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Chapter
One

I STEPPED INTO the interrogation room and closed the door
softly behind me, smiling gently at the thin, dark-haired boy who
huddled on the far side of a battered metal table in the center of the
room. “Hi,” I said quietly. “I’'m Rita. I'm a police officer. Can I talk
to you for a little bit?”

The boy nodded hesitantly, looking fragile and pale against the
bleak, gray walls of the room, and the worn black teddy bear
clutched tightly to his chest only enhanced the heartbreaking
image. His huge brown eyes watched me intently as I crossed the
floor and slowly lowered myself into a crouch beside his chair.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“S...Samuel,” he whispered.

“Samuel, I'd like to have a look at that cut on your face, okay?”
I reached out a hand to touch the small cut on his chin, and he
flinched away, burying his face in the fur of the stuffed bear. “It’s
okay,” I said soothingly. “I'm not going to hurt you, I promise. Can
you look at me, honey? Please?”

Slowly he lifted his chin and turned to look at me, revealing
the swollen, purple-and-black discoloration along the left side of
his face.

I stilled my body for a few moments, staring at the bruise, and
then gently pushed a stray lock of hair off the boy’s forehead. “Who
did this to you, Samuel?” I kept my voice calm, allowing only a hint
of suppressed anger to color the tone. “Who hurt you?”

“I...I fell,” the boy mumbled, and ducked his head, hiding his
face again in the stuffed toy.

I reached out and gripped his shoulders tightly, turning his
whole body to face me. “Who did this?” I hissed angrily, bringing
my face close to his. “Who?”

Something that I recognized as real fear flickered in the boy’s
eyes and I immediately loosened my grip, swearing at myself in
annoyance.

“Cut!” The voice sliced across the silent set like a pistol shot,



2 K. E. Lane

and I could feel the small shoulders under my hands jump in
reaction. I sighed and dropped my hands to my thighs as noise and
chatter erupted on the set around me. The camera looming to my
right moved back, and I pushed myself to my feet.

“Crap.”

The boy giggled and wiped at his runny nose, leaving a shiny
trail of mucus across his upper lip.

Lovely.

“Becca?” I called over to one of the hovering assistants. “Can
we get a Kleenex or something over here?” I'm all for realism in
television, but there’s no way I was going to hug this kid with all
that snot on him, regardless of what the script called for.

While Becca, a tiny redhead in a tight, lime-green top, hurried
over and began fussing over the boy, I turned to the sound of
approaching footsteps, schooling my face into polite deference that
I did not feel. “What’s wrong, Adam? I thought that was going
well.”

That was a big, fat lie. I'd let a lack of sleep, a very long week,
and a vicious headache get the better of me, and as a result, my
acting had been much too aggressive and I'd nearly scared the
pants off that kid. I knew it, but I wasn’t about to admit it to an
asshole like Kreizeck.

Adam Kreizeck was short, obnoxious and sweaty. I had
disliked him on sight, and it had become obvious over the last week
of shooting that the feeling was definitely mutual.

“That’s why I'm the director, Miss Harris,” he said with an icy
smile, “and you are not.”

You're the director because you're married to the producer’s niece,
jackass. 1 forced a noncommittal smile and kept my thoughts to
myself.

I hate guest directors. They throw off everyone’s game, screw
around with the normal pace of shooting, and are generally a pain
in the ass. Kreizeck’s stint as director had resulted in sixteen-hour
days, multiple scenes having to be re-shot, and the killer headache
that I'd had for what seemed like the last seventy-two hours.

“Let’s try this again,” Sweaty Man continued, “with a little
more compassion and a little less Rambo. You're trying to help the
boy, Miss Harris, not assault him.”

The fact that I agreed with him in this case annoyed me even
more than his arrogant smile. I nodded curtly, resisting the urge to
slap him.

“Okay, people!” He snapped his fingers impatiently, bringing
production assistants scurrying to his side. “I believe Miss Harris
and I have an understanding...” He looked at me pointedly and
raised a condescending eyebrow.
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I smiled tightly, slipping my hands into the pockets of my
jeans as the urge to commit violence against Kreizeck’s person
intensified.

“Good. Now,” he glanced at his watch, “we’ve got a schedule
to keep, so let’s try to make this the last one, hmm? And would
someone please tell Miss Stokley we’ll be ready for her soon?”

The last request sent production assistants darting away like
startled fish just as a rich, very feminine voice drawled, “Miss
Stokley is already here.”

The effect of that voice on Kreizeck was instantaneous. He
spun in the direction of the voice with more athleticism than I'd
given him credit for and practically sprinted off the set stage and
over to the row of actor’s chairs where Elizabeth Ann Stokley was
regally settling herself. “Miss Stokley!”

“Hello, Adam,” she murmured. “Sorry if I'm a little late. I got
held up in wardrobe.”

I looked at her outfit—the same one she had worn for day-
player rehearsals two hours before —and thought her tardiness was
more likely due to a certain muscle-bound intern named Chad,
Liz’s flavor of the week, than any type of wardrobe problem. Not
that it would have mattered what her excuse was. Hell, she could
have told him she was blowing the head of the network in the
men’s room, and I doubt he would have batted an eye or changed
his panting eagerness one bit.

“Oh, not a problem, not a problem. Wonderful. You look great,
just great.”

I rolled my eyes, torn between annoyance and amusement as
Liz worked her magic and Kreizeck was reduced to a pool of
drooling, fawning Jell-O.

And who could blame him?

Elizabeth Ann Stokley was certainly easy on the eye. Blond
hair, blue eyes, a dazzling smile, a body that curved in all the right
places and a southern belle charm that could wrap even the biggest
of assholes, male or female, around her perfect little finger.

An attractive package, no doubt. She was also a tempermental,
moody perfectionist; one hell of an actor; and, since the very first
day I started to work on the set of 9th Precinct, a good friend.

9th Precinct, or 9P as the cast and crew called it, was a police
drama showcasing the lives of six detectives in a Homicide unit in
Los Angeles. Liz played the series’ main character, Jen Hastings: a
young, optimistic detective with a five-year-old daughter, a
mortgage, and extremely bad taste in husbands. I played Rita
Stone, her rather caustic, intense, and cynical partner. When they
were casting for the part of Rita, they were looking for a woman
who was basically the polar opposite of Liz. My dark hair, square
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jaw, and rangy five-foot, ten-inch frame were lucky enough to be in
the right place at the right time. I got the part, and my life since
then had been quite the roller coaster ride.

One day I'm a no-name, bit-part actor whose biggest acting
success to date was a series of popular beer commercials; the next,
I've got a starring role in a prime-time show acting opposite an
established television personality like Liz Stokley. From beer
commercials to the big time in the blink of an eye. The turnabout
amazed me still.

Kreizeck’s snapping fingers brought me out of my thoughts; I
guess he’d finished his fawning and wanted to get back to work.
“Miss Harris, can we try this again?”

I met Liz’s amused gaze above the director’s head —that’s how
short the little prick was—and smiled slightly. “Sure, Adam. I'm
ready when you are.”

“Okay, people!” More snapping. “Places!”

I rolled my shoulders, blew out a long breath, and looked
down at my snotty co-star. Despite the Kleenex, he was still oozing
mucus.

“Mark...and... Action!”

It was going to be a long, long day.

SOME LAST MINUTE rearranging of the day’s shooting
schedule had turned my long day into a relatively short one, and by
two that afternoon I was done with my scenes and not due back on
the set until the following morning at seven-thirty. I hummed
tunelessly as I opened the door to my trailer, pleasant thoughts of
comfortable clothes, a good book, and spring sunshine from the
comfort of my backyard hammock dancing in my head.

I didn’t realize I had company until I kicked the door shut
behind me and the tall, lean woman on my couch jerked awake at
the resulting thump. She blinked at me in confusion for a moment,
then rubbed her eyes and smiled sleepily.

“Caidence. Hey.” The voice was low, rough and husky—
whiskey-soaked, I'd heard someone in the media call it—and I felt
it, and that smile, all the way down to my toes.

She stretched luxuriously, like a big, satisfied cat, making a
little mewling sound that turned into a long, satisfied groan. With
effort, I tore my eyes away from the flash of skin above the
waistband of her jeans, and the way her breasts— Jesus, is she even
wearing a bra? Christ, Caid, stop looking at her breasts!—strained
against the fabric of her shirt.

“Robyn.” I cleared my throat and sat down heavily in the chair
in front of the mirror, managing a weak smile while I scrambled for
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a half-assed excuse for my dazed expression and suddenly weak
legs. “Shit. You scared me.”

Oh, good one Caid. Very creative.

You’d think I would be used to it by now.

I'd known Robyn Ward for the last year and a half, and had
worked with her several times, either on the set of 9th Precinct, or
on In Their Defense, the law firm series that Robyn worked on for
the same network. 9P was actually a spin-off of In Their Defense,
created after a particularly popular set of guest spots Liz had done
during the show’s rookie year, and quite often actors from one
show did guest appearances on the other, as Robyn had been doing
on 9P for the last three weeks. I couldn’t say that we were friends,
but we certainly weren’t unfriendly, and the woman even shared
my trailer when she worked on 9P, which explained why she was
on my couch.

But no matter how many times I saw Robyn Ward, worked
with her, or shared her space, her stunning looks and raw
sensuality still left me tongue-tied, slightly off-center, and just a
little bit breathless.

“Sorry,” she said through a yawn, and swung long legs off the
couch to sit up. She looked around the room blearily, running a
hand through long, slightly tousled dark hair. “I think doing this
double duty is finally catching up to me. I nearly fell asleep on the
set today between takes.”

“I'll bet,” I agreed, watching her reflection in the mirror while I
went through the motions of removing the makeup that, onscreen,
was suppose to make it look as though I didn’t wear any. “I'm only
working one show this week, and I'm about to drop. If there’d been
more space on that couch, I might have joined you.”

Remember what I said about the tongue-tied part? Let me
rephrase. I either couldn’t think of anything to say, or the stuff that
did come out of my mouth was really embarrassing and led to
uncontrollable blushing, like I did when her eyes focused on me

“Really?” She quirked her eyebrow and shot me an amused
grin. “I'll remember that for next time, and make sure to leave you
some room.”

I watched the arch of her perfectly plucked eyebrow in
fascination. Oh, how I adored it when she did that thing with her
eyebrow.

In fact, her eyebrows were one of my favorite things about her,
sweeping upward across her brow in dark, linear precision,
wielded with devastating effect at opportune moments. Indeed, I
loved those eyebrows. They ranked right up there with intense,
piercing brown eyes; silky, dark hair; a wide, full mouth; angular
face; endless legs; beautiful hands; smooth, tan skin; tall, graceful
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body; the tiny cleft in her chin; and the mole on the side of her neck,
just below her ear, that you could see when she casually pushed her
hair back...

I blinked, realizing that I was staring.

“Caidence?” She leaned back, draping a long arm across the
back of the couch and regarding me with a look she’d begun to
favor me with recently —a secretive little smile that was a mixture
of amusement, curiosity, and taunting.

I was starting to think that perhaps Ms. Ward was quite aware
of the effect she had on me, and enjoyed watching me make an idiot
of myself. “Uh, sorry. Spaced out there for a second.” I smiled
wanly, took a last swipe at my face, and turned around to face her.

“l can relate, believe me,” she said with a tired smile, and
stretched out her legs to their full length—which took up nearly
half of the room—crossing them at the ankle. “So, what’s your
opinion of Kreizeck? I haven’t had to work with him yet, but I have
three scenes today. I talked with Liz, and she said he was fine, but
Danny said he was an “effin’ looza.””

She mimicked the actor’s New York accent flawlessly and I
laughed, startled by a less serious side of the normally very
reserved woman; a side that I didn’t see very often. The laugh was
spontaneous, and seemed to take us both by surprise, probably
because my laughter in her presence usually sounded slightly
giddy or hysterical, like a twelve-year-old girl hopped up on Pop
Tarts and Ho-Hos.

