bottle of water.

			Harper, Chrissy, and Susan were deep in discussion as I slipped past. I smiled and murmured my thanks to the group. Susan’s and Chrissy’s return smiles were warm, but Harper’s was both warm and inviting. Her light-brown eyes crinkled at the edges with her smile. But she didn’t say anything. A pity. Harper’s voice gave me some serious ASMR vibes. I didn’t know if it was the tone—soft and calm—or the accent—a hint of Southern—but whenever she spoke, a pleasant tingle built at the base of my spine. If I had to allocate a voice to personify sweetness, it would be Harper’s—it was honey trickling from a spoon.

			I rushed through the maze of sets toward the Catering tables, knowing everyone would be hungry and waiting for Laura and me to get our food first. Laura was already settled at the far end of the dining area, so I nabbed another bottle of water, a chicken and salad wrap, and a fruit salad and went to sit with her. If we were at work together, we always ate together. In the almost six years we’d been coworkers, we’d grown fond of each other and I counted her among my closest friends. Probably my only close friend if I were honest.

			Being close made things at work easier, because kissing someone you didn’t like or trust was pretty unfun. Of course, our friendship meant we had excellent chemistry on-screen, which led to the constant less-cool speculation about us secretly fucking.

			Laura squashed the rumors by dating every hot guy she could get her hands on, and doing it very publicly. I’d squashed the rumors by being in a relationship with another actor, Jordan Leclerc. Until about six months ago, that is.

			My breakup had unfortunately been very public, thanks to Jordan’s drunk make-out session with the lead singer of the Grammy-winning band Squad Queens, and then her abuse of the paparazzi who filmed it. My favorite bit of irony about the whole thing was how she cheated on me with the woman I’d introduced her to after I’d been in the music video for Squad Queens’s multiplatinum single, “Purr.”

			It was a pretty good “I want to break up” message, but I wished she’d just come to me quietly and told me it wasn’t working for her. I wouldn’t have been upset, honestly—even after eight months I hadn’t reached the I Love You stage, and clearly neither had she. I’d spent a lot of time and money in therapy processing the breakup and had settled comfortably into some sort of acceptance and realization that there was nothing I could have done; Jordan and I just weren’t compatible. The problem was I’d then spent even more time and money to realize I’d never been compatible with anyone I’d dated.

			As if she’d also been thinking about my failed relationships, Laura dove right in as soon as I sat down across from her. “So, now that I’m single again, when are you going to get back out there? I think I need a break from dating. I need to pass the baton to you for a bit, please.”

			Frowning, I asked, “What baton?”

			“The baton of being out in public with a romantic partner to stop people speculating about you and me.” The words dripped with “duh, you know this.”

			I did know that, I just didn’t know that’s what we were calling it now, but whatever. I used my foot to nudge her under the table. “You mean you don’t like people making assumptions about your personal life?” I gasped dramatically. “No way.”

			Laura pointed her salad-laden fork at me. “Regular speculation is fine. Creepy speculation that requires my attention and takes my focus away from my nice little life is fucked up.”

			I knew what she meant, and she was right—since my breakup I’d let all the attention fall on Laura, and that wasn’t fair. We were friends, and friends shared. Even if that meant sharing public attention and scrutiny. I suppressed a sigh at the thought of having to Do Something about this bullshit. “Okay. Could you call Mia for me, please? She’s always happy to pretend to fawn all over me for a free dinner or two and a couple drinks ‘dates.’” Laura’s cousin had been my decoy a few times during single spells, to do exactly what Laura was suggesting.

			Laura nodded slowly. “I could,” she mused. She glanced at something over my shoulder. “Or you could look…closer to home.”

			Wrinkling my nose, I tried to decipher what she meant. I couldn’t, so I just asked, “What do you mean?”

			She leaned in, and lowered her voice to a whisper I had to strain to hear. “This thing you have with Harper. You should see if you can turn years of flirting into years of…fucking.” She all but mouthed the last word, it was so quiet.

			Laura had barely finished speaking before my skin erupted into goose bumps. If I hadn’t had years of practice mastering emotions, I would have embarrassed myself with a reaction akin to a cartoon dog panting.

			Harper Bell.

			Flirting with Harper Bell.

			Fucking Harper Bell.

			The thought was undeniably attractive. And undeniably terrifying. Because at the moment, there was no expectation, no seriousness—just flirtatious fun. And if I tried to take things further, then I risked ruining what had become an important part of my workday. And I risked ruining the relationship with one of the people who made me look good for my job.

			Not ideal.

			But…if I took things further and it worked out, then I’d have both work and home fun.

			Nope. Nope-ity nope. The chances I’d fuck it up and lose the fun flirty work vibes and trusted work relationship were too high. I hadn’t been able to be the partner Jordan wanted. I hadn’t been able to be the partner any of the women I’d dated before Jordan wanted. So what made me think I’d be a good enough partner for Harper, who was ten times the woman all my exes were?

			I fought down the urge to utter a disgusted-in-myself, “Ugh,” and instead picked up some red cabbage that had jettisoned itself from the wrap, and popped it into my mouth.

			Laura wrinkled her nose. “Is that onion?” She was smart enough to know when to drop a topic.

			“No. But we’re done kissing for today.” She couldn’t stand onion. I hated tuna with every fiber in my body. We thoughtfully abstained if there was kissing.

