
This fake relationship is the most real thing in his life.
Marisol Vega shines at business, but sucks at love. She’s done with blind dates and apps (unless we are talking about appetizers). Besides, as the superstar manager of Hollywood's elite, Marisol—Mari to her friends—doesn’t have time for love. But when the invitation to her 30th high school reunion shows up on her desk like the Grim Reaper, she’s determined not to fly solo...again.
Actor Brody Grant is seeking redemption after a drunk tweeting flame-out knocked his star out of the sky. After twenty-seven years in the cutthroat entertainment industry, he’d thought nothing would surprise him. But when his manager dumps him unceremoniously, he has forty-eight hours to find new representation or risk becoming tabloid fodder...again.
While the old Brody would have drowned his sorrows in bourbon, now that he’s sober, he’s itching for a second chance and Mari’s the only person he trusts. Under ordinary circumstances, she would have loved the challenge, but he’s not just any actor. He’s the guy she's crushed on half her life who also dated her (much younger) A-lister sister.
But since they need each other, an uneasy deal is struck—Mari will rep Brody if he's her reunion date. Thing is, while she's always found him irresistible, Brody’s about to discover There's Something About Mari.
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Aviva Vaughn (ah-VEE-vah VON) loves reading, traveling, and eating...preferably all at once. She isn’t afraid to try new things, which has made for an interesting—although not always straight forward—life.



She is an avid reader and especially likes books with multifaceted characters who reveal something about that most compelling of all subjects: human nature; no matter what species they are or what planet they are from.



––––––––
[image: ]


Books by Aviva Vaughn (diverse and spicy goes without saying...)

Novels


BECKONED: slow-burn, second-chance, opposites attract with lots of food and travel, inspired by Jane Austen

-Part 1: From London with Love FREE EVERYWHERE

-Part 2: From Bath with Love 

-Part 3: From Los Angeles with Love 

-Part 4: From Barcelona with Love 

-Part 5: Adrift in Costa Rica 

-Part 6: Adrift in New Zealand 




LOVE IN ACTION: standalone romcoms featuring the Hung family

-Love on the Ropes: workplace frenemies, military, romcom set in the world of public radio



CRYSTAL SPRINGS: standalone romcoms featuring the Vega and Harrison families

-There’s Something About Mari: relationship of convenience, celebrity/normal later in life, romcom set in Hollywood





Short Stories


-Knotty Naughty Bits Volume 1: a collection of tangled romantic shorts

-Short Circuit: a magical winter romp
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Subscribe to Aviva’s list to be notified of new releases and special offers (maybe)

Dedication

For Daddy, who always believed in me.


In memory of “El Maestro” Francisco Toledo, and “The 43”, whose memory he kept alive. “We add our voice to those who struggle for the recognition and protection for their rights and cultures, because to the extent that we respect our differences, we shall build a life with more justice.” -Francisco Toledo, Oaxacan Artist and Activist, 1940-2019
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~MARISOL~

Los Angeles, California

“If I were a selfish man, I’d let someone else fight the aliens, and you and I could settle somewhere quiet, and I’d build you that log cabin we’ve always dreamed of.” The man with the glacier-blue gaze stopped, paused dramatically, and sighed as a perfectly shaped bead of sweat rolled down his chiseled face. “We’ll watch the sun rise every morning and fall asleep in each other’s arms.” He pulled the waifish woman closer as her diaphanous dress billowed. Searching her eyes, he said, “But I can’t be selfish, Daphne, not when the whole planet is relying on me.”

Daphne raised the airbrushed perfection of her face skyward, lips quivering, eyes moist, gazing at Blue Eyes as though trying to memorize his face as the crackling sounds of a burning city swelled around them.

“But I promise you,” he said, his jaw tightening as a plume of smoke rose behind him, “If I make it back from that spaceship alive, I’ll find you, and nothing will ever come between us again. No red-blooded man, no green-blooded alien, no intergalactic war, nothing will keep us apart.”

Daphne swooned, her eyes fluttering closed as Blue Eyes pulled her into a lip-smashing embrace.

The scene widened to show the couple illuminated by the flames of a burning Manhattan, the eyes of the Statue of Liberty glowing orange-yellow in front of the decimated cityscape. The silhouette of the kissing couple grew smaller against the flickering flames as climactic orchestral music swelled.

People began standing and exiting their rows as the words, “Alien Invasion 2, Coming Next Thanksgiving,” appeared on the movie screen. Some theatergoers moaned, others threw popcorn at the screen.

“I hate it when a movie is just a set-up for its sequel,” my younger brother Ricky sneered. “This is just like that time travel movie we dragged Sandor to when we were in high school.”

I pretended not to hear because even though I’d broken up with Sandor five years earlier, it still stung. Getting over an eight-year relationship—especially when you weren’t sure if you’d made the right choice—seemed to take as long as the relationship had lasted. Besides, I was having a Brody Grant moment, so I tucked away my Sandgret (Sandor + regret) and sighed as I focused on the now minuscule kissing couple.

If only I could be Daphne.

My eyes were still glued to the screen where the movie credits rolled, where Brody Grant’s ruggedly gorgeous face had just been. His square jaw and chiseled cheekbones etched onto the surface of my retinas.

But it wasn’t just his looks that enthralled me—there was a depth to his eyes that was captivating. Somehow, despite how brilliantly they burned, they seemed to hold a darkness as well. I yearned to know what secrets they held.

At that moment, I probably had hearts for eyes and miniature cartoon cupids circling my head as I wondered what it would feel like to kiss Brody Grant. I shut my eyes and imagined winding my fingers through his jet-black hair as he moaned into my mouth.

Mari, you smell so good, like ripe peaches and fresh gardenias.

His imagined kiss left my body humming and lips tingling. I could almost feel the rash his five o’clock shadow would leave.

What would I give for a kiss like that?

“Mari!” Ricky barked, sounding more like a petulant teen than a grown man, but he knew that I wouldn’t get up until the credits had finished rolling, so I ignored him.

I was pretty sure that when God made Brody Grant, she laughed at the pain and heartache she was delivering to humankind. There wasn’t a sexier man on the planet, and I wasn’t the only one who thought so. People magazine had named him the World’s Sexiest Man three years in a row, he was currently dating two Victoria’s Secret models, and it was rumored that even David Beckham asked him for fashion advice. In a word he was perfecto.

“Hey Mari, did you hear me?” Ricky nudged me with his elbow, knocking my arm off the armrest.

I blinked rapidly as I came back to my body. “What?”