Hey, maybe I could behave like a normal adult around her,
after all.

“Well,” 1 said, laughing again and pleased that, again, it
seemed very natural. “Liz, in typical Liz-like fashion, has the poor
man eating out of her hand. Her only complaint should be that he
drools a little too much and could maybe be a tad more liberal with
the deodorant. I, on the other hand, would have to agree with
Danny. The guy’s an arrogant prick.”

This was probably one of the longer statements I had managed
to string together in front of her without sounding like a deranged
chipmunk, and I was quite proud of myself. The nervousness I
normally felt around her was gone, replaced by a kind of heady
euphoria just be in her presence and have her attention focused on
me. Unable to stop myself, I flashed a huge grin.

She blinked and returned the smile tentatively, but her brows
were furrowed in what looked like confusion. “You...” she started,
but paused.

“Hmm?” I cocked my head to the side, still smiling happily. I
didn’t think anything could wipe that smile from my face.

“You...” She hesitated again, and smiled slightly. “You have a
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great laugh, Caidence. I don’t think I’ve really heard it before.”

Okay. That worked. Smile now turned into stunned “O” of
disbelief.

“Uh, thanks,” I stammered, and dropped my gaze, blushing
furiously.

My sudden and obvious loss of equilibrium had the opposite
effect on Robyn, and when I managed to meet her gaze again, the
little secretive smile was firmly back in place.

My nervousness returned, although not at the near-debilitating
levels I'd come to expect, and I was pleased and more than a little
surprised to realize that I’d be able to continue the conversation
without making a further idiot of myself.

“So Kreizeck’s a prick, huh? That’s just great.” She raised one
arm off the back of the couch and rubbed at her temple, closing her
eyes for a moment. “Shit. I hate guest directors.”

I smiled slightly at that, and gave her more bad news: “And
I’ve noticed that he’s not particularly fond of tall people.”

Robyn topped my five-foot-ten by at least an inch. It was going
to drive Kreizeck insane.

She stopped rubbing and opened her eyes to stare at me.
“You're kidding.”

“Sorry.” I shrugged in sympathy. “But if you really want to
piss him off, stand close to him so that he has to look up to talk to
you. Works like a charm.”

The eyebrow went up, and she said dryly, “Sounds like a
technique you may have used yourself, a time or two.”

“A time or two,” I replied with a wink.

Holy crap.

I winked at Robyn Ward.

One might even construe what I had just done as.. flirting.

I was flirting with Robyn Ward.

Me—who had just a few years ago come to the cautious
conclusion that I was attracted to women, and had yet to act upon
that attraction—flirting with Robyn Ward, who was constantly
being photographed with her very handsome, very famous, very
sweet, tennis-playing boyfriend Josh Riley; together the poster
children for blissful, rich-and-famous heterosexual coupling.

Holy fucking crap. What in the hell was I thinking?

Robyn seemed as stunned as I was, whether by the fact that I
had winked and was quite possibly flirting with her, or the fact
that, contrary to what she had believed before, I had shown in the
last few minutes that I actually possessed a personality equal to my
thirty-four years, and could be somewhat charming when I put my
mind to it.

The moment was broken by a loud knock on the trailer door,
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and both of us jumped at the sound.

“Caid?” The muffled voice of the Second Assistant Director,
Mariel Lacey, came from outside.

“Yeah,” I answered, dragging my eyes away from Robyn’s.
“Come on in, Mari.”

The dark-skinned woman poked her head in the door, the
beads in her tightly braided hair clacking gently together. “Caid,
I'm glad you’re still here. Thought I was going to have to call you
back in...” She noticed the woman on the couch, and smiled
happily, “Oh, hey, Robyn. I'm glad you’re both here.”

She stepped up into the trailer and handed a stapled set of
papers to me, then shuffled through a stack of papers she was
carrying and pulled out another set, handing them to Robyn.
“Josiah’s dad was hospitalized this afternoon with chest pains, and
he left as soon as he heard... Adam doesn’t want to wait for him to
get back, so he had the writers rework some of the remaining
scenes, using the people we had. These are your sides. Robyn,
yours haven’t changed much, you’ll just be doing two of the scenes
with Danny only, and the one you had with Josiah, you’ll be doing
with Caid.”

I took the papers automatically. “Uh...”

“Great. We'll see you both in the Break Room set in,” she
glanced down at a minuscule watch on her wrist, “one hour.” She
looked at Robyn. “You’'d better get to wardrobe, and you,” she
pointed at me, “get to makeup. Now I've gotta go find Danny...”

The woman bustled out of the trailer and I leafed through the
sheets with a sigh. The hammock was going to have to wait for
another day.

“Well, you heard the woman,” Robyn rasped eventually.
“We’d better get ourselves going.”

“Yeah,” 1 said, sighing heavily as I stood up and stretched.
“There go my big plans for the afternoon.”

She followed me outside and we walked along the row of
trailers toward the back entrance to the soundstage building, side
by side. I kept the pace slow, enjoying the unexpected ease of our
current exchange and in no hurry to end it. Robyn seemed quite
content with both my pace and my company, details which pleased
me enormously.

“You had something special planned for the rest of the day?”
she asked after a few moments of silence.

“Probably not what most people would call special...just a
good book and the hammock in my yard, and maybe a nap.” I
shrugged, and glanced over to find her watching me with a relaxed,
interested expression that was quite different from the reserved
look I was used to. It made her, if possible, even more attractive,



And Playing the Role of Herself 9

and shot straight to the top of my list of things I adored about
Robyn Ward.

“Mmm,” she sighed, and then gave me warm smile that nearly
made me trip, “that sounds heavenly. Sign me up.”

“Done.” I nodded and grinned back, thinking I'd sign her up
for whatever the heck she wanted, whenever and however she
wanted it, as long as I got a glimpse of that smile again.

We parted company in the hallway in front of wardrobe and I
made my way to hair and makeup, feeling almost high from our
encounter.

Jules spared me a curious look as I plopped down in a chair in
one of the four makeup stations in the long, narrow room. “Back
again?”

“Can’t seem to stay away.”

She shook her head and set about reapplying my non-makeup
as Drew the hairstylist finished with a day-player in a different
station and came by to tsk at my hair with pursed lips.

“Hon, what did you do to yourself?”

I looked at my reflection in the mirror. My hair looked the
same as it had for the past few months: short and dark with
highlighted streaks sticking out wildly in every direction. I just
smiled at him as he started teasing and spraying, he and Jules
moving around me in a comfortable, silent synchrony that spoke of
hundreds of hours working together.

The first year on the show, I'd had slightly longer, wavy dark
hair, but for this season, they’d asked for a change, wanting me
“edgier.” The porcupine on my head was the result of my
acquiescence, and I was actually starting to like it quite a bit. I
found it extremely easy to take care of, but Drew always fussed
over it, working hard to make it look like it already looked when I
rolled out of bed. I told him once that I could just save him the
trouble by not washing it in the morning before I came in, and the
horrified look I received from him had made me laugh so hard that
Jules nearly poked my eye out with the eyeliner pencil.

I heard someone enter the room, and moments later Liz
dropped herself heavily in the chair beside me.

Drew and Jules both looked at her expectantly until Liz waved
a vague hand. “No, no, I'm just here to talk to Caid.”

“What are you still doing here?” I asked after the two went
back to work on my hair and face. “I thought you’d be long gone.”

She snorted; a decidedly un-southern-belle-like sound. “Fuck.
That man won’t leave me alone.”

I didn’t have to ask who “that man” was. Every time I had left
the set that week, Kreizeck had been hovering all over her like a
bad smell. “If you’'d let Bitchy Liz show up, instead of Charming
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Liz, you wouldn’t be having this problem.” I pointed out
reasonably.

She frowned at my lack of sympathy. “There are certain people
who respond better to charming, and Adam is definitely one of
those.” She sniffed. “You should work on charming. It's amazing
what it can get you sometimes.”

I thought of my earlier conversation with Robyn and smiled to
myself.

Liz was running a hand through her hair and stopped when
she saw the smile. “What?” she demanded, narrowing her eyes.

“What, what?” I tried for innocence. I was an actor,
goddammit, I should be able to manage a little innocence.

“What’s that satisfied little smirk for?” She leaned forward,
peering at me intently. “Caidence Harris, what aren’t you telling
me?”

I laughed lightly. “There are lots of things I don’t tell you, Liz,
because you can’t keep a secret to save your life. This is just one
more of those things.”

“Ohhh, so it’s a secret?”

Shit. Walked right into that one.

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s something.”

“No, it's not.”

“Yes, it is, and I'm going to find out what it is.”

I rolled my eyes and shrugged. “Suit yourself, but there’s
nothing to find out.”

She smiled sweetly, and turned her attention onto Drew.
“Drew?”

He shrugged, not taking his attention from my hair. Liz
frowned, and looked at Jules. “Jules?”

The makeup artist paused in her task and shrugged. “I don’t
know, she seems the same to me.”

Liz pouted, and I smiled at her smugly.

“...although she was whistling when she came in,” Jules
finished.

Traitor.

I shot her a wounded look, while Liz’s eyes lit up in glee.

“Caid was whistling?” she cooed, and reached out to pinch me
on the arm. “Our own little Grumpy Gus?”

“Ow.” I jerked my arm away. “I was not whistling. I do not
whistle.”

Jules just raised her eyebrows in disbelief. I scowled.

“Come on, Caid, fess up. Who is it?” Liz turned her chair and
propped her elbows on her knees, like she was getting ready for me
to read her a bedtime story. “Is it that sexy little extra that played
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the barrista? I knew he was hitting on you. Yum-yum! He had a
great ass. Good choice, Caid. God knows you need to get laid.”

Shit. I nearly groaned out loud.

If there were two people on the set who were bigger gossips
than Liz, they were Jules and Drew. By tomorrow morning it would
be all over the set that I’d been caught spanking some extra’s ass in
the prop room. There would probably be a monkey involved, and a
steaming cup of cappuccino. Half-caff, double-tall.

Double shit.

“Liz,” I said sharply, and risked Jules’s ire by turning my head
to meet Liz’s blue gaze. “I told you it’s nothing, okay? Now, did
you come in here for a reason?”

She pouted prettily, but dropped the subject with a nod,
knowing from experience that I could be less than forthcoming
when I was pissed off. “Actually, there was. You know that Q & A
session I'm doing tomorrow at the Four Seasons?”

I nodded.

“Well, I was supposed to go with Josiah... I assume you heard
Josiah’s gone?”

I nodded again and asked, “Has anyone heard how his father
is?”

She blinked, and frowned as though the question had never
occurred to her, though she knew it should have.

For Liz, one of the residual effects of being in the spotlight
since the age of seven was that unless she forced herself to, she
rarely thought of others. It wasn’t selfishness, really, just a lack of
ever having to hear about, or deal with, other people’s problems.
She really was a genuinely nice person; she just hadn’t been trained
to show it.

“George said that Josiah called from the plane, but he hadn’t
heard anything else,” Drew broke in, saving Liz any
embarrassment.

She smiled at him, and turned her attention back to me. “Yes,
so anyway, they asked Danny to do it with me, but he has a pretty
heavy schedule tomorrow, and so does Henry, and you know how
Micah is...”

I smiled slightly, picturing Micah—who hated the press and
wasn’t at all shy about saying so—at a Q & A session with a bunch
of reporters firing questions at him. “So that leaves me.” At her
nod, I continued, “I’ve got a seven-thirty call-time tomorrow...”

“Already taken care of. They’re rearranging the schedules, and
we don’t need to be in until late afternoon.”

Which meant a nice, long evening of work for me, after what
promised to be a nerve-wracking morning with the press.
Wonderful.
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“So, basically,” I said as Jules turned my face back to the front
impatiently, “you’re not here to ask me, you're here to tell me that
I'm doing this.”

“Well, basically, yes. They thought you’d be nicer to me if I
told you...you know, Charming Liz.”