			“Oh yeah. I swear the days are just one great big blur at the moment. I don’t know if I’m old, or tired. Or both.” She shook her head theatrically, like either thought was horrible. “You know, speaking of kissing, I wish I was a lesbian. It’d be so much easier if we were just dating.”

			“Yeah,” I agreed, licking mayo from the corner of my mouth. “Except we’d probably kill each other in the first month.”

			“That’s true.”

			“Also, I’m probably the only person on the planet who doesn’t want to fuck Laura Allende. Sorry. I love you, but…” She was gorgeous, but thankfully there was not an ounce of sexual spark there for me, because that would have made our work life weird.

			She batted her mascara-laden eyelashes. “I love you too, but I don’t want to fuck you either.”

			“Also again, can you imagine dating a colleague? Like…they’re there at home and then they’re there at work. And let’s not get into what happens when you break up.” Okay, so maybe I was projecting a little after Laura had sprung the Harper Idea on me, and desperately looking for reasons to not go for it so I wouldn’t screw it up.

			“If you break up,” Laura corrected me.

			Thankfully I didn’t have a mouthful of food, because I probably would have choked on it. “You, saying if not when for a breakup? You’re killing me.”

			“Hey, just because I can’t stay in a relationship doesn’t mean I don’t believe in love. I’m an idealist. Do I need to list people in our industry who work together and are married or dating?”

			I’d just put a forkful of fruit salad into my mouth and couldn’t answer, which seemed to give Laura permission to start giving her examples.

			“Anna Paquin and Stephen Moyer, Greta Gerwig and Noah Baumbach, Samira Wiley and Lauren Morelli.” She took a deep breath and opened her mouth to continue listing.

			I chewed and swallowed just so I could cut her off. “I get it, Entertainment Industry Trivia Machine.”

			She spread her hands in an “I rest my case” gesture. “All I’m saying is that people who are married or dating are working together all over the world, right now. It’s a thing. Why is our job any different?”

			“I know it’s a thing, but this point is moot. I’m not even sure how we got to this point. Listen, I’m going to take a nap and meditate before I’m due back on set.” We still had a couple scenes to shoot together and it would take the rest of the workday. A solid nap would give me the energy I needed to power through. And…I freely admit that I was running the hell away from this conversation.

			“I hate you and your napping ability.”

			“You too could master the art of the micro-nap if you really wanted to.” I stood. “See you in a bit.”

			Laura, mouth full, nodded.

			I dumped my dirty plate and fruit salad bowl in the dish bin and beelined for the sweet-stuff section. The line had dwindled, and I slipped in beside Harper who was adding a brownie to her plate.

			I plucked one from the pile and put it in a napkin to eat on my way back to my trailer. Leaning down to speak close to Harper’s ear, I murmured, “Great minds…”

			She startled, then immediately apologized. “Sorry. In my own little world there.” Her nose wrinkled adorably. “What was that you said?”

			“I said great minds.” Pointing at her brownie, I elaborated, “Great minds who both want a brownie.”

			She laughed. “Oh. Yes, ma’am.” I’d only ever heard her direct a yes, ma’am or no, ma’am at me, no one else, and I fucking loved it. There was never a hint of subservience in it; it was more like a light, almost teasing response. Harper stared longingly at the pile of desserts. “Sometimes sugar is the only thing that gets me through the afternoon.”

			“Not the caffeine in those twenty-four ounce iced coffees you devour most afternoons?” As soon as I’d said it, I wished I hadn’t. I spent a lot of time sitting around waiting, and my phone was only so good at holding my attention. I did a lot of people-watching, and noticing her beverage choice wasn’t as weird as it sounded. It was amazing how good I was at rationalizing things, like an attraction I’d been ignoring for years.

			Harper’s eyebrows shot up, which made me think she’d noticed my noticing. “It’s decaf. No caffeine after two p.m. or I don’t sleep.” Her eyebrows settled back down over her eyes, which had creased with her smile. “And I really like sleep.”

			I grinned. “Me too. And that’s exactly where I’m headed now. See you soon.”

			Harper nodded seriously. “Nap well.”

			I saluted and skulked off before someone nabbed me and stole precious minutes from my nap. I was exhausted and still had to make it through the rest of today and then another three days of work before I had two days off over the weekend.

			Aside from a few smiles or “heys” as I slunk away, nobody bothered me. A gift from the universe. I let myself into my trailer, took off my shoes, and fell back onto the twin bed. After checking my messages and emails—nothing important—I set an alarm and closed my eyes. As I drifted to sleep, all I could think of was how nice it would be if I could hold the baton with someone I liked, someone I wanted to spend time with, someone I wanted to kiss, someone I wanted to sleep with.

			Laura was right.

			I wanted that someone to be Harper.

			




Chapter Ten

			Harper

			“Ahoy, ahoy,” Steph said cheerfully as she came into the trailer. With the hand not holding her box of Friday pastries, she held the door open for Jared, who shuffled in behind her.

			He offered a wave, and a tired, “Morning, ladies.”

			I pushed down the nervous excitement that had bubbled up as soon as I’d seen Steph and responded to both of them. “Good morning.”

			As usual, Steph came right over to my chair, leaving Jared for Nina. “Hey,” she murmured quietly as she sat down. She leaned forward to place her phone and water on the wide shelf in front of her, then pushed herself back in the chair. “There’s an apple fritter already in a bag for you, inside that box.”