Ricky rolled his eyes. “Earth to Marisol. The movie is ohhhhhh-ver girl, and I have an early flight tomorrow,” he said on an exhale. He stood, pulling the hem of his sweatshirt down over his impossibly tight jeans. Even though he was in his late twenties, Ricky still had the build of a teenager...and he dressed like it too. “Man, I gotta pee. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

His Vans squeaked on the soda-sticky floor and crunched the occasional bit of popcorn as he exited. I turned my eyes back to the screen to watch the soothing, meditative scroll of the credits.

When I watched a film, I always stayed until the very end. It was my way of paying it forward since I’d always dreamed that one day it would be my name emblazoned there. Of course, that dream had been greatly affected when Mamá got pregnant with her “surprise” sixth baby, Carly, when I was almost fifteen.

Carly’s happy arrival meant that Mamá needed me more than ever to help care for my siblings. It had also meant that there was no longer time for Mamá to drive me to rehearsals for school plays or extracurricular drama classes. My parents had even scaled down my quinceañera from a huge, formal affair to an intimate family event. That had taken some time to get over, especially when my younger sisters all had huge parties themselves.

I didn’t give up on my dream of acting, though, and started going on auditions as soon as I got my driver’s license. When I graduated high school, I enrolled in business classes at a community college—to pacify my high-achieving parents—and got a job waiting tables so I could pay for acting classes. Being a waiter was pretty much a rite of passage for an aspiring actor.

However, after almost a dozen years of bleeding my paychecks for biannual headshots and weekly classes, all I’d managed to land were two commercials, a dozen jobs as an extra, and a handful of roles in small plays. I was beginning to think that I would never break into “the Industry”.

The lights went up in the theater, and I double blinked. Looking around, I saw I was the only person left sitting in the red velvet theater seats. I sighed. Back to reality.

When we got outside, I turned my cell phone on, and it began buzzing with missed texts and voicemails.

Ricky raised an eyebrow. “Is that Carly?” He asked as he stifled a yawn. “I love coming home for Thanksgiving, but I hate these short trips. I never get used to the time change.”

“Why are you going back so soon?” I asked, guilt washing over me as I read the three texts Carly had sent while Ricky and I had been out watching the R-rated movie deemed too mature for her by our mother. Truthfully, it had been nice having Ricky to myself. Two years apart in age, we’d been one another’s best friends and confidants before Carly became the third member of our sibling clique.

“Because I’m auditioning for Peter Pan next week,” he said as he took advantage of the outdoor mall’s large plaza to execute a grand jeté.

I clapped enthusiastically. “You were born for that part.” With his animated face and lithe, slender body, I could easily imagine him flying across the stage. He executed a few more moves and then did the hop-skip that let me know he was pleased with himself. Ricky had always used his body to express his emotions. Long before he could tell us how he felt, he would show us with his movements. 

“I need a few days to finish preparing,” he added, side-eyeing my phone. “What’s Carly want?” he said, as though he knew our little sister wasn’t just texting to wish us a fun time.

And he was right.

I exhaled, preparing myself for his response. “She needs help with her homework—”

“And you need to run home and play parent,” he said, brow arched. “Why can’t Mom or Dad do it?”

“Dad had a hard day and is already asleep, and Mom says I’m better at math.” I shrugged. “Living rent-free comes with a price.” Of course, our broody younger brother Jorge also lived at home, but he’d always been zero help even before becoming a law student.

After a second’s hesitation, Ricky suggested, “You’re turning thirty next month...maybe it’s time to move out.” 

While it didn’t suck living in our parents’ beautiful Hollywood Hills home, Carly was the real reason I stayed, and he knew that. I adored her. She’d been like a living doll when she was born, and the fascination had never faded. We were so close, Mom joked that we were gemelas, twins, born fifteen years apart. And although all four of us Vega girls had dark, wavy hair and full, Cupid’s bow lips, Carly and I looked even more alike with our tall frames, curvy figures, and dimples.

And the adoration with Carly went both ways. We were a mutual admiration society of two. She even called me “Hermama,” a combination of the Spanish words hermana and mamá, sister and mom, because I was like a second mom to her. As the eldest of six, it was a role my parents had encouraged and one I enjoyed...mostly. 

I liked feeling useful. Taking care of people was something at which I excelled. Given the abysmal state of my acting “career,” it was nice to be good at something—to be appreciated. “But Carly needs me,” I said, and then cringed at how whiny I’d sounded.

Ricky put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “You’ve been taking care of all of us since long before Carly came along.” His tone was somewhere between guilty and grateful. “You’ll be doing it forever if you aren’t careful.”

A shiver ran up my back as we walked to the parking lot, but my chills had nothing to do with the autumn weather.

Maybe I should move out. It would be nice to have more time and space for myself, my own dreams. Maybe then I’d date more often. Guilt washed over me at the traitorous thought. I could never do that to Carly...or Mom.

We got to my car and I unlocked it. “You know I’d do anything for Carly,” I said simply.

He met my eyes and opened his door. “Be careful what you say, Mari. Someday you may end up doing just that.”
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~MARISOL~

Seventeen Years Later

“A crystal bowl of M&Ms with the blue ones picked out, fresh flowers daily—no carnations—and a brand-new toilet seat wherever you stay. Is there anything else you want, Ava?” I glanced up as I held my fountain pen above the multi-page movie contract.

The impeccably-dressed woman sitting across my desk blinked a few times, adjusting the collar of her coat. She pursed her full lips thoughtfully.

Even though my client had a face that could stop traffic, I was having a hard time keeping my attention on her. Snippets of the phone call I’d had an hour earlier kept popping up with whack-a-mole annoyance.

As I’ve mentioned, hormone levels vary a lot from day to day and even hour to hour, my OB/GYN, Dr. Lahiri, had said.

This variation was why I’d been going in regularly over the previous month, so she could test me at different times of the day and at different points in my cycle. My period had become less regular over the last couple of years, so I’d asked her to check me out.

Your hormone levels are low across the board. You’ve entered perimenopause, she’d said. 

Entered perimenopause, like it was a store I’d chosen to patronize. The word—and all its implications of withering and infertility and hot flashes—had my mind racing as Dr. Lahiri kept talking, although I’d been so thrown by her diagnosis, I’d stopped listening catching only random bits. You can still...discomfort...tired...similar to. But none of it made any sense.

I really should have listened...

“Don’t you agree?” Ava said, cutting through my distraction, eyelashes fluttering.