I sighed. “What time?”

Liz smiled —the brilliant smile that had graced countless
magazine covers and helped make her famous. “Meet me here at
eight; they’ll have a car for us.”

I nodded, resigned to my fate, and after a few more minutes of
chatting, Liz left me to my primping. Two fluffs of my hair and a
critical look from Jules later, I was deemed presentable, and I
headed for the sets to find a quiet spot to look over the scene and
my lines before my call-time.

Pushing through a small side door to the soundstage where the
three permanent 9P sets were housed, I was immediately hit by a
rush of warm, stale air, and grimaced at the reminder of how
unpleasant the cavernous, impossible-to-cool space would be in the
coming summer months. Smells of sawdust, metal, and coffee that
had been sitting on a burner for far too long filled the air, along
with the faint scent of leather and machine oil, lingering evidence
of the building’s former life as an industrial warehouse for a
luggage manufacturing company.

From behind the heavy tarps that separated the set
construction and prep area from the rest of the soundstage came
the whine of a circular saw and the staccato raps of a hammer, and
from somewhere above me came cursing and raised voices as the
lighting crew clambered around on the lighting grid suspended
above the sets, making some kind of adjustment. I glanced up and
shook my head, amazed at their monkey-like, scampering-around
abilities.

The 9P sets were positioned in a row along the south side of
the soundstage, and from the far end I could hear the murmur of
voices and laughter. I followed the noise, passing the empty Squad
Room and the smaller Interrogation Room sets that wouldn’t be
used that afternoon, and finally reached the Break Room set, which
was already bustling with activity, despite the fact that no actual
shooting would be going on for a least an hour.

I waved in response to a few called greetings and continued
past the action on to the lounge area, a scattering of old couches
and plastic lawn furniture taking up a small, semi-lit corner in the
back of the soundstage next to the water cooler. The area was
deserted, although strewn sections of newspaper, several articles of
discarded clothing, numerous mugs, cups and soda cans, and two
empty bakery boxes were testament to the area’s recent use. After
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moving a stack of newspapers off one of the couches and onto the
floor, I settled into the resulting empty space with a sigh and
thumbed through the sides Mariel had given me.

I looked through the sheets once, then again, and didn’t know
whether to be elated or terrified. The scene was between my
character, Rita, and Robyn’s character, Judith Torrington—a
slightly smarmy but hot-enough-to-get-away-with-it defense
attorney from a prestigious law firm. In this episode, Judith was
defending the pedophile son of a state senator accused of raping
and murdering a young boy. My character, although gruff and
cynical, had a big soft spot for kids, and the scene called for me to
lose my temper and push Robyn/Judith physically up against a
wall.

The thought of pushing Robyn up against a wall sent shivers
up my spine.

A very, very good kind of shiver.

I closed my eyes and steadied my suddenly ragged breathing.

Whoa. That was new. Apparently in the last few hours I'd
moved from adolescent crush to full-on adult lust, complete with
NC-17 rated video.

“I saw you over here all alone,” came a raspy voice above me,
“and thought I’d come keep you company, but now I'm not sure if I
should interrupt.”

I snapped my eyes open in panic to find Robyn standing in
front of me, gazing down with a thoughtful look.

“l don’t know whether to feel sorry for whoever you're
thinking about, or to be insanely jealous,” she mused, putting her
hands on her hips and tilting her head a little to the side.

The video played again, and I looked away. “What do you
mean?” I mumbled.

“You looked...” She paused for a long moment, and I risked a
glance at her face. She was staring at me intently. “...hungry.”

I coughed. “Must have been because I missed lunch.” I smiled
sickly and scrambled to my feet before my brain could add the
picture of her length towering above me to the new video
collection.

She looked at me for a second longer, and then glanced down
at the couch. “You actually sit on that thing?”

The couch in question was covered with worn, red-and-white-
speckled faux cowhide upholstery, and the stuffing was coming out
of an armrest and one of the cushions.

“Pretty comfortable, actually.” 1 gestured at the busy set. “I
wanted to get away from the noise a little.”

“Mm-hmm.” She looked at me, and then down at the couch
again, and crossed her arms, nodding. “Yes, I've heard very nice
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things about that couch. In fact, I heard that Chad and Liz reaaaallly
like that couch.”

“Oh, God,” 1 groaned, and began wiping desperately at my
pants. “Ew-ew-ew, gross-gross-gross...”

Robyn’s loud, delighted laugh stopped my movements, as well
as the movements of every one else within hearing range.

Robyn had a fantastic laugh.

“Gotcha,” she said, winking as she walked past me and headed
for the set, a definite swagger to her step.

Oh, honey. You have no idea.

I grinned and followed her.

“CUT!” KREIZECK YELLED again, and I gritted my teeth,
stepping back from Robyn and turning to face the director.

I didn’t know how much more of this I could take. This was the
sixth take of the scene between Robyn and me; six times of pushing
her up against a wall, feeling her shoulders under my hands,
looking into her eyes from a distance of less than a foot. I felt like I
was going to explode.

Explode or kiss her—both of which were probably career-
ending moves.

“Adam,” Robyn began, but he cut her off with an imperious
wave from the safety of his directing chair, where he had decided
to stay after both Robyn and I had gotten into his space one too
many times. Not on purpose, of course.

“No, Miss Ward, you're doing fine. Although a little more
smugness, perhaps. You're a slimy defense lawyer defending a
rapist and murderer of children. The audience doesn’t want to
sympathize with you, no matter how good you look.”

I looked at her quickly, startled that Adam was once again
right. From the look on her face, and the grudging nod, I could tell
that she was, too.

“But you, Miss Harris. I saw more emotion from you this
morning when you asked for tissues than I’ve seen in all six takes.
You're supposed to be angry! Seething! This is a slimy defense
attorney defending a rapist and murderer of children! You are a
female police detective, disgusted that anyone —especially another
woman — could defend such a scumbag! Let’s see some fury, some
emotion, some chemistry! And stop being so timid. You're touching
her like a china doll. You're angry, damn it, act like it!”

Damn.

I knew he was right. I'd been so conscious of being near Robyn
that I'd forgotten what the scene was about; just saying my lines
and praying it would be over soon.
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Shit.

And if Adam didn’t watch it, I might even come to the
conclusion that he was a halfway-decent director. Still an asshole,
but an asshole that could direct.

“Let’s take it from ‘if you hadn’t mishandled evidence,”” he
yelled, and snapped several times. “Okay, people! Places, and quiet
on the set.”

I glanced at Robyn, who shrugged and moved back to her
mark. I did the same, closing my eyes for a moment, trying to come
up with a way to act around what I was feeling. Then it dawned on
me that I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t act around it, I should use it. And if
all went well, I'd only have to do it once.

“Roll it...”

“Rolling!”

“And... Action!”

A look of smug conceit fell across Robyn’s face as though
someone had flipped a switch. She crossed her arms and sneered at
me, the tone of her voice mocking. “If you hadn’t mishandled
evidence, Detective, my client wouldn’t be walking around free. I
guess I should thank you.”

Okay. I took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. I looked at Robyn,
letting every lustful thought, every fantasy, every desperate wish
come to the surface, and then, hoping people would mistake lust
for anger, I lunged at her. I used my entire body this time, not just
my hands, and pinned her against the wall with my arm across her
chest and my stomach pressed up against hers.

“You defended a man who brutally raped and killed an eight-
year-old boy, and now he’s out walking around, looking for his
next victim,” I whispered harshly, ignoring the close-up camera
that was moving in. “The evidence was clean—you brought up the
doubt, and most likely destroyed a good detective’s career in the
process. That is your fault.”

At this point in the scene, Robyn was supposed to struggle and
break away, yelling that I had made my point.

She didn’t move.

She stood there, staring at me with wide eyes, her breath
coming in quick gasps, her body molded to mine. I could feel her
breath on my lips, and feel the hard muscles of her abdomen tense
and stretch against me.

After what seemed like an endless stretch of time, she finally
whispered softly, her voice barely audible. “Take your hands off
me, Detective. You've made your point.”

Going on instinct, I stayed where I was, not releasing her. More
endless moments went by as we stood locked in that embrace,
breathing in each other’s air, staring unblinkingly at each other.
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Someone yell cut, goddammit! 1 felt like screaming. Jesus, yell cut
before I kiss her...

“And... Cut! Nice job, ladies. Print that.”

The normal set noise was slow in starting, mostly consisting of
low whispers.

Kreizeck’s annoyed voice cut across the murmur of
conversation. “Let’s go, people! We've got a print, time to move on.
You can stand around and chat later, let’s get set up for seven-D...”

Voices swelled around us, but Robyn and I still stood chest to
chest. I blinked and stepped back.

“Robyn, I'm sorry...” I started.

“Shhh.” She placed two thin, elegant fingers against my lips.
“Caidence, it was great. You were great.”

I nodded dumbly, feeling slightly disoriented and just wanting
to get away from people, but enjoying the pressure of her fingers.

She smiled at me, not the cool, taunting smile, but another of
her genuine, honest smiles, this one laced with friendliness and
respect. “Now, I need to get to wardrobe before the next take. I'll
see you later.”

She took her fingers from my lips, trailed them down my arm
and squeeze my hand before turning and walking off the set.



Chapter
Two

AT SEVEN FIFTY-FIVE the next morning, I tapped on the door
to Liz’s trailer with the toe of my shoe, sipping from a large paper
coffee cup in one hand and dangling a cardboard carrier containing
two more steaming cups from the other.

The door opened and Liz’s assistant, Paula, motioned me in. I
grunted in greeting and entered the trailer, holding up the carrier
and gesturing with my chin at the one closest to Paula.

“White mocha something-or-other. With soy.”

She took the indicated cup out of the carrier, murmuring,
“You're a doll. Thank you.” As I moved past her, she touched my
arm. “And I don’t believe a word of it.”

I frowned. “A word of what?”

“What they’re saying. About you and that extra and the goat.”

Goat, monkey...not much difference when you're supposedly
fucking them.

I smiled politely. “Thank you, Paula, I'm flattered you think so
highly of me.” She frowned, not quite believing the sincerity of my
words. Before she could say anything more about my rumored love
of goats, I continued on. “How’s Liz this morning?”

Liz was sometimes not at her best in the mornings, and it was
always good to know where her mood was before conversing with
her.

“Well, she’s...”

The door to the trailer’s tiny bathroom swung open and Liz
stomped out, glaring at Paula and me. “Liz is an adult who doesn’t
like it when people talk about her as though she’s not present.” She
flopped down on the couch, still glaring. “And for God’s sake,
Paula, I told you that thing about the goat was just a stupid rumor.
Honestly, I don’t know how those crazy things get started.”

“Amazing, isn’t it?” I commented dryly, and held the carrier
up as a peace offering. “The most caffeinated, sugary thing they
had.”

Her eyes softened a little and she reached out her hands.
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“Ohhh. Gimme.”

I set the carrier down and handed her the cup. She sniffed at it
and took a sip, closing her eyes and groaning in a way that should
have made me blush, considering my recently acknowledged
sexual orientation, but didn’t. Liz, despite her undeniable
attractiveness, had never affected me in a sexual way. That put me
in a very minuscule percentage of people on this planet, and was
most likely the reason why Liz liked me.

Someone pounded on the trailer door. “Car here for Stokley
and Harris!”

I reached out a hand and hauled Liz to her feet. “Let’s get this
over with,” I said, with trepidation.

“It’s not that bad, Caid,” Liz cooed, and patted my cheek. “You
need to work on your people skills, anyway.”

I scowled and she laughed, leading us out of the trailer and
stopping on the top step with a little squeak of dismay when the
bright sunshine hit her face. She turned to Paula, who was already
reaching out to hand her a pair of sunglasses that were designed
with more thought to style than function. She took them without a
word.

I shook my head, pulling my own sunglasses down from where
they rested on top of my head and sliding them into place before
following Liz and Paula down the stairs and into the gray limo
where two people from the network’s PR department were already
waiting.