			She was too darned sweet. “Thank you.” I rested my hands lightly on her shoulders then stepped in front of her to adjust the lighting. “How’s my favorite face feeling this morning?” Maybe I asked her a little more softly than I asked others, but that didn’t mean anything, except that I was a nice person.

			Her eyes creased at the edges. “It’s feeling…wonderful.”

			I matched her smile. “Glad to hear it. You good?”

			“Mhmm.” Steph caught my eye, winking before she directed her focus to Nina, the biggest gossip on set. “Any news for us this morning?”

			Nina jumped right in. “Nothing here yet, but I saw Yusef as I was leaving yesterday and he is panicking about the tennis match.”

			“Might be an easy win for us then.” Steph turned her head to catch Nina’s eye. “You’re supporting the Precinct team, right?”

			“Damned right I am,” Nina said emphatically. “Never any doubt.”

			“Good,” Steph said. “Especially now that it’s me and Laura stepping in.”

			Jared mumbled something I didn’t catch, but that made Nina laugh.

			I got to work on Steph. My job was to show off features that needed little help. The little bump at the end of her otherwise perfectly straight nose. The almost electric blue of her eyes. The fullness of her lips, and the ease with which they’d twist into a cocky smirk. She and Laura were my favorites to work on, even with Laura’s tendency to talk when I was trying to do her lips. Both of them were punctual, polite, and never had stale morning or coffee breath.

			Because Jared’s hair was short and only required a little styling, once Chrissy was done with him, she came over to coax Steph’s short waves into a style that was soft, with a hint of masculinity. The perfect look for Amy Spicer.

			Steph’s body was relaxed, her breathing deep and slow as Chrissy and I worked in unison. She muttered a “See you soon” to Jared when he left, then picked up conversations with Nina, Chrissy, and me.

			Chrissy was talking about a running race she was training for, which sent Steph into a frenzy of genuine excitement. “I’ve been thinking about a half-marathon or maybe a fifty-k ultramarathon or trail-run race or something. But…trying to find time to train will be a nightmare.”

			“You should totally do it,” Chrissy enthused.

			“I’ll think about it.” Steph’s expression brightened. “The weather looks amazing this weekend, so I think I’ll go run trail laps at Runyon tomorrow afternoon. Maybe I’ll get inspired to go fast and it’ll give me the kick in the butt I need to sign up for a race.”

			“Totally.” Chrissy nodded vigorously, then moved away to get her kit organized.

			And I nudged Steph gently. “That sounds really great. But did you forget about tennis?”

			“Of course I didn’t,” she said emphatically. “I can do both.” She paused. “Did you…want to come along? For the run, not for tennis. Of course you’ll be at tennis.”

			I had no idea why, but I didn’t even think before agreeing, “Sure. That sounds fun.”

			“Great. We could move tennis to Sunday morning if you don’t want to do both the same day?”

			“I have a thing, sorry.” As much as I’d like to spend time with Steph, trying to get a Sunday appointment with my esthetician could be a nightmare, and I didn’t want to cancel. Smiling, I pointed out, “You could move the run to tomorrow morning.”

			She pretended to recoil. “Oh no. Harper. You know I like to have my Saturday mornings free as do-nothing hours.”

			“Okay, okay,” I conceded, laughing. “We’ll make it work.”

			“I’ll text you the details for Runyon?”

			“Sounds good.” Now was possibly the worst time to catch a whiff of her distinctive scent as she leaned closer, the clean citrus-coconut soapy smell layered underneath a hint of cologne. It made my stomach muscles tighten, my breath hitch. I’d worked with her for years, so why was it affecting me so much now? I had no idea, but I knew I wanted to run my nose over her skin, kiss the spots I’d just smelled.

			Steph caught my eye, raising her eyebrows. Her lips parted like she was about to say something, and I knew then she’d heard my breath catch. I hastened to stop her from mentioning my embarrassing audible reaction to how amazing she smelled. “Close your eyes.”

			Steph did as I’d asked and I sprayed her face with makeup-setting agent. I carefully tilted her face up, and she opened her eyes again, catching mine. My throat felt tight when I said, “Hold still a moment.” I snapped a quick picture for the folder of Steph’s looks. “You’re all done.”

			She winked at me, a quick grin following that made my stomach flutter. “Thank you. See you soon.” Steph practically launched herself out of the chair, raising her voice to address everyone in the small space. “Thanks, team! See you out there.”

			Nina startled and offered an automatic smile, wave, say goodbye. I let myself watch Steph exit for a few seconds, then turned back to tidy my things and go through the fanny packs I’d take onto set. Chrissy slipped out too, leaving me alone with Nina. I could sense her watching me, and deliberately didn’t look up. I didn’t need to.

			Nina pounced. “What the hell was that about?”

			“What was what about?”

			“You and Steph hanging out on your days off.”

			“Oh, yeah.” I resumed checking Steph’s bag had everything I needed. Everything she needed was probably more accurate. Each of the main talent had preferences for products, which we all stuck to like they were the Ten Commandments, but I always double-checked Steph’s bag. She had sensitive skin, and broke out with certain products. Her pimple the other day had sent me into a spiral. “What about it?” Except for the fact it was pretty much unheard of for cast and crew to mingle outside of work, and the casual invite to something outside our established tennis coaching had me more excited for an activity than I’d been in a while. “I’m just helping her with her tennis game for the fundraiser. She got roped in at the last moment and needs a hand.”

			“Yeah, no, I got that. Good for you. I mean the trip to Runyon beforehand? What’s that about?”