Flashing lights behind her caught my attention, reminding me that I needed to ask Elmira to take down the Christmas and birthday decorations. The rest of my staff had already undecorated, but I’d kept mine up. Having a birthday between Christmas and New Year’s had always kind of sucked, but it had been especially painful turning forty-eight with neither Ricky nor Carly to celebrate with me.

And now I was a dried-up husk of a woman.

Ava exhaled. “Look, it’s not that I mind taking my clothes off for the camera, but if they want artful nudity from me, then it’s got to be tit for tat.” Her eyes widened. “I just realized how appropriate that expression was.”

Ava Chen did many things well—she was gorgeous, could cry on cue, and had a sad face that would melt a glacier—but humor usually eluded her. Her comment broke through my malaise. “Your tit for Donavan’s tat?” I countered.

Her mouth quirked up, her face suddenly carefree and looking much younger than her thirty-five years. “The one on his hip. I hear it’s massive.”

I furrowed my brow. “Are we still talking about his tat?”

We burst out laughing, sounding more like tweens than professional women red-lining a multi-million-dollar contract, and I was grateful for the emotional release.

A quick rap on my door ended our giggles.

“Come in,” I called, knowing it was my assistant, Elmira, since no one entered my office without being announced by her.

Elmira smiled at Ava as she approached my desk. “Hello, Ms. Chen,” she said with a slight dip of her head, managing to sound deferential without being obsequious. It was a fine line to walk. Most movie stars wanted to be treated more or less like regular people, but with just a hint of awe that let them know that you knew who they were. Elmira walked the line like a pro.

“Elmira! Those Bettie Page bangs look fierce on you,” Ava said with a flirtatious bat of her lashes. Her eyes flashed to Elmira’s wrist. “Is that one of those smart watches?”

“It is!” Elmira held it out for Ava to inspect. “Marisol knows I’m trying to be more health conscious so she got me this for Christmas.”

Ava raised a brow at me. She was hilariously cheap when it came to gifts. After I’d negotiated a contract that had grossed her eight figures, she sent me a bottle of Two Buck Chuck with a note that read “I hear it’s really good”. Ava ran a finger over the face of the watch. “So fancy.”

I shrugged. Elmira deserved it. I’d discovered her four years earlier through an internship program I’d set up with my high school. She was such a quick study, I asked her to come work for me as soon as she graduated. Although she was only twenty-one, she had what it took to succeed in my business, and I planned to put her on the manager track as soon as she finished taking some classes I was paying for. “She earned it. Someday she’ll be the one negotiating your contracts.”

Elmira gave a playful curtsy as she placed a pile of papers on my desk. “Today’s mail and a contract from ICM.”

“Thanks, Elmira,” I replied absentmindedly as a thick, cream-colored envelope caught my attention. It had my name written in computer-generated calligraphy.

Ava cleared her throat, reminding me that I was ignoring the Hollywood royalty in the room. 

I forced a professional smile on my lips. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Ava, but I wouldn’t have called us friends either. We were congenial business people unified through mutual interests. 

“If there’s nothing else, I’ll have Elmira walk this over to our legal department before sending it to the producers,” I said, pining for the days when I felt passionately about all of my clients, well, client. When I first started out as a manager, I’d only had one career to oversee, and sometimes I missed those days.

“Okay,” Ava said, pulling her floor-length cashmere coat closed as she stood. “I’m heading to Aspen to get some skiing in before Sundance. If you need me to sign anything, send it there.” She turned, twiddling her fingers behind her head as she sashayed out of the room with the air of a true diva.

Once she’d left, Elmira turned to me. “How does she always look so perfect?”

“I have no idea, but it looks exhausting,” I said, collapsing into my chair after an hour of trying to match Ava’s ballerina posture.

Elmira picked up Ava’s empty glass. “Do you want anything? Coffee, tea, wheat grass?” she asked with a straight face.

I grimaced. “Bah. You know I hate that stuff.” I gave her a conspiratorial look. “When’s my next meeting?”

She smirked, reading my mind. “You have enough time for a diet cola.”

I clapped my hands. “Thank you. I need the pick me up.” Diet soda was my guilty pleasure. My sister Carly would have given me an earful if she knew I still drank it. “It’s filled with chemicals!” she would have judged, and my wealthy, health-conscious clients would have agreed.

A button on the landline glowed red indicating an incoming call. Elmira noticed it, glanced at me, and I nodded at her to answer it. “Vega Talent, Elmira speaking. How may I help you?” It was a courier confirming an address, and I drifted out as she finished the call.

Scanning the pile of mail, I went through it, purposefully ignoring the envelope that had caught my attention earlier. Clearly it was an invitation, and since no one I knew was engaged or expecting, I sensed I wouldn’t like what lay inside. Elmira left and then returned, bringing me my diet soda decanted into a champagne flute—as though that elevated it somehow—and I sipped as I read.

Eventually, the only piece of mail left to open was the envelope. I flipped it over with my letter opener like it was a snake in my path and saw the return address. Resentful dread flooded me.

Buzzing Elmira, I said, “Tequila please. Rápido.”

Drumming my fingers as I waited for my liquid courage, I side-eyed what I now knew to be an unwanted invitation which beckoned me to crash my confidence on the sharp edges of its serifs. The universe sure had a sick sense of humor, sending me this piece of mail the same day I heard from Dr. Lahiri.

I could handle being single. I could even handle being single and mature, after all, I’d been both of those for a while. But being single, mature, infertile, and having to face that envelope? Well, that combination was more than I could handle. 

In that moment, it all made me feel...worthless.

Elmira brought me my tequila...two shots because she knew me well. I downed one and nursed the other. “Thanks, Mira.” As soon as I was alone again, a quiet begging sound caught my attention. It was Alma, my wiry-haired dog-child whining for me to pick her up. Petting Alma always soothed me, which was probably why she’d been whining. She was my emotional early warning system.

Placing her on my lap, I leaned into the plush upholstery of my leather chair and surveyed the view through the window of my Santa Monica office as I scratched her. The sun was low on the horizon and would be dipping into the ocean in another couple hours, setting the water on fire with its fading light in an ombré of reds and oranges. 

I’d worked my ass off for that view, and I never tired of it.

I was just starting to think over my life, trying to figure out which decisions had resulted in me ending up at this point that seemed so ideal on the outside but felt so empty on the inside, when my cell rang to the tune of Sir Mix-A-Lot’s “Baby Got Back.” The word “Baby” lit up my screen, and I accepted the call, trying to sound pleasant. “Hola, mi amor. How do you feel?”

“My feet are huge, and I can’t stop farting. How are you?” Carly said, sounding annoyed.