Liz absolutely hated sharing limos with people she didn’t
know and sat in sullen silence during the ride to the hotel, shooting
daggers at the car’s two extra passengers. The two looked
uncomfortable, but I didn’t have enough sympathy to start a
conversation that might have eased the tension. Liz’s preference for
riding by herself was well known, as was her unfriendly behavior
when she wasn’t happy, and these two should have known better.
Instead, I sat back and sipped my cooling coffee, letting the caffeine
do its work while Paula typed furiously on a thin laptop and
occasionally talked on her cell phone.

At the hotel, we were escorted to a large meeting room and
offered croissants, muffins and more coffee. A few minutes later,
forty-plus reporters from various national and international media
outlets streamed in, took their seats, and started a barrage of
questions.

I was nervous at first, still not used to the growing celebrity
that 9th Precinct had brought me, and unsure of myself with the
press. The majority of questions, though, were aimed at Liz, and
soon I relaxed, enjoying the show that was Elizabeth Ann Stokley.
The woman was truly a master at handling the press, deflecting
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questions with a charm that left the reporters smiling, serious one
moment and flirting the next, controlling the room without letting
them know they were being controlled.

Finally, after an hour and a half, the moderator called for last
questions.

“This question is for both Ms. Stokley and Ms. Harris,” a short,
stocky woman in the back said. “Are you aware that over the past
two years there has been an explosion of on-line stories depicting
the two of you in homosexual relationships, with each other and
various other 9th Precinct cast members? Has this affected your
working relationship at all, and what do you think of the chances of
such a relationship storyline ever making it into primetime?”

I heard Liz’s shocked intake of breath beside me, but kept my
eyes on the reporter with what I hoped was a casual smile on my
face, even though my heart was pounding so loudly it was a
wonder the mics didn’t pick it up.

Taking a calming breath, I glanced over at Liz, noting that she
was as rattled as I'd ever seen her. I felt a flash of annoyance. Was
the thought of being a lesbian, or being thought of as a lesbian, so
appalling? I immediately pushed the annoyance aside; my own
initial reaction to the question hadn’t been much better, and I was a
lesbian. At least in theory.

Amazing how society has trained us.

“I guess I'll take that one, if you don’t mind, Liz?” I said,
giving her a reassuring smile.

She seemed to regain some of her composure, and even
managed to smile back. “Go right ahead.”

I directed my attention back to the reporter, noticing that the
other reporters were awfully damn quiet.

I thought for a moment.

Okay, Caid, let’s go easy with this. 1 had barely come out to
myself, and certainly wasn’t ready to come out to the world. “Yes,
I'm aware that there are websites that contain stories about our
characters on 9th Precinct, and that some of the stories are lesbian in
nature.”

I was surprised at how natural it sounded to use the word.

Lesbian.

I was a lesbian.

I hadn’t actually said it to myself yet; it was much easier than I
expected.

I paused at my internal revelation, and the reporter who asked
the question opened her mouth to speak. I cut her off before she
could expand on her question. “How do these stories affect my
relationship, working or personal, with Liz?” I shrugged. “They
don’t. Liz and I are good friends, and have a very comfortable
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working relationship, contrary to what the occasional newspaper or
magazine might report. None of you, of course.” I smiled my most
charming smile, taking a lesson from Liz, and was gratified to hear
several chuckles. “I don’t see either of those relationships changing
because people are writing stories about the characters we play on
a TV show.

“As to whether I think a homosexual storyline will ever make
it into primetime, I thought it already had. There have been several
gay characters in primetime television. Granted, maybe we’ve got a
ways to go before it’s an established, popular character on a drama
like 9th Precinct, and their sexuality is handled with the same
casualness as it is for heterosexual characters, but we're getting
there.” I smiled at the woman. “So, to answer your question, I'd say
the chances of that kind of storyline showing up on primetime are
good, but I'm not going to guess at a timeline.”

Several reporters raised their hands after I was done, but one
of the PR people—Nick, I think his name was —announced that we
had engagements elsewhere, and the session politely, if reluctantly,
broke up.

We signed some autographs for a group of people waiting in
the lobby and then climbed back into the limo, the two men from
PR wisely electing to take a cab.

As soon as the car door had closed, Liz turned to me and
gripped my arm. “What the fuck was all of that about? People think
I'm a lesbian, and they’re writing about it on the Internet? That’s
illegal! Can I sue them or something? Shit, I need to call Woody and
see if I can sue. Paula, get me Woody.”

I sighed. “Liz. Calm down. Jesus.” I pulled my arm away and
sat back, running a hand through my hair. “They’re not stories
about you, for fuck’s sake; they’re stories about Jen Hastings. A
fictional character.”

This seemed to calm her a little, but she still took the phone
when Paula handed it to her. “Woody? Of course it’s Liz. I'm
having a crappy day, thank you very much. Did you know about
these Internet people who think I'm a lesbian?”

I rolled my eyes. “Liz...”

“Here, Woody, let me give you to Caid. She knows all about
it.”

The phone was thrust into my hand, and I resignedly put it to
my ear. “Woody? It's Caid.”

“Caid, what the hell is she talking about?” Woody Stein’s
harried, nasal voice came over the line.

I put my fingers to the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes.
“Listen, let me call you back, okay?”

“Caid...”



And Playing the Role of Herself 21

“I'll call you back.” I snapped the phone shut, knowing that
would piss Woody off, but also knowing that Liz would smooth it
over for me.

“What are you doing?” Liz asked angrily, “You need to...”

“Liz.”

“—tell Woody about this—"

“Liz.”

“I'll sue them—"

“Liz, shut up!”

Liz blinked, and Paula looked at me in shock, but the car was
finally quiet.

“Thank you. Now just listen to me for a second, okay? These
stories —they’re called fan fiction. People write stories about the
characters on TV shows, and then put them out on these Internet
sites for other people to read. They aren’t about you. You can’t sue
anyone, because they aren’t about you. They’re about the
characters in the show.”

“I can’t?”

“No, you can’t.”

She was quiet for a moment, then frowned. “How did you
know about this stuff? And why didn’t you tell me?”

I scratched absently at my neck. “I was doing some...ah,
research on the Internet one night, and I came across a site that had
some stuff about the show. I was curious, so I read some of it.” 1
didn’t think she needed to know exactly what my “research” was
about. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t think it was important.
They’re just stories, Liz. It’s not about you. No one is accusing you
of being a lesbian.”

She was still frowning, her brows furrowed in thought. “I want
to see some,” she said abruptly.

I shrugged. “Fine, I'll send you some URLs.”

“Some what?” Liz was hopeless with computers.

I looked over at Paula, who nodded. “Paula knows what I
mean, and she’ll show you.”

“Show me now. Use Paula’s computer. It's a half-hour trip
back to the studio at least.”

Sometimes her attitude really ticked me off. “Say please.”

Liz blinked. “What?”

“Say please. I'm not your goddamn assistant, Liz. No offense,
Paula.” I glanced over at the assistant apologetically. She smiled
slightly and shook her head. “I'm your friend and coworker. Say
please.”

We stared at each other for a long moment, and finally she
sighed. “I'm sorry, Caid.” Her voice was subdued. “Please.”

I let out my own sigh, and turned to Paula. “Paula, can we
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borrow your laptop for a bit, please? This car has wireless, doesn’t
it?”

“Of course, Caid.” The woman nodded, clicking a few times to
get out of what she was doing, and handed the laptop over to me.

I opened up a browser window, Googled a few keywords I
knew would get me what I was looking for, and browsed through
the results. Finally selecting one, I glanced at it quickly and placed
the computer in Liz’s lap. “Here’s one. Press this button when you
want to go down more.”

“Thank you,” she murmured politely, and started reading.

I divided my attention between watching the cars around us
that were also caught in lunch-time traffic, and watching Liz’s
expression go from curious and slightly bored to intent and
involved. I smiled slightly at her absorbed expression. I actually
hadn’t read a lot of 9P fan fiction—it seemed slightly
egomaniacal —but I had enjoyed this one very much.

Liz was still reading when the limo pulled up in front of the
network administration offices, a squatty structure next to the
soundstage building and one of four structures on the five-acre
production complex in Pasadena that the network had recently
purchased and converted for their use.

“Liz, we're here,” Paula announced, and Liz looked up from
the screen reluctantly.

“But I'm not done. Can I save it somehow, or print it out or
something?” she asked sheepishly.

Paula assured her they could and took the laptop from her,
bookmarking the site and looking over at me with a wink.

I smiled back and we both followed Liz out of the limo and
along the sidewalk between the buildings to the back parking lot
where the actor’s trailers were parked. Liz had a thoughtful look on
her face that had me curious, and when we reached her trailer, I
stopped her before she followed Paula inside.

“Penny for ‘'em.”

She shrugged casually. “Just thinking about this morning.”

“Uh-huh.”

She acknowledged the skepticism in my voice with a purse of
her lips and faintly annoyed look, but didn’t respond.

“Come on, Liz, you're not still thinking about trying to sue
anyone, are you? I told you—"

“Are there are a lot of these stories?” she asked abruptly,
cutting me off in mid-cajole. She was staring out over the back lot,
her thoughtful expression now turned slightly calculating. The
fingernails of the thumb and ring finger on her right hand tapped
together rapidly, a sure sign something big was going on in that
blond head. When I didn’t answer immediately, she glanced at me
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impatiently. “Well? Are there?”

“Yes.” 1 nodded slowly. “Hundreds...thousands, even, I
suppose.”

That surprised her. “All about Jen and Rita?”

“Oh...no, no. They put all sorts of characters together.” That
seemed to disappoint her, and I frowned. “Why?”

She ignored my question and asked her own. “How many are
lesbian stories? A lot?”

“A lot.” I nodded again.

That satisfied her, and she climbed the stairs to her trailer,
throwing a vague, “See you later,” over her shoulder.

I stared at the closed door to her trailer for a few seconds,
wondering what was going through her head, and thinking that
whatever it was, I probably wasn’t going to like it. Finally, I
shrugged and headed for my own trailer, hoping Robyn was on the
set today, and thinking about what I could do to maybe see another
one of those smiles.



Chapter
Three

KREIZECK’S EPISODE, TITLED “Snap,” wrapped shooting
early the following week, and despite my original misgivings and
intense dislike of the man, when post-production was finished, it
turned out to be one of the better episodes we’d done. Still, we
were all glad to have some of our regular directors back in the
director’s chair, and the next few weeks went by quickly as we
settled back into our normal routine.

9th Precinct worked on a sixteen-day cycle for each episode,
with the first eight days dedicated to pre-production activities such
as casting, researching, and confirming locations, while the next
eight days consisted of actual shooting. By rotating direction and
production teams, they were able to overlap the pre-production of
an upcoming episode with the actual shooting of the current
episode, so the actors were always shooting, the casting
department was always casting, and one of the production teams
was always working on setting up our next week.

It was a punishing schedule that ran from early August until
mid-May, and I knew I wasn’t the only one looking forward to the
summer hiatus. Like many of the other cast members, I had a few
projects going on during the break, so I wouldn’t be completely off,
but a change of pace would be very welcome.

Liz hadn’t mentioned the dreaded Internet-authors-who-
thought-she-was-a-lesbian again after the day of the Q & A, but
Paula told me she had asked for more sites and spent a lot of time
on Paula’s laptop, much to the assistant’s annoyance.

I ordered a new laptop online that evening and gave it to Paula
when it arrived a few days later, telling her she could keep it and
give the other one to Liz. She seemed stunned by my generosity,
but, Christ, I made more money than I'd ever be able to spend. I
might as well spend it on people I liked.