			I tried for light and breezy. “Just a good warmup for tennis.” I was going to be utterly beat by the end of the day, but it was worth it. “Nothing wrong with a little extra movement.”

			“Mhmm.” Her eyebrows came down from where they’d shot up to I-don’t-believe-you level. “Well, better you than me. If it doesn’t involve bed, alcohol, a screen, or food on the weekend, I don’t want to know about it.”

			I laughed, grateful Nina had moved on from pestering me about Steph. “I have plenty of days like that, trust me.”

			“Right.” Then she moved the conversation in a direction I never expected, and wasn’t sure I was ready to discuss. “Seriously, is something going on between you and Steph? You guys have always been close and kind of…flirty, but now it seems like there’s more.”

			I fumbled for a response. “No, nothing. She’s newly single, or…newly-ish, and I think she just wants a nonjudgmental, noninvolved person to talk to. You know what it’s like to hold on to secrets. I think I’m just a…safe place to flirt.”

			There, that sounded like a plausible explanation for the zingy chemistry that’d been between us for almost as long as we’d worked together. The chemistry that had grown zingier recently. I didn’t want to admit that my feelings ran deeper than just superficial flirtations.

			“A safe place to flirt…” Nina mused. “Right. If that’s true, then what’s all the rest of it?”

			“What do you mean? What ‘rest of it’?” It felt like I’d swallowed a huge stone that now sat immovably in my gut. “I’m not…I mean there’s not—” The stone rose up into my chest. I had no idea why the thought of someone thinking Steph and I were somehow doing something we shouldn’t made me feel like I was going to vomit. But it did, and at that moment I couldn’t allocate mental or emotional energy to unpack that feeling.

			Nina’s expression turned motherly. “Look, I don’t give a shit what’s going on between you two, as long as it’s consensual and exactly what you want. And after watching you two engage in verbal foreplay over the past few years, mentally undress each other for the past few months, and then eye-fuck each other for the last week or so, I’m all for it. I just don’t want to see you get hurt. Personally, or professionally.”

			“Thank you.” I took a deep breath, grateful when it settled some of the anxiety swirling around my body. Only some of. The thought of people noticing that Steph and I were friendly and flirting was at the forefront of the anxiety. I felt far too exposed, too vulnerable. “And…I don’t know what’s going on between us, honestly.”

			“Do you want something to be going on between you?”

			I nodded. “Of course I do. Who wouldn’t want something with Steph?” That thought gave way to a horrible one—who wouldn’t want to be with Steph? Steph, who could be with any woman she wanted. Women far more attractive than me. Women far wealthier than me. Women far less ordinary than me. Women far better than me.

			“Who wouldn’t want something with you?” Nina said gently. She reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “You’re fabulous. And from where I’m sitting, she thinks you’re the bee’s knees.”

			“Thanks.” The thought of what I wanted, and what would probably never happen made me feel like I might cry. Because how could I make a move, put myself out there and risk rejection? And then come into work every day and look at the face of a woman who didn’t think I was enough. “Could we talk about something else?”

			With another shoulder squeeze, Nina said, “Of course.” She glanced at the door, then back to me. “I heard a rumor about a cast member, and I haven’t even told anyone yet.”

			I turned to the mirror and carefully dabbed under my eyes, checking I didn’t need to do a touch-up on myself. “Wow. That’s a first.”

			Nina rolled her eyes playfully. “Funny. Don’t even pretend you don’t love all my newsy tidbits.”

			“I’m not pretending. So, what’s this rumor?”

			“Anna’s splitting from her husband, and it’s getting messy.”

			“That’s terrible.” Anna was one of the regulars on Precinct, and not one of my favorite people to work with. She could be abrupt and rude, acting like a lead when she was far from it. Nothing like Steph.

			But breakups were still horrible, even if I didn’t particularly like the person. The walkie-talkie on my belt crackled to life, making further conversation impossible. Time to get to set. Once we’d both gathered our fanny packs, Nina grabbed my wrist. “Hey. You know what we’ve talked about won’t leave this room.”

			That made me laugh. “Then it’d be the only thing that didn’t make it out of this room.” We all knew that anything discussed in her presence was fair game for distribution.

			“I swear.” She pressed a hand to her heart. “Gossip’s honor. We can talk about this more later. Or…never talk about it again.”

			I swallowed the hard lump in my throat, but I still couldn’t respond with anything other than a tight, “Okay.” Drawing my shoulders back, I forced a smile. There was nothing I could do about it right now, and I had work to do. I picked up the apple fritter Steph had already set aside for me. “Let’s go.”

			 

			 

			Thankfully the busyness of the day made it nearly impossible to dwell on the fact people were watching me and Steph “eye-fucking,” and what it meant that I’d be spending time with Steph outside of work and tennis coaching. I decided to set the first issue aside. I couldn’t control what people thought and I sure as hell didn’t want to stop flirting and having fun with Steph at work.

			Which left me to think about the Runyon date. Was it actually a date? No, of course not. We weren’t even close to dating. Friends did things like this together all the time. And we were certified friends. I was okay with friends, truly I was, though I would have preferred more than just friends with Steph. Of course, if I wanted that, I’d need to stop messing around with subtlety and just tell her.

			Oh god. What a scary thought. What if she said no? What if she said yes?