I could just imagine the look on her face, her eyes round, mouth and nose screwed up into the signature comedic expression that had earned her millions at the box office. My sister was the reigning queen of potty humor. I could still remember the first time I caught her practicing her shtick.

“What do you call someone who will only fart in private?” Her question had drifted to me as I’d been walking down the hallway outside her bedroom. She had been fourteen at the time.

I pushed open the door and found her sitting on the floor in front of her full-length mirror, holding her hairbrush like it was a microphone, staring at her reflection. A moment later she threw her free arm out to the side and yelled, “A private tooter,” her eyebrows shooting off her forehead as she stuck out her tongue and erupted in giggles.

“Chistosa,” I’d said on an exhale.

She started. “Hermama! I didn’t know you were listening.”

I walked over to her desk and sat. “Is that a new joke?” I made eye contact with her reflection since she hadn’t turned around.

She nodded. “Do you like it?”

I shrugged. “It’s a little crass, but it’s funny.”

She spun around and gave me a serious look. “There’s a talent show at school. I was thinking about doing a stand-up routine.”

My heart raced as I thought of my precious little sister—my baby—putting her heart on the line by performing for an unforgiving audience of teenagers. “Are you sure you want to do that?” 

The fact that our parents had said something very similar to me when I’d started to pursue acting made me wince.

Carly flipped her hair over her shoulder. “It’s just a dumb high school talent show, Mari. Even if I suck, who cares?” Her eyes twinkled with that “it” factor cameras loved. Where Carly had gotten her confidence, I’d never know, but I was grateful for it. 

“Well, you certainly have the cojones for it.” I pursed my lips and said the words I wish someone had said to me when I’d been in her shoes. “Go for it, Carly. If you want to fly, you have to spread your wings.”

The sound of Carly clearing her throat on the other end of the phone pulled me out of the past. “So, you’re coming out soon, right Hermama?” It was hard to believe that the sibling I’d looked after like she was my own was a mother with a second on the way, which was why she’d missed my birthday this year. “Yes, Baby. I’ll be out there in B-F-E in five weeks.” She was due in six. 

She made a clicking sound with her tongue. “I can’t tell if that comment is bitter, rude, or both.” I cringed as her verbal grenade hit its mark. She continued, “As I’m sure you know, it’s called Crystal Springs. The people here are my family too.”

My face heated. It wasn’t fair of me to take my angst out on her. “I’m sorry, you’re right. That was rude. I’ve just been..." I paused, an explanation about Dr. Lahiri and the evil envelope on the tip of my tongue, and yet, it didn’t come. I wasn’t ready to talk about that to anyone, even my dear sister. My mind spun wondering how I could make things right. "I’ll make it up to you by bringing some of the tortillas you like so much.”

She gave what sounded like a happy exhale, and just like that, things were fine between us. “Be sure to bring at least eight dozen. I need to restock the freezer.”

I made a note to text the owner of the tortilleria Carly liked. The place was practically wallpapered with photos of her eating their product. While the tortilleria’s owner didn’t usually take orders by text, she would do anything for Carly. Even though my sister hadn’t acted in a couple of years, she was still a star. Whenever she was in L.A., paparazzi followed her, which was why she liked being pregnant high in Virginia’s Allegheny Mountains where there was nary a pap to be found. 

Elmira paged me on my office phone. “Ms. Vega, Brody Grant is here to see you. He’s not on your calendar. Do you want me to send him away?”

I leaned toward the phone in shock, my rolling chair practically launching me onto the floor. Alma skittered off my lap with an annoyed yelp and headed for her bed, her tiny nails tick-tacking on the wood planks, her tail raised in a petulant salute. 

Brody Grant is here? A combination of fear and curiosity flooded my system as I grabbed the small mirror I kept in my desk and inspected my face. “Carly, I have to go. I have a meeting.”

She hmphed. “I liked it better when I was your only client.”

Oh no you didn’t. “You can’t have it both ways, Carly.”

Managing her meteoric career—and making sure Hollywood didn’t swallow her whole at only fifteen—was the reason I’d moved to the business side of the Industry. For almost sixteen years, Carly had been my only client until she fell in love with a gardener who’d turned out not to be a gardener three years earlier. At that point, she decided to take some time off and encouraged me to take on new clients, which felt like her way of saying “back off and let me live my life.” Which, okay. Fine. She’d had a point. Maybe I’d been too invested, too focused on her life. In the end the change had been good for my business. It had also been good for me personally since I no longer wondered if I was successful just because of my sister’s talent. 

But still, it had hurt.

Just thinking about it gave me indigestion. In fact, my stomach started to burn...or maybe that was just the “mild” Thai green curry I’d eaten for lunch which had still made my nose run. People thought Mexican food was spicy, but it was nothing compared to Thai.

Carly remained silent and I felt a twinge of guilt. If it hadn’t been for her, I probably wouldn’t have this ocean view. Besides, I loved her. Decades of familial history—a meaty stew of pain, forgiveness, love, acceptance, and grudges—vibrated in the silence.

“I have to go, Diego is calling for me.”

I strained to hear my nephew’s adorable babble, but heard nothing. Sighing, I said, “I’ll call you later and you can tell me all about your swollen feet then,” I said, struggling to sound upbeat. “Te quiero mucho, Baby.”

“Te quiero, Hermama,” she said, her voice subdued.

I ended the call and laid the phone down like I was releasing a weight. Lately our conversations seemed to take a lot out of me.

Picking up my tequila, I gazed out at the Pacific Ocean, which looked, to credit its name, calm, but I knew that was deceptive. If I’d been on the beach, I would’ve seen the waves crashing and churning, bringing up seaweed and debris from the sea floor. The ocean was a lot like human relationships that way—from far away everything looked peaceful, but if you really got inside people’s heads, who knew what would get dragged up from the depths.

Mine and Carly’s relationship used to be so simple, but when she was “discovered” at fifteen performing a rousing, one-person rendition of Abbott and Costello’s Who’s On First on Youtube—and I turned down a breakthrough acting role to manage her career at my father’s request—our relationship had become more complicated. The transition from devoted sisters to business partners hadn’t been without its bumps, but we’d managed and shared incredible success. 

When Carly was just starting out, I applied everything I’d learned about the business—casting directors’ names and birthdays, who taught the best acting classes, which photographers took the best headshots—to help her navigate the dog-eat-dog world of entertainment. When she got offers for her first script, I helped negotiate the contract to make sure Carly never lost ownership of what she had written, ensuring that her voice was maintained. I even cribbed from Sylvester Stallone, telling the studio that if they wanted her script, they had to cast Carly as the lead because we didn’t want the body-positive message of her story to be watered down by a size six—or smaller—woman being cast. The studio bought the whole package, and the rest is Hollywood history.