The plot arc that Robyn was involved in on 9P stretched out
over another two episodes and I saw her fairly regularly over the
next few weeks. I had expected our physical scene together during
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“Snap” to add another layer of tension to our already peculiar
interaction, but instead, we became increasingly comfortable with
each other. I was still often tongue-tied around her, and she still
watched my embarrassed floundering with open amusement, but
there was a new ease to our conversations when we were in the
trailer together, and we’d even begun to joke lightly with each
other on the set. The conversations stayed fairly superficial, and I
didn’t feel as though I knew her much better than I had the first day
we’d met, but she could make me laugh and I enjoyed being around
her. When her plot arc on 9P concluded and she was no longer on
the set regularly, I felt her absence much more than I'd expected.

When she was done on 9P, she took a week off and caused a
stir in Brazil during Davis Cup play, watching from reserved seats
as Josh Riley served and backhand-volleyed his way to two match
wins, helping the US gain a victory over a strong Brazilian team.
Her sunglass-shaded face and bronze skin were shown and
commented on so many times during Josh’s matches that it was
amazing anyone watching actually remembered there was a tennis
match going on. I watched what matches I could, not even making
the effort to lie to myself and say I was watching for the tennis,
although the tennis was pretty damn good. I just wanted to see her
face, as pathetic as that sounds.

I'd seen her rarely and only in passing since she left for Brazil,
so I was surprised one morning, more than a month after the
wrapping of “Snap,” when she showed up for the preliminary table
read for the season finale that would start shooting at the end of
our current eight-day shoot.

A table read is a sit-down reading of a script for an upcoming
episode with the writers, producers, director and the regular cast
members present to give feedback and discuss any location or
casting issues. It’s one of the only roles that the 9P cast members
had in the pre-production process, and I liked the chance to get a
peek at what we would be doing the following week, as well as
having the opportunity to give feedback.

I arrived about ten minutes early and poured myself a glass of
water, chatting idly with Josiah Rollins, a short, slightly rotund
man with thinning red hair; and Micah Saams, a beautiful giant of a
man with rich, deep-brown skin and startling green eyes. Both were
regular cast members, playing two of the other four detectives on
the series besides Liz and me.

The rest of the regulars sat across from us: Danny DelLorenzo,
a loud but undeniably likable Italian ladies” man; Henry
Stoddard, stocky and strong with a bald head and bushy
mustache; and finally, Arturo Garza, a former Latin soap opera
star with a dazzling smile, a charming accent, and an ego the size
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of California.

I glanced at my watch. None of the writers had arrived yet,
which was odd. They were usually there before anyone else, eager
to pass out script drafts and get first thoughts before the producer
or producers showed up. The producers were absent as well, but
that was normal, and Liz, of course, would be one of the last people
to walk through the door. She always arrived when the dramatic
impact of her entrance would be the greatest, and none of us
expected her for another fifteen minutes at least.

I smiled slightly as Danny and Henry debated the physical
improbability of the latest story making the rounds of the gossip
circuit, which involved two crewmembers, several pulleys, and a
power tool. Finally, my goat-loving days appeared to be over.
Maybe people would stop bleating behind my back and joking
about goat cheese sandwiches during lunch.

One could only hope.

The door swung open and Robyn walked in, pausing in the
doorway to survey the room. “Hey, all,” she rasped.

Good God, she’s an attractive woman.

I probably wasn’t the only person thinking along those lines,
as Danny stopped in mid-sentence, and Josiah and Micah fell silent.

Her dark hair was held back in a loose braid that highlighted
the clean angles of her face, and a snug, black spaghetti-strap top
showed off toned arms and miles of gloriously tan skin. Her
endlessly long legs were tightly sheathed in white jeans, and flat,
simple sandals showed burgundy-painted toenails and two gold
toe rings.

I stared at the toe rings for a moment.

Christ. Even her feet are beautiful.

Arturo was the first to recover. “Ah, Robyn. You are a vision,
as always. Please, come sit with me.” He stood and pulled out the
chair next to him, bowing gallantly.

I rolled my eyes, and when I looked back at Robyn, she was
watching me, a tiny smile twitching at the corners of her mouth.

I felt a return smile curve my lips. Damn, it was good to see
her. Very, very good.

And not just because she made my hormones sit up and beg—it
was much more than that. I had genuinely missed her presence in my
life; missed her smile, missed her voice, missed her teasing — missed
her. And what the hell. Why not tell her? It was the friendly thing to
do, wasn’t it? It didn’t mean I wanted to strip her naked and eat
caramel sundaes off of her stomach. Of course it didn’t.

“Hey, Robyn, long time.” I smiled shyly. “It’s good to see you.”

She nodded at me, her mouth curling into a genuine smile.
“Caidence.”
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I blushed.

Goddammit.

“Yeah, Robyn, we haven’t seen you in a while,” Micah’s deep
voice rumbled, drawing the room’s attention away from me. “What
brings you here today? We don’t normally see you for these prelim
things. They gotcha doing something big for the finale?”

Robyn walked around the table, ignoring the chair Arturo had
pulled out, and slid into the chair next to me. It was normally Liz’s
chair, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to say anything. “All I know is
that I got a message last night to show up here this morning, nine
o’clock sharp.” She shrugged. “And here I am.”

You certainly are, I thought, taking a sip of water from the glass
in front of me, eyeing her surreptitiously while her attention was
on Micah.

“Yes, you certainly are,” Arturo said with smooth, perfectly
accented charm.

Oh, God. I was a female Arturo.

I choked as I swallowed, coughing until my eyes watered.
Josiah pounded heavily on my back in concern.

“Take it easy, Joe, you're gonna kill her,” Robyn drawled,
laying a hand on my arm. Josiah stopped thumping on me, and
Robyn bent her worried face near my own. “You okay, Caid?”

“Yeah,” 1 squeaked after a moment and nodded, too busy
trying to breathe to react to her nearness, or the fact that this was
the first time in memory that she’d used the shortened version of
my name.

“Yo, Caid, y’all right there?”

I raised my head, giving Danny a watery smile. “Yeah, Danny,
I'm good.” I gave one final cough, and blinked rapidly. Crap. My
throat felt raw, my head hurt, and I was extremely embarrassed.

But on the bright side, Robyn had her hand on my arm and was
looking at me with concern...life could be worse.

“Water?” She took her hand off me and reached for my glass,
still half full on the table.

“Yeah, thanks.”

Conversation around us started up again as I sipped and
swallowed cautiously.

“Hey.” Her voice was soft.

I looked over questioningly.

“It's good to see you, too.” She gave me a crooked smile, and
bumped into my shoulder with her own. “I missed ya.”

It was such a guy thing to do, I couldn’t help laughing. Even as
the words made my heart beat double-time. “Yeah?” I said with a
stupid grin.

“Yeah.”

”
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We sat smiling at each other, and I felt sad and elated at the
same time. Robyn was beautiful, smart, funny...

And very, very straight.

I might never eat caramel sundaes off her stomach, but maybe
I'd ask her to go for coffee sometime, or dinner, or a hike, just as
friends. Because I realized that I sincerely liked Robyn as a friend.
On impulse, I asked, “You have plans after this? For lunch?”

“I have to be back at ITD by one thirty,” she answered with a
raised eyebrow, but no hesitation.

“Care to join me on a little trip?”

“Well, I certainly can’t turn that down.”

“Great, I'll...”

The room fell silent as the show’s creator, Grant Hardy,
walked in, along with the two other executive producers, two co-
execs, and four writers, including the head-writer, or showrunner,
Dorn Talren.

What the fuck was going on? Dorn rarely showed for these
things, and Grant? Never. And how many executive producers did
it take to do a preliminary read of a script?

I glanced over at Robyn, who looked as perplexed as I was.

“Good morning, everyone!” Grant boomed.

A chorus of muted hellos welcomed the group as they settled
into places around the long table, and Grant surveyed his cast
members.

“Where’s Liz?”

“Right here, Grant,” came the reply from the door as Liz
entered the room, frowning slightly when she noticed Robyn in the
spot next to me. She walked by me, giving my shoulder a squeeze
of greeting, and took the vacant seat on the other side of Robyn.

“Oh, good. I wouldn’t want you to miss this. It was, after all,
partially your idea.” He waved at one of the writers, who began
distributing copies of the script around the table.

Liz looked confused for a moment, and then smiled brilliantly.
“You liked it?”

“We sure did. The premise, anyway. We made a few changes
that we think will work better.”

Her smile faltered, but she took the offered script with a nod.

“Now,” he boomed. “You're all probably wondering what’s
going on.”

There were cautious nods around the table, and Grant smiled.
“You all know how well the show is doing. We’ve been in the top
five in our time slot all this season, and the numbers just keep
getting better. The suits see that as a sign to keep doing things like
we’re doing them, but I didn’t get here by sitting back and being
cautious. I see this as an opportunity to take risks, to push the
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envelope, to see just what we can get away with. This season finale
is going to set us up for some big things next year.”

He stood and began pacing. “Our numbers in eighteen to forty-
nine are the strongest, and that works perfectly for what we have in
mind, since that’s a demographic slightly more open-minded than
the older or younger dems.” He stopped pacing and leaned his
hands on the table, catching each cast member’s eye. “We’re going
to take advantage of that, and make television history while we do
it.”

He sat down and opened his copy of the script. “Let’s get
started, shall we?”

There was an expectant pause, and finally Micah cleared his
throat and spoke. “Grant? Are you going to tell us...”

The creator waved his hand. “No, I want you to look at this
fresh, with no preconceptions. Just like the audience will.”

Micah shrugged and opened his script, and the rest of us did
the same.

Scripts are broken up into four acts, each act accounting for
approximately twelve minutes of the show and containing three to
five scenes. The script was a good one, revisiting some of the
threads from previous shows involving Robyn, and playing up the
tension between her character and mine from the infamous wall-
slamming scene in “Snap.”

The bombshell didn’t come until halfway through the fourth
act, in the next-to-final scene which had our characters, Rita and
Judith, trading barbs during a run-in at Judith’s office.

I read my lines, then skipped ahead a bit as Robyn read hers,
noting that this time, it was Robyn’s character that got physical,
grabbing Rita and...

I skipped forward another page.

...kissing her.

I re-read the last few lines, blinking in shock. Beside me,
Robyn’s voice stuttered to a halt.

“What?” Liz screeched, jolting me out of my dazed state.

I looked swiftly over at Robyn. She was staring at the pages,
her eyes wide and her face very pale.

“Grant, this was supposed to be me!” Liz fumed. “This
storyline was for me! Remember our conversation? Me wanting to
take a few risks, and branch out a little?”

“Liz, honey, calm down,” the man said soothingly, “we really
liked the idea, but when we ran it by our test groups, people just
didn’t want to see you kissing another woman.”

“But they wanted her?” The words and the look she cast my
way were venomous, disbelieving.

I drew in a sharp breath. It had been a while since I’d been on
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the receiving end of one of Liz’s tirades. I'd forgotten what a bitch
she could be.

“Well, actually, yes. Her character, at least,” Grant said,
nodding at one of the exec-producers. “Raj?”

Raj Matis shuffled through some papers in front of him,
pulling out a pale blue sheet. “We polled a group of eighteen to
thirty-five, and only thirteen percent of the group believed that Jen
would kiss a woman, and only two percent thought she would
work as a lesbian. For Rita,” he glanced at me, “seventy-one
percent believed she would kiss a woman, and forty percent
thought she worked as a lesbian, with several commenting that
they already assumed she was.”

Jesus. Forty percent of the public knew before I did.

“Numbers for Judith are higher than Jen’s, but not nearly as
high as Rita’s, except when asked specifically about the Judith/Rita
pairing —most say the scene in ‘Snap’ left them wondering.”

“No fuckin” way!” Danny said, finally cluing into what all the
commotion was about. “You're gonna make Caid a lesbian? And
Robyn?” His voice was incredulous.

There were other murmurs around the table.

“I'm fairly certain he means our characters, Danny,” Robyn
said drolly, having regained her cool. “Caid and I won’t suddenly
be morphing into lesbians...sorry to disappoint.”

Danny looked crestfallen.

I felt his pain. I wouldn’t mind Robyn morphing into a lesbian,
either.