			Maybe I could ease into it, mention what Nina had said about noticing the ramped-up flirtation between us, ask her if she was okay with people at work being aware of it. Steph would either laugh it off and confirm it was nothing, just a bit of fun, maybe say something like “Oh shit, I don’t want people at work to think that about us.” Or she’d tell me she meant it and, if I was looking at the best-case scenarios for my personal life, she’d then go on to ask me out.

			I didn’t know what I’d do if she told me the flirtations weren’t intentional and that she didn’t realize people had been paying such close attention. But surely Steph wouldn’t have asked me at work to come with her for a run if she didn’t want people to hear, if she didn’t want two of the biggest gossips around to hear it and likely spread that bit of news. And she wasn’t unintelligent; Steph would know people noticed everything on set, which meant she likely knew exactly how she was behaving and how it might be received by me, and anyone else who saw it.

			Realizing this made me feel slightly less anxious. Slightly.

			When I checked my phone at our meal break, I found a message from Per. I could almost hear the desperate whine through the text.

			Ben’s dumping me to go see his parents tomorrow. How does a movie, mani/pedi, and day drinking sound? I need a blowout before I start cutting for this magazine shoot.

			Per’s definition of “a blowout” differed wildly from mine, but the plus side was he would always be a designated driver for day drinking. Sounds amazing but I can’t. Heading to Runyon for some exercise. And then I’m playing tennis.

			Practicing for the work thing again?

			Yes.

			The work thing where you’re tennis coaching the woman who wants to fuck you senseless. He added a tongue-poking emoji to get his point across.

			I didn’t respond. Mostly because the thought of being fucked senseless by Steph, or fucking her senseless made my insides feel twisted with desire. Unfortunately, then my insides immediately felt twisted with anxiety.

			Per responded into my void. Interesting. Your lack of an answer just confirms it. If you get done early, let me know. But I feel like you won’t be done early.

			I sent back a thumbs-up emoji, hoping it would suffice. Ordinarily a movie, getting my nails done and then spending the rest of the day holed up with my best friend at one of our favorite cozy bars sounded like exactly the way I wanted to spend my day off. But this time, I had something even better to look forward to.

			The emoji didn’t suffice. Almost as quickly as I’d hit send, Per had sent another text. We’re going to talk about this.

			Sighing inwardly, I typed out my response.

			I can’t wait.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Steph

			I was a little early for our trail-run date. Oh god, was it actually a date or had I just kind of assumed because of all the weird attraction tension zinging between me and Harper? After texting her to confirm I’d parked on North Fuller Avenue, I settled in to wait. I reclined the driver’s seat and went back over the conversation we’d had yesterday morning.

			I really, honestly hadn’t considered it a date when I’d asked Harper to join me for a run—I’d just wanted to spend more time with her. But now I was wondering if maybe she thought it was a date. I hadn’t been overtly flirtatious, but I’d definitely been more than just friendly, and I hadn’t missed the way Nina had caught Harper’s eye in the mirror when I’d asked her to join me.

			I wasn’t bothered by people at work knowing Harper and I were spending time together, but I didn’t want her to be uncomfortable about it. Not that she’d ever indicated she was. I was totally overthinking it. But I’d learned how not normal my life was for some things, like a simple attraction or dating. And the last thing I wanted was to ruin the friendship I’d cultivated with Harper. Nor did I want to ruin a possible more-than-friendship.

			The problem wasn’t me—I was always an utter delight. The problem was all the external stuff. Like people cashing in with photographs of me doing boring shit like grocery shopping. I generally tried to go places where the paparazzi weren’t known to frequent, but I’d been caught out before. Then there might be fans speculating about who Harper was and why I was always seen with her.

			I’d known it was a possibility since I’d become more “famous,” but Harper didn’t sign on for that. Sighing, I mentally added having to talk to her about boundaries and comfort levels for our friendship to my to-do list. God I wished these weren’t things that I had to think about during the day to day.

			Tapping on the window startled the ever-living fuck out of me but seeing Harper and her cute “what the heck are you doing?” smile instantly settled the rush of adrenaline. I brought the seat back upright and opened the door. And nearly fell over when I realized she was wearing running tights, and what looked like a fitted tank top underneath a long-sleeved zip-up sun shirt. The tank was apparently standard for her exercising and I was here for it.

			“Hey,” I said, hoping she attributed my breathiness to how quickly I’d exited the car and not because I was dumbstruck by the body clearly outlined under her workout clothing. I mean, I’d had an idea of Harper’s shape from her work clothing and the tennis outfit she’d worn last week, but this was something else. Now I knew those perfect curves and swells and dips were there, and it was going to be very hard to not think of that image when I looked at her at work.

			Harper’s smile was easy, warm, and I didn’t miss the way her eyes roamed over me before she answered, “Hey yourself.” She took a small step backward to make space for me, but not backward enough that she couldn’t easily touch me. “You looked totally zoned out. What were you thinking about?”

			“I was thinking about hiding from people who might spy on me through my window.” Her quick laugh made me forget to censor myself. “Kidding. I was thinking about you, actually.”

			Apparently that was the right answer. Her eyes softened a moment before she smiled. She couldn’t have looked more pleased if she tried. “What about me?”

			Telling her exactly what I’d been thinking about would probably lead to an uncomfortable conversation that I didn’t want to have right now. I didn’t know if it was a conversation we’d ever need to have. So I went with the truth, but not the truth truth. “Just that I was looking forward to spending time with you.”