After more than a dozen years of working to blaze a trail for all women in the entertainment industry—but especially women of color—our work paid off handsomely when Carly won the apex of Hollywood achievement—an Oscar. It was a glorious moment and Carly and I went on a massive vacation to celebrate, just the two of us.

But something else happened that year—Carly ran away to a teeny-tiny town in Virginia, fell in love, and got pregnant in a dizzyingly short amount of time. She really did have it all, and I was happy for her. Really I was. But while she experienced all those wonderful changes, I felt like I’d been standing in place. I’d gone from having a starring role in her story to second billing. So much of my life had been tied to and fed by our relationship and her career, but once Carly had found love and motherhood, all I’d had left was my business—which didn’t exactly keep me warm at night—and Alma, whom I’d adopted when Carly gave birth to Diego. 

That wasn’t a coincidence, Cabrona, my conscience piped.

I knew it was my conscience because that gran puta always called me Cabrona, which was somewhere on the “bitch” to “fucker” scale in Spanish, but really meant something like “you annoying, complicated woman.” Nice, right?

To make everything even more complicated, somehow, our roles had become reversed. For most of our lives, I was the older and more knowledgeable sister. I changed her diapers, took her bra shopping, was there when her period started. For three decades, she’d looked up to me. But Carly being a partner and mother—when I had yet to be either—somehow made me feel like I was the younger sister. As you can probably imagine, I wasn’t exactly thrilled about this.

Don’t get me wrong, I absolutely adored my nephew, and my brother-in-law Monroe seemed like a good guy, although a bit on the taciturn and facial-haired side for me. Besides, can I help it if I harbor a little resentment toward the man who took away my best friend/baby sister/major client all at once? It would have been understandable to feel a little bitterness with just one, but all three?

I took the last swallow of my tequila and was contemplating a third when Elmira buzzed my office. “Should I show Brody Grant in?” she asked, using his full name like she always did with famous people, as if there might be another Brody in my waiting room. “He’s giving me a dirty look”—she lowered her voice—“which I kind of like, honestly.”

Oh shit! I picked up the phone. Mired in my pity party, I’d completely forgotten about Brody, which was pretty ironic since he’d once occupied a place of honor in my bedroom in the form of a life-size cutout. But that was a long time ago, and I’d changed a lot since then.

If the tabloids were to be believed, so had he.
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CHAPTER 2: The Solution Presents Itself
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~MARISOL~

––––––––
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“Give me two minutes, then tell him to show himself in.” I was about to hang up when I remembered to ask, “Wait, is he sober?”

There was a moment of silence on her end. “I think so.”

I released an exhale. “Two minutes.” I hung up the phone and double-checked the diamond studs in my ears like I was dipping my fingers in holy water to ward off evil spirits. 

The earrings were part of my Hollywood uniform. They were a prop, much like the office decor, chosen by someone I’d hired, to help me fit in. As a woman, as a Latina, as a community college graduate—when most of my peers were Caucasian men with Ivy League pedigrees—it was important to look like I belonged. 

Even though I’d given up acting long ago, in some ways I was still playing a part: Marisol Vega, Super Manager. Over the years I’d grown more comfortable with the role, but when I was nervous, I reverted to my props.

And no one made me more nervous than Brody Grant.

I’m not sure if it was the fact that I’d been a fan for many, many years before we met, or if it was the way he’d treated me like I was Carly’s staff when our universes had finally collided, but I never felt like my best self around him. And yet, despite his dismissive attitude toward me, my visceral infatuation with him had never ebbed. Although I hadn’t seen him in a couple of years, the way my insides were crawling over each other like eels fighting for a meal told me that nothing had changed. And although we’d spoken on the phone a few times—to coordinate machinations that I later regretted—this was going to be the first time we’d ever been alone in a room together.

¡Dios mío! I might be sick.

I whipped out the mirror again, running my pinkies along the edges of my smudged eyeliner and reapplying my favorite red lipstick.

I’d just stashed the mirror when the heavy, red door of my office opened a crack. I stood, rolled my shoulders back, smoothed out the hem of my fitted, black blazer, and willed myself not to react as the (former) man of my dreams entered. 

I willed my pulse to stay constant. 

I willed my breath to stay even. 

I willed the blood to stay out of my cheeks.

And I failed. Miserably.

¡Oye! How he sparkled. Like they were lit from within, light seemed to glint off his purple polarized sunglasses, his chunky titanium watch, and even the small silver doodad on the top of his shoes. If you’d told me he’d applied fairy dust before leaving his house, I would’ve believed it, he was that brilliant.

And it left me breathless.

I’d forgotten just how powerful an effect he had on me. The last time we’d been in the same room had been over three years ago at the premiere of Tis the Season for Tamales, his and Carly’s last movie, and there’d been hundreds of people around us so it hadn’t exactly been a private meeting.

Keeping his gaze on me, he closed the door and stood stock still, giving me a once-over before settling on my face. My heart took off like a Ferrari being driven by a microdosing, cryptocurrency millionaire.

The funny thing was, he really shouldn’t have been so shiny. His career had been trending downward for years. Then I remembered some random fact I’d picked up from all of the Discovery Channel shows Alma and I watched: stars turned into red giants and burned brightest just before they died. Maybe the same was true for Hollywood stars. Maybe Brody’s star was about to go out, because he was bright.

He paused for a full five seconds just like he had before giving a rousing speech to his troops in the World War II movie Enemy in the Mirror, which won him a SAG and a BAFTA for best actor. He should have won the Oscar too, but that award had always eluded him. He’d been nominated three times and never won.

Always the bridesmaid, I thought, with a surprising amount of snark considering I was in the power position here. After all, he had come to me; he obviously needed something. But old habits were hard to shake. Brody Grant was still my kryptonite, and as unavailable to me as if he were on Krypton. 

I stood straighter and sucked my belly in, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Pressing my fingers to my desk, I steadied for his slow-motion approach, because it was taking him forever to cross the fifteen feet to my desk. Or maybe it just felt that way.

Not only was he a confirmed bachelor who had dated two women simultaneously on more than one occasion, he’d also dated Carly...which was probably another reason we hadn’t gotten along; any romantic partner of Carly’s brought out the mama bear in me. Not that they’d been serious. Just another minor-on-set-hook-up-morphed-into-publicity-stunt, the publicity stunt angle happening at my request. 