Liz’s anger had faded into a slightly shell-shocked expression.
I doubted she’d ever polled that low in anything in her career. She
stared at the script, and then gently, deliberately, closed it.

Uh-oh.

It was never good when Liz did anything with that kind of
careful, deliberate calm.

She stood, and looked at me for a long moment. The look on
her face was wounded, as though I'd betrayed her somehow.

It killed me. “Liz...” I didn’t know what I would say, but I
wanted to say something, anything, to stop that look.

“I don’t want to talk to you right now, Caid,” she said, holding
up a hand. “I can’t believe you’d...” She shook her head, picked up
the script, and left the room.

“Goddammit!” I spit out after the door had closed behind her. I
tossed my script down in aggravation and shook my head. “I didn’t
do anything!” I rounded on Grant. “Thanks for the heads-up there,
big guy. This may just fuck up our friendship beyond repair, not to
mention our working relationship —a little notice would have been
nice.”
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The room went deathly silent.

No one talked to Grant that way. Especially not some ex-beer
commercial actress. A very expendable ex-beer commercial actress
who had just picked an extremely stupid time to lose her temper.

Under the table, Robyn grabbed my thigh and squeezed hard,
telling me without words to shut the hell up.

I took several deep breaths, trying to regain control. Grant
watched me through narrowed eyes.

“Grant,” Robyn said, in a tone I'd never heard before. It was
soaked in promise, hinted at fantasies come true, and had every
man in the room shifting uncomfortably in their seats. It was sex
and heat and forbidden things, meant to get attention, then to get
Robyn whatever she wanted.

Damn. I needed a trick like that.

“Grant, do you think that Caid and I could talk with you
privately after we finish the read? I think there are some things we
need to discuss.” Her smile promised everything that her voice
had, and more.

Goddamn. And I thought Liz was good at this.

I pried her hand off my thigh and gently placed it back in her
lap. Even though I was aware of its manipulative intent, I was far
from immune to Robyn’s sudden come-and-get-it aura. Her hand
on that area of my anatomy...I could do without it.

She glanced at me quickly and I gave her a tight smile,
assuring her that I was back in control of my suicidal, producer-
insulting urges.

“Of course, Robyn,” Grant agreed obediently, forgetting my
transgressions for the moment. He looked around the table. “In
fact, why don’t we wrap this up? Read through the rest on your
own, let Kenny or Bren know if you’ve got any comments or
suggestions before the writer’s meeting, tomorrow at two. Okay?”

From the pitying looks thrown my way as the others left the
room, I knew that I needed to administer a major dose of damage
control.

Pucker lips and apply to insulted ass, stat.

As the last writer filed from the room, I rose from my chair,
ignoring Robyn’s warning look. I hadn’t needed them much over
the last few years, but I used to work in the service industry, and
my ass-kissing skills were alive and functioning. This was a perfect
time to take them out for a little exercise.

Now, I don’t have the classic beauty of Robyn or Liz, but I do
have big, expressive, green eyes and a full, wide mouth that had
recently been deemed one of television’s twenty most kissable, and
was probably on other lists that I didn’t really want to contemplate.
I turned those big eyes on Grant and arranged my face in a
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properly sorrowful expression as I knelt down beside him.

“Grant, I am so sorry I snapped at you. I was upset at Liz’s
reaction, but that’s absolutely no reason to speak to you that way.”
I laid a hand on his arm. “I hope you can accept my apology. I
promise it will never, ever happen again.”

After several moments of me kneeling beside him, in essence
begging for forgiveness, Grant nodded. “See that it doesn’t,
Caidence. See that it doesn’t.”

“It won’t.” 1 squeezed his arm in thanks and straightened,
smiling slightly at Robyn’s surprised expression. I couldn’t fault
her for her surprise; until recently, she’d been under the impression
that I had the intellect and maturity level of a twelve-year-old.

My job re-secured, I walked back to my chair and dropped into
it heavily, the problem with Liz filling my thoughts. I forgot all
about that kissing-Robyn-in-front-of-a-bunch-of-cameras thing.

Not for long.

“Grant,” Robyn said, “about this script. I really wish you had
run it by us before okaying it. This is something I'll need to talk
over with Mark.” Mark Goodhead was her agent, and Robyn would
want to talk to him about how this might affect her future
prospects, career-wise.

“Do you need to talk to someone, too?” Grant asked me,
dragging me back in conversation. The look on his face was
predatory —the wrong answer and my groveling would be for
nothing.

Robyn had been in the business much longer than I had been,
modeling for the first few years before moving into acting, and over
her last three seasons on In Their Defense, she had surprised a lot of
people by taking a minor, supposedly unlikable character and
transforming her into one of the show’s driving plot forces. Robyn
Ward had enough of a name, enough of a foothold, to decline this
script and withstand any backlash. Caidence Harris did not.
Despite the popularity of 9th Precinct, 1 was still a newbie in the
business, and couldn’t afford to turn this down. Especially after
being a colossal ass to a man who could break my career with a few
casual words.

He knew it, and I knew it.

“No, I'm fine with it,” I answered, as he knew I would.

In eight days’ time, when we started shooting for this script,
I'd be kissing a woman on camera. It was up to Robyn who that
woman would be.

WE WALKED BACK to the trailer in silence after our meeting
with Grant, my mind back on Liz, and how to fix the sudden rift
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between us. I'd think about having to kiss Robyn, or some other
woman, later.

When I could freak out in private.

Robyn was busy on her cell phone, setting up a meeting with
her agent. She told him they needed to talk about “an interesting
opportunity.”

An interesting way to put it.

We walked across the lot, and my steps slowed to a stop as we
passed Liz’s trailer. I felt a gentle pressure on my arm.

“I don’t think talking to her right now is such a good idea,
Caid.” Robyn said softly. I hesitated, and she wrapped a long-
fingered hand around my wrist, stopping me from moving toward
the trailer. “Trust me, Caid. Just let her be for a while. Try
tomorrow.”

She tugged lightly in the direction of our trailer and after a
moment, I started walking again. We entered the trailer without
speaking; I walked around, absentmindedly picking up the few
things I'd left out that morning before the table read.

“Caid...”

I swung around, blinking at her. “Hmm?”

She looked as though she was going to say something, but then
changed her mind. “So, what about this little trip you were talking
about? I've got...” she looked at the bulky silver watch on her wrist,
“two and a half hours, give or take.”

“Oh.” I stood staring at her stupidly.

“We're still on, right? You promised me lunch, Harris. Don’t
let me down.”

My lips curled into a smile. “Well, I do hate to disappoint.”

“Good. I hate to be disappointed.” She held her arms out and
looked down at herself. “Am I dressed appropriately for this trip?”

I cocked my head to the side, taking the offered opportunity to
study her from head to toe. “You're perfect,” I said, and meant it. I
looked at her feet. “Those look pretty comfy. Can you walk in those
sandals?”

She raised both eyebrows. “Will I need to?”

“It’s a good possibility,” I replied vaguely.

“I can.”

“Well then. Like I said —perfect.” I grinned, and grabbed a
small duffel bag off the table. “Let’s get out of here.”

I led the way to my baby, a metallic blue Audi S4 Cabriolet
convertible. It had been my first big purchase after landing my
four-year deal on 9P; completely frivolous, impractical, and I loved
it. The top was already down—1I'd left it down that morning when
I drove in—and I tossed my bag in the back seat, pulling the
driver’s side door open and sliding in behind the wheel.
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Robyn moved around the car slowly, giving it the once-over.
“Oh, Caid, I didn’t know this was yours. I've wondered. This car is
great.” Robyn trailed a finger along the hood as she walked to the
other side, pulled open the door, and slipped in beside me. “I've
always wanted a convertible, but I'm depressingly practical about
things like that.” She ran a hand over the dashboard with a
delighted smile. “This is so cool.”

Lucky damn dashboard.

I patted the steering wheel. “Twila, this is Robyn. Robyn,
Twila.”

Yes, I name my cars. I know, I'm a dork, and I was definitely
clueing Robyn in to my dorkiness, but I didn’t really care. I was
glad to be leaving the complex for a while, and happy to have her
along as company.

She patted the dashboard, her face completely serious. “Nice to
meet ya, Twila.”

The woman is perfect.

I shook my head and checked my pockets for the keys,
grunting when [ remembered that I'd left them in my bag. I reached
back through the space between our seats and pulled the bag into
my lap, grabbing the keys from where they were clipped in the
outside pocket, and rummaging around a bit more before pulling
out a faded baseball cap from a charity event I'd done a few years
back.

“Might get a little breezy,” I said, and handed the cap to her
before zipping the bag up and tossing it in back.

“Thanks.” She was already pulling her long braid through the
hole in back and settling it on her head. “So, where are we going?”

She looked adorable. How can someone look so goddamn sexy
and adorable at the same time? I shook my head again and started
the car. “To lunch.”

She leaned back in soft leather and smiled. “To lunch.”

The network’s production complex was on the western edge of
Pasadena, and I hopped on 210 for a bit before exiting north on
Lake Avenue. Having the top down made conversation difficult, so
by unspoken agreement we just enjoyed the sunshine and cool
breeze with minimal conversation. At a deli along the way, I ran in
and picked up a bag of goodies, and then we continued on through
Altadena and on to Chaney Trail.

I caught Robyn’s smile out of the corner of my eye when we
passed the sign telling us we were entering Angeles National
Forest, and let out a relieved sigh, not realizing that I had been
worried she would be less than thrilled with our destination. I
pulled the car into a parking spot, noting with satisfaction that
there were only a few other cars in the lot.
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Robyn turned to me, still smiling. “So, this is lunch?”

“Nope.” I grabbed the deli bag, pushed the button to put the
convertible top back up, and rolled up the windows, not wanting to
tempt anyone with a wide-open car. “You're going to have to work
just a little for your lunch.”

I opened the door and got out, and she did the same.

“Hey,” she said as she slammed the door. “No one said
anything about working for my lunch.”

I just smiled and started walking, confident she would follow.
We walked through a small campground, following the signs to
Millard Canyon Falls. The trail wound along a stream through a
small, shaded canyon, and we reached the falls in less than fifteen
minutes. The area around the falls was empty; the owners of the
cars in the lot must have hiked on further behind the falls to the
mine.

I led us off the trail, over a few boulders, and under a tall oak
tree near the canyon wall before plopping myself down on a flat
rock. Robyn folded herself gracefully beside me, staring at the fifty-
foot cascade of water not twenty yards from us. The stream was
high from recent rains, and the falls were impressive. We hadn’t
spoken once during the short walk, but the silence had seemed
comfortable, and not at all strained.

I opened the deli bag, and the crinkling of paper attracted
Robyn’s attention. She looked at me expectantly. “So this is lunch?”
she asked hopefully.

I pulled two sandwiches, two bottles of water, a slightly greasy
bag of kettle chips, an apple, an orange, and a brownie out of the
bag, along with some napkins. “This is lunch.” I handed her a
sandwich and a bottle of water. “Apple or orange?”

“Orange, please.”

I handed her the orange, and took a swig of water as she
unwrapped her sandwich.

She peeled back the bread, frowning slightly. “Roast beef?”

“I've got turkey and avocado, if you’'d rather. I'll take that
one.

She was still looking at the sandwich. “What if I'm
vegetarian?”

I had taken another drink of water and stopped mid-swig. 1
lowered the bottle. “Are you?” Shit. I should have asked, instead of
just assuming...

“Hell, no.” She took a huge bite of the sandwich, chewing
happily for a while and finally swallowing. “I just wondered how
you knew I liked roast beef.”

I sighed in relief. “You just seemed like a roast beef kind of
gal.”
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She stopped eating for a moment, contemplating that. “I don’t
know if I should be offended by that or not.”

“I didn’t mean...”

“Caid,” she laughed, and took another bite, talking around it.
“I'm kidding.”

“Oh.”