			Harper gave me a look that made me think she suspected I wasn’t being entirely honest, but she didn’t push. Instead, she quietly agreed, “Me too.”

			“Where’d you park?”

			She pointed down the street.

			“Nice.” I put my sunglasses on, then leaned back into my car to grab my running vest. I fastened it and asked, “Ready to go?”

			“Yeah.” She didn’t sound particularly convinced, but didn’t elaborate.

			I crouched down to tighten my shoelaces ready for the run and casually looked at Harper’s legs, encased in those black running tights. Strong thighs and firm, shapely calves that I was desperate to run my hands over, desperate to kiss and lick. An enjoyable rush of pleasure made my stomach tingle. I popped back up before my staring got conspicuous.

			After checking she had water and snacks—I was an overprepared trail runner and hiker—we set off along the city streets toward the gate. The short walk to the park entrance passed in easy companiable chatter. Until we reached the stone-and-iron-gated entrance. Harper’s nervous “So…” made me look over at her. She was fidgeting with the straps on her hydration pack. When I raised an eyebrow, she continued, “Maybe now isn’t the best time to admit this, but…I’ve never been on a trail run before.”

			“No? Then why’d you agree to come today?” I couldn’t help myself, I checked her out again. “I gotta say, you look perfectly capable of trail running.”

			“Like I said, I wanted to spend time with you. And, the weather is amazing for being outdoors and enjoying the view.”

			I grinned. “Those are both excellent reasons.” After a pause, I decided to just say what I was thinking. “I think I like the first reason best though.”

			“Me too,” she said quietly. “It’s probably the main reason.” A light blush filled her cheeks and Harper cleared her throat. “I mean, I’ve walked all through these trails. But I’m not a runner.”

			“At all?”

			She shook her head. “I used to run a little for training when I was playing tennis competitively. But I’ve always preferred lower impact stuff like cycling. My knees are grateful for my care.”

			I gestured for her to go first through the gate and we moved off to the side, out of the way of people funneling past us in both directions. “You don’t really run, and yet you agreed to a trail run in a place where there’s ups and downs and uneven ground.” I held back a laugh—not a mean laugh, a disbelieving laugh—because I didn’t want her to take it the wrong way. “Like…this is not the place to go for your first trail run, Harper.”

			“Believe me, I know this.”

			Nodding, I mused, “I see. So, reading between the lines here, what I’m picking up on is that you really like me. You like me so much that you lied about running, trail running, just to spend time with me.”

			“I didn’t lie,” she said indignantly. “I just…omitted some facts.”

			“Right. Also known as lying by omission.” I only just got it out without laughing and was glad my response came out jokingly, as I’d intended.

			Harper nudged me in the ribs. “You’re a pain in the ass, you know that?”

			“Actually I didn’t know that. Probably because people ignore the things they don’t like or can’t do, like running, just so they can spend time with me…So I never learned that I’m not fun to be around.”

			She rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.” It would have been a more convincing assertion if she hadn’t moved forward into my personal space as she’d said it.

			“Now that, I did know. But only because you just told me.”

			Harper shook her head, clamping her lips together. I raised an eyebrow, silently daring her to say something, but she didn’t take my bait.

			I glanced down, my eyes automatically straying to her mouth. So tempting. I forced my gaze back up to meet hers. “We can just walk if you want. I don’t need to run. I just need to move. Walking is moving.”

			Harper looked like she was going to argue that she was fine, let’s go for a solid trail run, but then common sense seemed to butt in. She deflated. “That would be really great, if you don’t mind.”

			“I don’t mind,” I said immediately. I would have crawled the trails if it meant I could spend time with her. “Easier to talk if we’re walking.”

			“That’s true,” Harper agreed. “I can run, obviously. I just don’t. And if we run then I might die and you’ll probably get annoyed.”

			“I wouldn’t get annoyed,” I assured her. “Very sad, yes, but not annoyed.”

			“I can jog,” she said suddenly. “If you want to jog.”

			“Harper,” I said, smiling at her all over the place-ness. “Let’s just walk. But if you feel like a jog, then just jog along and I’ll follow. But there’s no pressure.” When I took her hand, she didn’t put up an ounce of resistance. “Come on, let’s go.” I pulled her along with me, reluctantly releasing her after a few steps. “The sooner we go, the sooner we’re done, the sooner we can play tennis, and then the sooner we can go out for tacos and a beer.”

			“Tacos? I didn’t know tacos and beer were on today’s agenda.”

			“Oh, I didn’t mention that? It’s the law for us now after we’ve gotten sweaty together.” My face heated as I realized what I’d just said and what it might imply, and I hoped I wasn’t blushing as much as I suspected. Why would you want to blush, Steph? Oh, I don’t know, Self, maybe because all I can think about now is being naked and sweaty with Harper.

			“I don’t know who wrote that into legislation, but I’m all for it.”

			“Good.”

			“Does it have to be tacos? Or can we grab a burger, or gyros, or…something else equally tasty?”

			“It can be anything you want as long as I get a beer.” Once we’d stepped off the paved trail onto the dirt and passed through a gate denoting the dog off-leash area, I asked her to “Tell me about Europe.”

			“It’s a group of countries all sharing borders. About an eleven- or twelve-hour flight from here.”

			“Now who’s being a smart-ass,” I said.

			“That would be me,” Harper said cheerfully. She sighed, biting down on the end of it. “Europe is just…it’s a dream. A dream that’s going to happen for sure when I have the money to spare,” she added quickly. “But there’s so much to plan that I’m actually kind of paralyzed by it. And then there’s the whole traveling as a single woman thing.”