Don’t judge. Headlines are headlines. Besides, he’d made it clear how little he thought of me over the years, only calling when he’d needed something. And this visit was certainly no different.

My stomach churned, interrupting my train of thought. Damn curry.

With purpose, he pulled off his sunglasses and stowed them in the pocket of his slim-cut navy blazer worn over a salmon-colored crew-neck shirt that shone like silk. The hem of his pants was narrow at the ankle, and I could see he wore no socks with his bespoke Italian loafers. He looked good—edgy, handsome, expensive, and youthful without trying too hard, which was impressive considering he was over forty. He even looked fitter than I remembered. While he’d once been in the running to play Superman—he came by the hair, eyes, and jawline naturally—the producers opted for someone beefier. He still wasn’t as muscular as most superhero actors, but he definitely looked like he’d been hitting the gym.

Steeling myself, I prepared for the onslaught of his famous eyes, which were the intense blue of the inside of a glacier. A paint company had even created a color based on his eyes called Frozen Tundra, which was the title of his most popular action movie.

When our eyes met and the full power of his icy hot gaze was trained on me, my chest tightened. I suddenly wondered if I had accidentally put on the one-size-too-small shapewear I reserved for awards season.

He held out his arms. “Maaaaaawwwww-reeeeee,” he said with a sly smile, his voice low and seductive, drawing out the As in my name like he was savoring the taste.

My sex clenched, and I either peed myself or he’d just made me wet. The possibility I’d peed myself was real, as Dr. Lahiri had mentioned a connection between menopause and a weakening pelvic floor, so I immediately did ten Kegels as I cleared my throat. “Hi. Brody,” I managed to croak past the lump in my throat. Damn it. My voice quivered like half-cooked flan.

He smiled bigger, a predator’s smile.

Get a hold of yourself, Cabrona! I winced at the voice of my drill sergeant conscience and tried to keep my face blank, not wanting to let even a hint of emotion betray what I was feeling inside. 

He came around to where I stood, laid a hand on my upper arm, and leaned in to kiss my cheek, pausing a moment to inhale deeply.

My nipples tightened.

“Mmmm. You smell good,” he said, as though he was surprised. “What is that?”

I shook my head and giggle-whinnied. Heat flooded my face. Dios mío, I was pathetic.

He pulled back and gave me an amused look, his laser eyes burning my face. “I didn’t catch that.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to collect myself while simultaneously cursing the fact that I was showing him how much he affected me. I usually had an excellent poker face. One can’t negotiate Hollywood contracts without one. “It’s a gardenia enfleurage Carly gifted me,” I said, my voice mostly even.

His eyes darkened briefly at her name, but he recovered quickly. “It suits you.” He squeezed my arm and turned to sit in one of the black patent-leather Louis XIV-inspired chairs in front of my desk, thereby breaking his tractor beam gaze.

I exhaled as my shoulders slumped. I’d barely survived his entrance. How was I supposed to survive an entire conversation?

Remember, he’s the drunk jerk who once tried to punch Monroe on a red carpet! His alcoholism had produced a lot of headlines over the last three years, well, at least two of the last three. The past year the tabloids had been pretty quiet. It was like he’d dropped off the face of the planet.

Brody unbuttoned his single-breasted blazer and crossed his legs, causing his pants to ride up a bit and exposing his naked, sockless ankle. 

The sight of his bare flesh, the protruding ankle bone so hard and round, made my mouth water. I’d never found ankles particularly enticing, but Brody’s was absolutely luscious. Suddenly I understood the Victorian fascination with this body part.

I started to sit, but I bobbled when my ass hit the armrest. “Ouch,” I muttered, heat rising in my cheeks.

Brody pretended not to notice.

I reached behind me and pulled the chair forward as I sat, folding my hands onto the top of my desk in what I hoped looked like a power pose. Taking a few moments to compose myself, I met his eyes again. “What can I do for you, Brody?”

“Business, business, business,” he said. “What about catching up? You look great by the way, have you lost weight?”

The hair on the back of my neck stood up because he always asked me that question. Literally. Every. Time.

The annoying—and rude!—comment helped bring me to my senses. I gave him a thin smile and repeated. “What can I do for you, Brody?”

He gave me an insouciant look and did a lap of the room with his eyes instead of answering me. “Your view is fantastic,” he said, lingering on it before turning back to me. “I like what you’ve done here. It’s sexy but artful. It reminds me of that Dalí painting of Mae West.”

I raised a brow. I’d shown that exact painting to my interior designer. 

His attention on my décor gave me the opportunity to study him. He looked good. I hadn’t been following him closely the last few years, but I knew that he’d been in rehab and hadn’t worked since Tis the Season. “If you want my designer’s number, I’ll have my assistant give it to you on your way out.”

I must have managed a bit of the haughtiness I’d been going for because Brody’s gaze returned to me, his brow quirking up in amusement. “Ah. There’s the feisty Marisol I love so much.”

I wanted to hold up my phone and ask him to repeat what he’d just said so I could record it as my new ring tone. Instead, I clasped my hands tighter, my thin smile persisting as I realized sarcasm might be the only weapon I had left. I needed to harness it.

“I love you too, Brody,” I said with a sardonic purse of my lips, feeling like I was hiding in plain sight. 

Maintaining my sarcastic edge, I added, “But you could have just texted me your declaration of love if that was all you had to say to me.” I took a dramatic pause worthy of Brando before delivering my final cut. “It would have saved us both a lot of time, and then I wouldn’t have to pay for your parking validation.” Flutter of eyelashes and...scene.

I could practically hear the applause. It was times like these when I wondered if I gave up on my acting career prematurely.

His smile morphed from calculated into genuine amusement. “Marisol,” he said with mock pain, “you wound me.” He placed his palm over his heart. “I thought we were friends.”

A whisper of anger ignited in me. He’d never treated me like a friend.

It must have shown on my face, because Brody sat up and rearranged his expression into something more professional. “I need your help.” The change in tone was palpable.

Now this was interesting. “What kind of help?” 

I prayed that he wasn’t going to ask me for money, because I’d loaned and lost more than I could count to friends and relatives, and if my reaction to his physical presence was any indication, I wasn’t sure I could say no to him.

After a long moment of silence, he said, “I want you to represent me,” his tone sincere for the first time since he’d walked into my office.

I sat back, his request bringing me fully to my senses. “Represent you? What about Jacob?” 

Jacob Roth was one of Hollywood’s biggest managers and had not only discovered Brody but had handled the entirety of his two-decade career.