We sat in silence for a while, eating our lunches and listening
to the splash of the water against the rocks. When I was finished, I
balled up the wax paper my sandwich had been wrapped in and
put it back in the bag. Popping a chip into my mouth, I leaned back
on my elbows and closed my eyes, crunching slowly.

“How was Brazil?” I asked eventually, opening my eyes and
sliding them over to her. “You know they showed you almost as
much as Josh?”

She laughed, and leaned back next to me. “Caid, you wouldn’t
believe it. It was insane. I'd look across the court during this
intense point, and the camera that was supposed to be pointed at
the players was pointing at me. And, God, every time we’d go
anywhere, this huge cadre of photographers would follow...”

“That seems to happen to the two of you here in the States, as
well.”

“To some extent, yes, but nothing like that. Josh loves the
attention, though.” She shuddered. “Ugh. I can’t stand it.”

That surprised me. She seemed very comfortable in the
spotlight, as though she liked it.

“Josh played well,” I said, after a few more minutes of silence.

“He did, didn’t he?” She tipped her head back and closed her
eyes, catching a stray bit of sunshine through the leaves and giving
me an excellent view along the smooth, kissable line of her throat
and down to the hint of cleavage where the edge of her shirt dipped
lowest.

I looked away and cleared my throat. “That match against
Gruspania...that was a close one.”

She smiled, her eyes still closed. “I was afraid he’d be so upset
after that one. He’s usually such a baby when he thinks he didn’t
play as well as he could have. He wasn’t, though.”

We both sat quietly for a few minutes, and then Robyn
chuckled. “He wants to meet you, actually.”

I looked over at her, perplexed. “He does?”

“Oh, he won't admit it, but I remember when I first started
getting time on 9th Precinct, and Josh was all excited that I'd get to
work with Caidence Harris, the hottest Ballentine Babe ever.”

“Oh, God,” I groaned, and closed my eyes. In my beer
commercial days, I hawked Ballentine Pilsner, a German-style beer,
brewed in America, with an Irish name. It was surprisingly
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popular, especially with the college crowd, and several commercial
spots of me in a bikini top and obscenely tight jeans certainly
hadn’t hurt sales any. “You're kidding.”

“Nope, his exact words.” She was quiet for a few seconds. “I'd
like you to.”

I opened my eyes and looked over at her. She’d been watching
me, but looked away.

“You’d like me to what?”

She looked back. “Meet him. Maybe we could all have dinner
sometime. You could bring...a date, if you want...I mean, if you're
seeing anyone...” Her voice was rushed, and then trailed off. She
looked back at the falls.

Wonderful. Girl-talk about my love life with the object of my
unrequited affection.

“I'm not,” I said with a wry smile. “Frankly, I don’t know how
you have time for it. I usually fall into bed as soon as I get home. I
can hardly get up the energy to brush my teeth, much less date.
And that would be nice, by the way.”

She had been listening intently, and frowned at the last bit.
“Pardon?”

“Dinner,” I clarified. “Or something, with you and Josh. If it’s
okay that it’s just me, sans date.”

“Just you will do just fine. Tomorrow night?” she asked
hopefully.

“Um...” She’d caught me off-guard. I ran through my schedule
for the next day. “We're shooting in the city tomorrow, so I
probably won’t be done until eight or so...”

“Come to the house. Josh will grill. He can’t boil an egg, but
the boy can grill.” She touched my arm briefly. “Unless that’s too
late?” Her head was cocked slightly to the side, watching me with
those impossibly dark eyes. She’d left the hat in the car, and wisps
of dark hair had come loose from the braid and blown across her
face.

I struggled to breathe, overwhelmed by a sudden flood of
emotion. Sometimes just looking at her did that to me. She was so
damn beautiful it made me ache.

“No, it’s not too late. I'd love to,” I managed.

She smiled brilliantly, our eyes met, and the ache intensified.

I jumped to my feet, brushed the dirt off my jeans, and
gathered the remains of our lunch. “We’d better head back.”

“Oh. Yeah.” She sounded disappointed, but slowly climbed to
her feet. “I guess so.” Her hand brushed down my back, leaving a
trail of delicious tingles in its wake. “Thanks, Caid. This was really
nice. Is this a regular thing for you?”

I looked around for a moment, regaining my equilibrium, and
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shrugged. “Depends, I guess. I like to get away from the set when I
can, and there are lots of spots in Angeles within a half-hour or
forty-five minute drive. I picked this one because it was close, and 1
didn’t know how far you wanted to walk in sandals. I usually like
to hike a little further.”

“I’ll leave a pair of hikers in the trailer, then, so next time, I'll
be prepared.” She was stretching her arms over her head, leaning
one way and then the other to loosen her back, and didn’t notice the
huge grin on my face.

Next time.

Hot damn. I liked the sound of that.

I packed away our trash and unwrapped the brownie, breaking
it in half and handing one part to Robyn. “Energy,” I said, “for the
long, brutal hike back.”

She eyed the treat before taking it with a sigh of resignation.
“If I keep hanging out with you, I'm going to have to add another
mile to my morning run.”

I grinned, and took a bite, chewing happily. “You run?”

She nodded, nibbling on her portion daintily. “Yeah, I started
in college...just kind of a habit now. I swim, too, a couple times a
week. It was either that or stop eating, and I love to eat.”

That explained the lithe, sinewy arms and well-muscled
shoulders. Not that I was looking or anything. “How far do you
usually run?”

“Around five miles, I guess.”

I nodded. That was about what I did most mornings, too.
Casually, I said, “We should go together sometime.”

She smiled. “Sounds like a good idea. It'd be nice to run with
someone again...I used to run with Josh, but he’s got this whole ‘I
am a professional athlete and must crush you’ thing going on.” She
said the last with an Arnold Schwarzenegger accent. “I finally told
him to go try to crush someone else. Now he pays someone to get
crushed.”

I laughed, and stuffed the last bit of brownie into my mouth
before leading the way back to the trail; it was wide enough, so we
started back walking side by side.

“I promise not to crush you. In fact, with those endless legs of
yours, I imagine you’ll be the one doing the crushing.”

Jesus. Did I just say that?

Robyn shot me a curious look, but didn’t comment. “It’s a
deal.”

We walked quietly for a few more minutes, Robyn dropping
back behind me when we came up on a group of three chatty,
middle-aged women heading to the falls. The woman at the head of
the group blinked at me in hazy recognition.
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“Hi,” 1 said, and smiled when her eyes widened in surprise.

“Hello, ladies.” Robyn’s throaty voice drew the woman’s
attention away from me, and her eyes widened further, to near
saucer-size. She slowed as we passed, watching us open-mouthed.
The two women behind her, absorbed in conversation, bumped into
her back with squawks of surprise. Robyn and I walked on, both
smiling at the furious whispering behind us.

Robyn took two long strides and was beside me again, looking
around at the canyon walls with a contented smile. She looked at
ease, comfortable in this kind of activity.

“l don’t suppose you mountain bike, do you?” I asked
suddenly.

“I haven’t before.” She looked over at me and smiled. “But I've
been wanting to try.”

Hot damn.

I PULLED TWILA into her parking space thirty minutes later,
laughing when Robyn patted her gently on the dash and
whispered, “Thank you.”

“Maybe you should get your own, Robyn.” I got out, grabbed
my duffel from the back and slung it over my shoulder.

She fell into step beside me. “Don’t need to now —I'll just have
you chauffeur me around.”

I think she expected a comeback, but I had absolutely no
problem with it, so I just smiled.

We walked to the trailer and I entered first, stopping abruptly
when I saw a haggard-looking Liz on my couch.

“Caid...” She made as if to rise, then sank back down when she
spotted Robyn behind me. She looked from me to Robyn, frowning.

Robyn stepped slightly in front of me, her stance relaxed but
perceptively aggressive. I looked over at her in surprise. Robyn,
defending me? The thought made me ridiculously happy,
regardless of whether it was true or not.

I put my hand on her arm gently and stepped back in front of
her. “Liz, I'm glad you’re here...”

Liz’s eyes darted to each of our faces, then down to where my
hand was still on Robyn’s arm. Her frown deepened. She stared for
a moment, then shook her head slightly and stood. “Hi, Robyn.”
She flicked a glance at the dark-haired woman by my side, and then
settled her eyes back on me. “Do you mind if I talk to Caid a
minute?”

Robyn gave me a searching look, and I smiled, assuring her
that it was okay. She looked back at Liz. “Sure, Liz. I need to get
back to ITD anyway.” She placed a light hand on my shoulder and
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squeezed gently. “Thanks for today, Caid. It was the nicest lunch
I’ve had in quite a while. I'll call you about tomorrow?”

I nodded, smiling. Robyn threw one final glance at Liz, then
left.

Liz frowned after her as the door closed. “What’s up with
her?”

I shrugged and watched her, trying to gauge her mood. I was
hoping she was here to talk things out, but it was just as likely that
she was here to yell at me—maybe I shouldn’t have sent Robyn off,
after all.

She turned abruptly and pulled me into a brief but forceful
hug. Liz wasn’t normally very touchy, and I was surprised into
stillness. Before 1 could respond, she stepped back, looking
embarrassed.

“Liz...”

“Here.” She thrust something at me, and I automatically
opened my hand to receive it. “I'm sorry I was such a bitch, Caid. I
never wanted to be that way with you.”

I'looked at the objects in my hand. Three miniature Cookies "N’
Cream candy bars.

“Paula said that maybe I should get you flowers or something,
but I know you hate crap like that, since they just die and stink up
your trailer, and, hell, everyone always sends flowers to suck up,
and I know you're a freak for these stupid chocolate things...” Liz
rattled on, and I just watched her, smiling slightly.

I am a freak for these stupid little candy bars. Maybe four
people in the world knew that about me. Liz had remembered, and
without Paula’s help.

I'love it when people surprise me in a good way.

“..I was just so goddamned mad at Grant for blindsiding me
like that...”

“Liz, it's okay.”

She paused. “Really?”

I nodded. “Really.”

Her whole body slumped in relief, and she sank down on the
couch. “Thank God.”

“But, for the record,” I added, “Charming Liz is still my
favorite.”

She bit her lip. “I'm really sorry, Caid.”

“I know you are, hon.” I unwrapped one of the candy bars and
offered it to her. “Want one?”

She grimaced. “God, no. Those things are disgusting. I don’t
know how you eat them. They look like squares of lard with ants in
them.”

The candy paused on its way to my mouth. I looked at it—
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really looked at it—and saw that she was right. “When in your
entire life have you seen a square of lard, woman?” I popped the
candy into my mouth, trying not to think of lard and ants.

She sniffed. “I know what lard looks like.”

“Because you cook with it so often.”

“Hey, I watch Iron Chef. Those guys are big on lard.” Her eyes
widened. “Hell, the other night I saw them do this thing with some
fucked-up kind of melon and a part of a shark that should never be
shown on television...”

My loud laugh echoed off the walls of the trailer. I love this
woman, and it was nice to be reminded why.

She stopped mid-sentence and frowned. “What?”

“Liz, don’t ever change.”

She smiled beautifully. “Well of course not, sugar. Why mess
with perfection?”

Why, indeed. I laughed again and sat down on the couch next
to her.

“So we’re okay?” she asked again.

“We're fine.”

She turned to me, suddenly very serious. “You're one of the
only real friends I have around here, Caid. I couldn’t stand it if
something messed that up.”

“I'd be pretty damn upset about it too, Liz,” I said, and patted
her on the thigh. “And I think you have a lot more friends around
than you think.”

I leaned back in the cushions with a deep sigh. So far today, my
character’s direction on the show had taken an “interesting” new
turn, I'd nearly lost a good friend, I almost sank my career, and I
moved into a new phase of a promising friendship with a woman I
wanted far more than friendship from. It had been one hell of a
day, and it was barely half over.

“Speaking of friends, you and Robyn seemed pretty chummy. I
didn’t know you two hung out.”

“We hadn’t, really, before today. I needed to get away from the
set for a while, and Robyn came along.”