			I hooked my thumbs in the sides of my running vest. “Yeah? It’s pretty subpar unless you enjoy men being gross. But if you can set that aside, it’s an amazing experience meeting so many different people, having all those new experiences.”

			Her voice seemed a little tight when she asked, “Have you ever been to Europe?”

			“I have, yeah. For work and vacation. I think you’re going to have an absolute blast. It’s amazing.” I snuck a quick look at her.

			“Which countries did you visit?”

			My work trips for promotional obligations were boring, so instead of talking about that, I filled her in on the European countries where I’d been when I was twenty, when I’d saved every spare dollar I could to travel. I’d worked for cash under the table to extend my stay before I had to face the inevitable truth that I’d run out of money and had to come home.

			“I feel like there’s still so many more countries I need to visit. Typical.” I laughed dryly. “Before, I had all the time but not enough money. Now, I have the money but no time or energy.” I glanced at Harper and found her gentle, understanding gaze on me.

			“What jobs did you do before acting? Or, before acting was fulltime?”

			“Waitress and barista, of course. Then I was a nanny, and I kind of stuck with that.”

			“A nanny? Really?”

			“Mhmm.” She looked dubious, so I nudged her with my shoulder. “What about that are you having problems with?”

			“I’m not. I’ve seen you with kids on set. You’re so sweet with them and I can tell it’s not just an act. It just wasn’t what I’d expected, that’s all.”

			“No? What did you expect? Aside from the obligatory actor second job of waitress and/or barista.”

			“You know, I honestly don’t know. I just know it wasn’t that.”

			We walked on quietly for a minute or so. I caught the occasional sideways look from people, but thankfully nobody approached. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell Harper maybe we could find time for Europe together, but I managed to restrain myself. But it did make me think about how much I enjoyed doing things with her.

			“Thanks for coming out here with me today. Even if you totally misrepresented yourself,” I added teasingly.

			“Of course. I mean, this is what friends do, right? They do stuff together?” There was a hint of shyness in the questions, though the second one didn’t really seem like it needed to be a question. “And you’re never going to let me forget that I agreed to a run when I don’t run, are you?”

			“Nope,” I confirmed cheerfully.

			We kept moving up the trail, past the abandoned basketball courts, still talking about Europe, and other trips we’d been on or wanted to do. Ten minutes in, the Downtown viewpoint was in sight when a sharp shriek echoed from up the trail. A woman. My stomach dropped. I looked to Harper, her face contorted in confusion. The woman shrieked again.

			I looked around. The trail was nowhere near packed but it was clear other people had heard it. But they weren’t moving. Unlike the character I played, I was no fucking hero, but I couldn’t just stand by while someone was being attacked. And, most importantly, I knew how to dial 911.

			I pulled my phone from the thigh pocket of my running tights and started running. “I think, maybe, we should go see what that’s about.”

			“Yeah,” Harper agreed breathlessly, keeping pace beside me.

			If we stayed together, we’d lessen the chance of a disaster of the being-attacked variety. I fully expected to come across an assault, though the dude would have to be pretty fucking bold in daylight and on a populated trail. As fast as I could, I ran up the hill, and after twenty seconds of lung and leg agony, reached an older couple huddled around a large dog lying off the trail next to the scrubby undergrowth.

			Thankfully, no assault seemed to be taking place. But something was. The woman had stopped shrieking, but she was babbling, panicking about something to do with her dog, which was struggling desperately to get up.

			It seemed like once other people realized that someone else was there and willing to assist, they didn’t need to and so, melted away. “Do you need help?” I asked around gulping in air.

			Both of them seemed startled by our arrival, though surely they’d have to expect that someone would come see what was going on after that shrieking. The man knelt next to his dog, and as he tried to pull him up, he grunted, “I think he’s been bitten by a snake.”

			Ew. I recoiled instantly, looking frantically around for the offender. I wasn’t really scared of snakes, but I also didn’t want to have anything to do with them if I could avoid it. I had always ignored the “Beware of Rattlesnakes” signs, rationalizing that if I ignored the signs, the snakes would ignore me.

			I didn’t know if it was actually a rattlesnake…attack, but something had clearly happened to the dog, a black Labrador mix by the look of it. The dog was sprawled about three feet off the dusty track in some sparse vegetation, pushed into a scrubby bush. The Lab panted loudly, drooling copiously as he tried to get up. He let out a high-pitched whine as his owner tried to get him on his feet.

			This was not fun to watch. “Okay. Uh, where is the snake?”

			“I don’t know,” the woman wailed. She was three seconds from literally wringing her hands.

			Harper, bless her, took charge. “Are you sure it’s a snakebite?”

			“I don’t know,” she sobbed. “He just went off the trail and then started yelping. He came back and just…he just collapsed.”

			Harper looked to me. “Do you know anything about first aid for dog snakebites?”

			“Nope. Do you?”

			“No. But I’m pretty sure ‘get the dog to a vet ASAP’ is top of the treatment plan.”

			“Yeah.” I turned my attention to the couple still trying—unsuccessfully—to get the dog to stand. They couldn’t even get it off the ground. I realized a few things simultaneously. This dog looked pretty fucking sick. And there was no way either of its frantic owners would be able to carry it, especially not back down the hill.