Brody pursed his lips as if trying to decide how honest he wanted to be. He bent his head down and muttered something under his breath that sounded like, “God give me the strength—”

Sensing obfuscation, I interrupted, “Brody, this would be a lot easier if you told me everything.”

He sighed, and I saw his cool facade crack. “Jacob’s dumping me.”

I inhaled quickly. “What?”

“He’s trying to sign that new guy. Carlos something-or-other.”

I lifted a brow. 

Carlos Valle was a hot commodity on the verge of becoming a household name who’d decided to up his game by finding a manager, having previously only worked with an agent. He’d reached out to me because of my success representing actors of color, and I’d taken a meeting with him just before the holidays. I saw his potential, but I’d decided I preferred working exclusively with women. Advancing women in Hollywood—pushing for strong female roles, fighting for pay parity—was a passion of mine; it kept me up at night and energized me every morning. I could have made a lot of money with Carlos, but money alone wasn’t enough to motivate me anymore. 

“Anyway,” Brody continued, “Carlos said he’d sign with Jacob if he’s the only leading man on his roster.”

Brody dusted off his knee self-consciously. “And Jacob pointed out that my career hasn’t been going anywhere lately. None of the studios want to take a chance on me.” He paused, an embarrassed look flashing across his face. “I’m sure Jacob’s tired of sticking his neck out for me...and who can blame him.” 

Brody’s alcoholism had led to some pretty bad tabloid coverage, especially when he’d drunk-live-streamed nasty comments about a number of producers and directors he’d worked with. He hadn’t acted since. 

My heart panged at his honesty. I had a feeling this was a side of Brody few saw and I was moved to be included in this small circle. But there was something bothering me about this scenario. “Why haven’t I read anything about you and Jacob in the trades?”

The media that covered Hollywood was practically prescient. If Jacob Roth was dropping Brody Grant, I should have heard about it.

“He just told me yesterday.” His eyes flitted away from mine, as if meeting my gaze was painful. “He said if I could find new representation in forty-eight hours, he’d let me make the announcement.” He waved his hand in the air. “Let me spin it as a positive move.”

I nodded. That was actually very decent of Jacob. Then again, he’d made a lot of money as Brody’s manager.

Brody sat up straighter. “Which is what brought me here. I want you to be my manager.”

I think my mouth actually dropped open. Although he’d already stated this request, somehow it hadn’t really hit me. Brody Grant wanted me to manage him, to put his career in my hands. It might not be his heart, but it was huge.

And surprisingly, I wasn’t having the same misgivings I’d had with Carlos. Whereas the words, “Sorry, I can’t help you,” had fallen from my lips as easily as my signature cocktail order—Patrón Silver Paloma, hold the fruit—I was intrigued by Brody’s request. Very intrigued. “Why me?”

Brody was still a big enough name that he could have requested meetings with any number of people, and yet, in his time of need, he was coming to me. It made my heart squishy...and no one had ever accused me of being a softie.

He inhaled deeply and licked his lips. “I need someone”—he paused, as though searching for the right word—“someone who believes in me.” He ran his hand through his hair, and I swear I’d never seen him so nervous in all the years we’d known each other.

My heart felt even softer.

His eyes mellowed into something reminiscent of the look Alma gave me whenever she wanted a treat. “Carly always said you were my biggest fan, and I’ve seen what you’ve done for her and your other clients. They were all underdogs, and you’ve made them household names. And look at what you’ve done for Katherine Johnson since she came back after ten years away from the business. It’s been masterful to watch.”

If Brody Grant being Brody Grant wasn’t enough to do me in, now he was buttering me up like a stack of pancakes, and I was eating up every syrupy bite. Even though I had all the trappings of success, it was one thing to know something with your head and another to know it with your heart. His words had me feeling prouder than I had in a long time.

“You are a tiger when you believe in someone,” he implored, with his eyes as well as his tone. “I was hoping you could be a tiger for me.”

My heart melted. I sank into my chair, disarmed by his authenticity and the high praise. It won’t be easy, Cabrona. My conscience was right; representing Brody would come with definite challenges. 

For one, I’d never represented a man, let alone a super famous white dude. Part of me wondered if I could rep him as well as I did up-and-coming women, who naturally brought out the luchador mama bear in me because I knew the cards were stacked against us.

Secondly, Brody was in a definite career valley, really more like a Grand Canyon-sized chasm. His reputation was crap, and he was almost—I quickly did the mental math remembering he was two-and-a-half years younger than me—almost forty-six. While leading men could often count on a career into their fifties, they still had to compete with young up-and-comers like Carlos Valle.

Finally—as proven by my reaction to his entrance—I still had a massive crush on him.

Por Dios.

He must have sensed my hesitation, because he leaned forward in his chair. “I’ll give you twenty-five percent and a five-year contract. If you make me a star again, you’ll do very, very well.”

My eyebrows quirked. For an actor who only had a manager, the Industry average was twenty percent and a two- or three-year contract.

Brody Grant really wanted me...

He wanted me...

He wanted me.

I could tell I was getting a little too excited about this, but then I realized that I could give him something that none of the other women in his life could, a second chance at stardom. I chewed my lip as I considered. 

Five years ago I would have jumped at the chance. Four years ago I could have been easily persuaded. Three years ago I might have been talked into it. But now?

Brody leaned forward and took my hand, his big, strong palm enveloping my fingers. 

My inner feminist told me to pull away, but I didn’t want to because—someone tell the newspapers—Brody Grant was holding my hand! I’m not sure if my heart stopped beating or started beating faster, but it definitely did something.

He looked into my eyes, and I swear my dormant ovaries perked up with the power of his gaze. “Marisol. Please.”

He said the two words with such genuine vulnerability that I faltered. I was going to lose the power of speech under that aquamarine stare, so I looked away, and my eyes landed on the ivory envelope on my desk. 

Tit for tat.

Turning back to him, I stared at the point between his brows so I wouldn’t get distracted. It helped. “Twenty-eight percent, five-year contract with a five-year option to extend, and one other thing,” I said slowly, gauging his reaction to my big ask that was designed to make my next request sound reasonable.

His face brightened. “Anything. Name your price.”

I hid my surprise as I pushed on. “Accompany me to my high school reunion in four months.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Your what?”

I picked up the envelope with my free hand, not wanting to break our physical connection because, you know. “My thirtieth reunion.” I sighed, wondering how honest I wanted to be, but then deciding to honor his vulnerability with my own. “Last time I went solo, and I don’t want to do that again.” Actually, I’d never had a date for my reunions, unless you counted Carly and Ricky, who had attended three between them.

He drew away his hand and sat back in his chair, his full lips arranged into a thoughtful pout. 

I mourned the loss of his touch. 

“A high school reunion? Marisol, I haven’t been to one of those in...”—he looked up as though trying to remember—“ever. I’ve never even gone to any of mine.”

Why would you? I wanted to retort. There was no need to make a special trip to let his high school friends know what had become of him.

“You said ‘anything,’” I reminded.

He sighed and shook his head. “Anything but that. I’ll give you the damn twenty-eight, five, five, but no reunion.” He crossed his arms.

Oh no he didn’t. Did he think he was too good to go to a high school reunion with me? My whim became a deal-breaker. “Fine then. You can show yourself out. Elmira will be happy to validate your parking, and...”—I paused for added sarcastic timing—“you can ask her for my decorator’s number. I’m sure Cristian would love to work with you.”

His eyes narrowed.

I steepled my fingers and smiled sweetly at him. This is fun! If you had told me that morning that I was going to get to bust Brody Grant’s cojones, I would have gotten up earlier. 

I did some more Kegels as I waited. The next move was his. My job was to stay silent and make him squirm. Poker 101. Alma growled quietly over in her bed.

Brody turned to face her. “Is that your pup?”

I was surprised by his tone. The Brody I knew had famously hated dogs, but he gave her the gooey smile people reserved for newborns and small animals. “Who’s a cutie?”

I laughed on the inside. This was going to be good. “That’s Alma. My four-legged daughter,” I said. Five pounds of hybrid vigor bitch.

Brody turned the smile he used on all females on Alma. “Come here, sweetie,” he said, holding his hand out.

Alma tick-tacked over to Brody and stared at him, eyes narrowed, her tiny growl growing louder. Brody’s eyes widened.

“Alma thinks you’re a threat,” I said sweetly. “She doesn’t like the energy you’re projecting.”

Brody withdrew his hand and frowned. Alma’s growl grew louder and she barked once, twice, thrice, a squeaky, high-pitched sound that was so energetic, she leapt in the air with each one. Brody leaned back, shock written on his face.

Lifting the top off a crystal bowl, I grabbed a treat for Alma and held it low. Her nails, painted the same shade of red as mine, tick-tacked over, and she took the treat gingerly in her mouth. I looked in her eyes and thought, Good girl, just like the dog trainer had taught me. Alma gave me a happy blink and trotted off. I turned back to Brody, unable to keep the bemused smile off my face when I saw how he watched Alma’s retreat with disbelief.

He turned to me. “I’ve never met a dog who didn’t love me.”

“That’s funny. I remember you not liking dogs.”

He dusted his knee again. “I’ve changed.”

Those two words felt like they held a world of meaning that I wanted to learn about, but I couldn’t let myself get distracted. We were in the middle of an important negotiation. I quirked a brow, looking pointedly at the reunion invitation.

He narrowed his eyes. “Twenty-eight percent and ten years is a great deal.”

Alma’s low growl came from the corner again.

Brody side-eyed Alma and sighed. “Come on, Marisol. Really?” But his tone was uncertain. Years of negotiating had taught me to know when someone’s resolve was flagging. “You’re going to walk away from a multi-million-dollar deal over a stupid high school reunion?”

I bristled. It was fine for me to think the reunion was stupid, but not him. “Potential multi-million-dollar deal,” I said slowly, my words tinged with acid. “Working with you is not the sure thing it once was. Twenty-eight percent of zero is zero.” Inwardly I cringed at my tone, but business was business. If I took Brody on it meant I was putting a target on my back, and he needed to appreciate that.

His eyes widened.

I shrugged, leaning back in my chair and affixing a blasé look to my face as I went in for the kill. “You came to me.” 

Channeling my inner shark came easily the older I got; it was the part of my personality that got the most air time. Trying not to think of how sad that was, I glanced at my manicure, and straightened the ring I wore on my right hand. It was a Burmese star ruby. I’d bought it for myself a few years ago having grown tired of my ringless fingers. It was my promise to myself to remember my worth.

After a few moments, I added, “When is your forty-eight hours up?” still fiddling with my ring, trying to ignore the unsettling effect he still had on me.

He scowled, the angry expression made something—not completely unpleasant—twist in my gut. “You can’t be serious,” but I could tell he knew that I knew that he knew that I had him right where I wanted him.

Holding his gaze, I leaned forward. “Think of it as part of your image rehab. You need to show some humility, Brody. Get back in touch with the people. Going to a high school reunion with me would probably get you lots of positive press.” 

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I knew I was right. Brody needed to be more accessible. He’d been a star for so long, he was unrelatable. Besides, the public loved nothing more than a reformed bad boy. A public relations strategy began to take shape.

He grew thoughtful. After a few moments, he nodded. “Let’s do it.”

The abbreviated “us” sent a tiny shiver of joy through me, but I couldn’t let my feelings distract. There was one last due diligence question I needed to ask. I cleared my throat. “Sorry if this is uncomfortable for you, but I have to ask.” His jaw ticked like he knew what was coming. “Are you still drinking?”

His profile hardened as he shook his head. “Clean and sober.” There was a finality to his tone that made me trust his answer more than if he had delved into a long explanation. 

I extended my hand. “Welcome aboard.”

A flutter of nervous excitement tickled my stomach, but I wasn’t sure if it was because Brody Grant was going to my high school reunion, or because we’d be working together, or if it was the damn curry I had for lunch.

Probably all three.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3: Hello Darkness
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~BRODY~

––––––––
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Relief flooded me as I jogged out of Marisol’s office, the urge to vomit subsiding as I allowed success to roll over me. 

I’d done it. I’d faced one of the most high-pressure social situations I’d experienced in years, and I’d done it without self-medicating. My chest felt like it expanded to four times normal as the fresh air of accomplishment flooded my lungs.

Of course, there was that lame comment I made about her losing weight. That was a bad habit I needed to break. The old me had relied on the question as a low-pressure way to start a conversation since it was almost universally taken as a compliment in the entertainment industry. However, to my sober ears it had sounded rude and insincere. I vowed to never ask it again.

But, other than that, the meeting had been a success. Two thumbs up. Four out of five stars.

When I’d been in daily therapy at the beginning of my sobriety—it was hard to believe I was closing in on a year—my counselor had given me a useful tool for managing social situations: Brody Grant as a character. The idea was to put some emotional distance between me and my interactions—prepare for them the way I would for a role—to help control my anxiety. So last night when I’d decided to call on Marisol, I’d carefully created my own mental script for how I wanted
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