			I closed the distance between me and the dog, warily watching the ground for snakes. “I think your dog needs to go to a vet. Right now.” The issue was the dog obviously couldn’t walk, and clearly neither of the owners seemed capable of carrying it, even back down where the trail was less steep. “I’ll carry him.”

			Harper looked at me like I’d just told her I was going to fly. She opened her mouth, then closed it just as quickly. After a quick nod, she agreed, “Good idea.”

			I gently inserted myself between the owners. “I’ll carry the dog. Are you okay with that?”

			The woman looked up, blinking slowly. “What?”

			I bit back my annoyance. Sure, I wasn’t perfect in a crisis, but I could at least make decisions when shit went sideways. “I’ll carry the dog. It needs to get to the vet.” How they did that once the dog was at their car wasn’t really my problem, and I had to assume they were local enough that their vet was reasonably close by. “Do you live near here? Is your vet close?”

			The couple looked at each other. The guy answered, “No, we’re visiting from Washington.”

			Fuck. “Where are you parked?”

			He pointed vaguely in the direction we’d come from.

			Well that was a start.

			And that’s all it was. They didn’t really do anything else except look utterly helpless. Okay, time to do something or this dog was going to die and I really wasn’t cool with that. Permission or not, I had to carry him. God I wished someone else would carry him, but no gym bros were stepping up to help out.

			I crouched down. “Just…I need you to hold him up so I can get underneath him.” There was no way I could carry him in my arms like a small child, so it had to be a fireman’s carry on my shoulders. Luckily, I knew how to do that, thanks to Amy carrying a sixty-pound “homeless child” out of a warehouse fire. That was a fun afternoon of muscle-trembling repetition, even for the takes where I had a dummy, because it needed weight so it’d look realistic.

			Now I was close, I could see how swollen the dog’s nose was. Fuck. It didn’t look at me, just lay there panting rapidly. It took a few tries to coordinate the owners lifting the dog enough for me to get my body under it, but eventually I managed to get him up onto my shoulders and stand without falling over. The trembling canine made it hard to balance but aside from that, the dog was surprisingly cooperative.

			I started walking back down the trail, assuming everyone would just come along. I was going to need all my breath to get back to their car, carrying what felt like seventy pounds of dog on my shoulders. Asking them to follow me was wasted breath and time. People moved out of the way as I carefully made my way down. Harper rushed to my side, turning around to tell the owners, “I’ll Google emergency vets while we get this guy down to your car.”

			The dog’s rapid panting was beyond alarming, as was his occasional whining. I put my head down and went as fast as I could. The problem was that the loose surface could be slippery and I didn’t want to fall. Especially not with a dying dog on my shoulders.

			I could hear Harper talking with the couple, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Even if I had been able to, all my concentration was on the dog and not skidding over. It took an eternity for the gate to come into view, and I slowed enough for Harper and Co. to catch up. I sucked in a deep lungful of air, and turned my head to ask where they were parked, but after a quick look at my face, Harper blurted to the couple, “Where’s your car?”

			They pointed down North Fuller and I sent silent thanks that these tourists had somehow found a coveted, close parking space. I ignored a fresh round of disbelieving looks from those just arriving at the park. The lights flashed on a Lexus SUV. It took no time to get the dog in the back seat, and the woman slid in beside him. They thanked us, then sped off.

			I leaned my back against an electrical pole and dipped my head to suck in some water from the soft flask in my right chest pocket, gulping down fluids around trying to get in some air. I’d always considered myself to be in pretty good shape, but clearly I wasn’t in “carry a 70lb dog for half a mile downhill on an unstable surface” good shape.

			Harper touched my bicep. “You good?”

			“Yeah.” I shook my arms out, trying to ignore the trembling burn. How could muscles do both? “Just…wasn’t expecting to do that today.”

			“I’ll bet. I talked with them on the way down. Hopefully talked some sense into them about getting the dog to the vet right away. I gave them directions and rang ahead to alert the vet.” She shook her head. “They were pretty out of it, but it seems they’ve at least got that part down.”

			“Understandable. And thanks for taking care of that.”

			“Of course. Do you want to go back up and try again, or…?”

			Looking up the street toward the park, I groaned. “Yes. No.” I checked my watch, annoyed to realize that in the hilarity of chatting to Harper about her run-lie, I hadn’t started my activity tracking. Though, Garmin didn’t actually have a dog-rescue activity setting. “We’re too early for tennis.” She’d booked us a court at three p.m. and I’d expected to be running for at least another hour. So now we had an hour to kill. But the thought of going back into the park was spectacularly unappealing right now.

			Harper ran her hand down the outside of my upper arm. “I’m going to make an executive decision and say let’s go get a coffee or something to pass the time before we have to play.”

			“Sounds good.”

			As we walked back down to our cars, I plucked my sun shirt away from my body, wrinkling my nose at the gigantic wet patch over my shoulder and down my front. It wasn’t sweat. It was dog drool. Hopefully. I disliked feeling sweaty and thankfully had clean shirts in my car for tennis and afterward.

			I shrugged out of my vest and extracted my keys. “I’m just going to get out of this wet shirt before we grab coffee. I think it’s drool. God, I hope it’s drool and not pee.” For the life of me, I couldn’t quite remember which end of the dog was over which shoulder.

			Her eyebrows shot up. “And you’ll wear…what?”

			I unlocked my car. “A clean shirt?”

			She laughed, the sound unusually nervous. “Right. I should have known you’d have ten clean
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