“Oh, Caid...you didn’t take her on one of your nature hikes,
did you?” She wrinkled her nose in distaste. I'd asked Liz along on
one of my trips once, after which we both agreed I would never ask
again. Nature was not Liz’s thing.

“She liked it,” I said, somewhat defensively.

“I knew there was something off about that woman...”

“There is not!” The vehemence in my voice startled both of us.

“Whoa, Caid, I was joking. I actually kind of like Robyn.
Anyone who can shut Arturo up with a look is okay in my book.”

I rubbed my face and sighed. “Sorry, I'm a little on edge today,
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I guess.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes. I looked at my watch,
noting I needed to be in makeup soon.

“Caid?” Liz was staring into space, a puzzled expression on
her face.

“Hmm?”

“Why do you think no one thinks I'd kiss a woman?”

Oh, boy. I knew those stupid numbers would worry her. “I
don’t know, Liz, but I wouldn’t worry about it too much. It’s just a
test group.”

She nodded, and fell silent for a while. “Have you?”

I'd been idly studying the ceiling, and turned my head toward
her. “Have I what?”

“Kissed a woman?”

“No,” I answered honestly, after a moment of hesitation.

But I've wanted to. God, how 1've wanted to. During the scene with
Robyn, today at the table read, at the falls, and every damn time Robyn
walks in the room...

“Have you ever wanted to?”

I drew in a surprised breath, and Liz looked over at me
curiously. I sat for a moment, then cleared my throat and said
quietly, “Yes.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “That must be it. I never have.
Wanted to kiss a woman, I mean.”

I stared. I wasn’t sure what reaction I was expecting, but it
certainly wasn’t calm logic.

She pushed herself off the couch using the armrest and one of
my knees. “Well, I've got a two o’clock call-time. Paula’s going to
be over here pounding on the door any moment. Might as well save
her the trip.” She stopped at the door. “I'm glad we’re okay, Caid.”

I found my voice. “Me, too.”

She opened the door, and looked over her shoulder. “And
you’re not off the hook about this kissing a woman thing. We’ll talk
about that later.”

The door closed with a loud snick.

I groaned, and put my face in my hands.

Great. Just great.



Chapter
Four

NIGHT WAS MOVING quickly from the orange flair of sunset
into the deep gray of dusk when I turned onto a quiet cul-de-sac
and spotted the high, white stucco wall Robyn had mentioned in
her directions. Behind the wall, through an abundance of
unidentifiable greenery, I could see glimpses of red-tiled roofs,
arched windows, and more white stucco. Muted lamp-light glowed
weakly from within two miniature campaniles set atop the wall,
marking the entrance to a walled cobblestone drive, and following
Robyn’s instructions, I pulled in and parked Twila in front of one of
the heavy wooden doors of a three-car garage. I checked that my
hair wasn’t too wild-looking after a full day of shooting in the city,
grabbed the bottle of wine I'd stopped for on my way over, and let
myself through a wrought-iron gate just to the left of the garage.
On the other side of the gate, I followed a curved, red sandstone
path that sloped gently up through established, well-kept
landscaping, and finally climbed the two steps up onto a wide front
porch.

An arched, wooden door carved with intricate Mexican
designs greeted me, and after pausing for a moment to calm my
nerves, I pushed the lit doorbell and stepped back, shifting
nervously from foot to foot and gripping the bottle of wine tightly.
I took another step back to get a better look at the house, noting
that it was smaller than I'd expected, at least at first glance, though
I knew how deceiving that could be in hilly areas like Silver Lake.
The rounded lines, white walls, and low red roof blended nicely
with the surrounding greenery and landscape, giving it a warm,
welcoming feel despite the obvious privacy measures that Robyn
had taken. It was private without being a fortress, and that was
something hard to come by and even harder to afford in this town.

The door rattled, interrupting my architectural musings, and 1
drew a deep breath, plastering what I hoped was a pleasant smile
on my face. The heavy wood swung inward to reveal a tall, blond-
haired man with light blue eyes and a mega-watt smile, currently
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aimed at me.

“Ms. Harris,” he held out a large hand, “it’s great to meet you.
Josh Riley.”

Like I didn’t know who he was.

In photographs, Josh Riley was an attractive man, but in the
flesh, he was quite a bit more than that. I felt an instant, visceral
reaction, and had to squelch an urge to touch him to see if he was
real.

Good God. No wonder people followed these two around,
wanting pictures.

Slightly dazed, I took his hand. “Caidence Harris. Please, call
me Caid.”

His grip was strong without being overbearing. “Caid,” he
said, as though trying it out. He grinned. “And you should call me
Josh.” Before releasing my hand, he tugged me lightly through the
door and closed it behind us.

I held up the wine. “Robyn said not to bring anything, but my
mother would kill me if I showed up empty-handed.”

“Ah. Fully house-trained. No wonder Robyn likes you.” He
took my hand again. “I'll let you deliver that yourself. Robby’s just
in the kitchen, I think.”

I let him pull me further into the house, slightly disconcerted
by his complete disregard of the physical boundaries that normally
existed between virtual strangers. He led me past a curving, stone
stairway going up to our left, and down a wide hallway, our
footsteps muffled by expensive-looking woven rugs that covered
smooth tile floors.

A railed landing at the end of the hall overlooked a huge, open
living room with a two-story wall of glass offering a breathtaking
view of Los Angeles at night.

I stopped, pulling Josh to a halt as well. “Wow.”

“Nice, isn’t it?” He tugged me toward a gently curving
wrought-metal staircase with tiled steps that led down to the main
level. “You should see the view of the mountains in the daytime.
That’s really why she paid out the ass for this place.”

“l bet,” 1 murmured, following Josh down the stairs, still
gazing at the view.

The staircase widened at the bottom and spilled out into the
living room where more woven rugs and several pieces of sage-
gray furniture covered tiled floors. As we hit the bottom of the
steps, Josh paused, glancing around. “Robby? Your guest is here.”

“Caid.” The husky voice affected me like a jolt of electricity
and 1 dropped Josh’s hand hastily, afraid my feelings could
somehow be transferred by the contact. Robyn emerged from a
wide arched opening that led into a large kitchen, wiping her hands
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on a towel. “I'm so glad you could make it. Welcome.”

“Thanks,” I said, unable to stop the large smile that spread
across my face at the sight of her. Her long hair fell loose down her
back and she wore a faded green T-shirt tucked into worn jeans and
no shoes.

This was by far my favorite view in the house.

She answered my smile with one of her own, and we stood like
that for several moments, until Josh tried to move past her into the
kitchen.

“Where’s my meat, woman? I'm starving.”

Robyn threw the towel over her shoulder and stopped him
with a hand to his chest. “Uh-uh. Stay out of my kitchen, grill-boy.”
She turned him around and motioned to a sliding glass door
leading out onto a wide deck. “Go light the grill and I'll bring it out
to you.”

He pouted a little, but did as she asked, flashing me a quick
grin as he walked by. Robyn watched him go with a fond smile and
motioned for me to follow her into the kitchen.

“You have a beautiful home, Robyn. That view is incredible,” I
told her as we walked under the arched entrance.

She glanced over her shoulder at me with a slight smile. “Isn’t
it great? Yeah, that pretty much sold me on the place.” She turned
when she reached the counter and gestured at a foil-covered pan.
“I"d give you a tour, but I need to get this out to Josh—he’s a pest
when he’s hungry. How about later?”

“Please. I'd love to see the rest.”

She nodded, and glanced at the wine in my hand. “Want me to
open that?”

“Oh. Not necessarily, unless you want to.” I held it out to her
and she took it, glancing at the label and treating me to a raised
eyebrow.

It was a nice wine. At least it better be, for what I paid for it.

“I'll let you get away with it this time, but next time you really
don’t need to bring anything.” She glanced at the label again. “I
think we’ll save this one for later. I've got a merlot open that I've
been working on,” she motioned to an opened bottle and half-full
glass on the counter, “or there’s beer, or pop...I think I've got some
iced tea made. Or a cocktail of some sort, if you'd rather.”

I nodded at the open bottle. “Some of that would be great,
thanks.”

She picked up the foil-covered pan and handed it to me. “If
you take this out to Josh, I'll bring you out a glass.”

“Hey!” I took the pan with a mock-pout. “No one told me I'd
have to work for my dinner.”

“At least you've got the right shoes,” she said with a smile.
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“Now shoo. Ill be out in a second.”

I wandered through the living room and out onto the deck,
spotting Josh in a corner where the deck wrapped around the other
side of the house, scrubbing vigorously at a monstrous grill with a
wire brush.

“Delivery for you.” I walked over and set the pan down on a
nearby table.

“Oh, great!” He set down the brush and rubbed his hands
together in anticipation before peeling the foil back to reveal three
large steaks, a pile of chopped peppers, onions and zucchini, and a
dish filled with marinade. “You are in for a treat. I don’t know what
magic sauce stuff Robyn puts on these steaks, but it's damn tasty.”

“It looks wonderful,” I said, meaning it. My stomach grumbled
in agreement.

Josh and I chatted about the art of grilling until Robyn brought
out our drinks, then the two of them proceeded to charm the hell
out of me with their comfortable banter and obvious affection for
each other. Josh told some hilarious stories about his life on tour
and some of the other players, and Robyn countered with tales of
her days as a model and a recent encounter with a very enthusiastic
fan.

By the time we sat down to dinner at the heavy wooden table
in a dining nook on the far side of the spacious kitchen, my sides
ached from laughing, and the three of us were giggling like
teenagers. By the time dinner was through, I felt as comfortable
with the two of them as I had with anyone in a long, long time.

We all chipped in clearing the table and stacking the dishes
next to the sink, and then Josh announced that he needed to head
home. That surprised me —1I'd just assumed that this was home.

“Amazing how you always mange to leave just when it’s time
to do dishes,” Robyn said dryly, slapping him lightly on the
stomach.

“My timing is impeccable, isn’t it?” He smiled charmingly and
wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. She
leaned into him, resting her chin on his shoulder and threading her
arms around his waist. They stood like that for several long
seconds, and I wanted to look away but couldn’t. They were
beautiful together.

Finally, he kissed her dark hair, murmuring, “Love you.”

“Love you too,” she answered.

They untangled themselves from each other with a final,
private smile, and Josh turned to me, grinning hugely. “Caid.” He
took my hand and held it within both of his. “It's been a true
pleasure to meet you. I hope I get to see a lot more of you.”

“Me, too,” I said, and meant it. I stepped forward to kiss him
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on the cheek.

He was surprised but pleased, and bent his head in an
endearing display of bashfulness.

Well, if Robyn wasn’t going to fall madly in love with me, I
supposed she could do a lot worse.

“I'll walk you out,” Robyn said, and glanced over at me. “Be
right back.”

I nodded and turned to the sink, secretly relieved to miss their
final good-byes, which would no doubt be steamier than the chaste,
almost sisterly one I had witnessed.

I could hear the low murmur of voices, and Josh’s laughter,
followed by Robyn’s. Then the door closed and Robyn’s bare feet
padded back down the stairs.

I started rinsing off plates, stacking them by the side of the
sink. Robyn came in and pulled out what I had assumed was a
cupboard, but turned out to be a dishwasher.

“Clever,” I said, and started setting the plates inside while
Robyn moved next to me at the sink and took over my rinsing job,
handing me dishes as she finished. We were through within five
minutes and I wiped my hands on a towel, chewing on the inside of
my cheek. Robyn had been silent since she came back into the
kitchen. That was probably my cue to leave.

“Well,” 1 said, smiling brightly, “I guess I'd better head out,
too. Thanks so much for dinner...it was delicious. And Josh is a
sweetheart. You're very lucky.”

And he’s the luckiest person on this planet.

She picked up her wine glass and swirled what was left,
smiling the affectionate smile that I’d begun to associate with Josh.
“Yes, I'm very lucky to have Josh in my life. He’s the best friend I
could ever ask for.” She looked over at me, hesitated, and
continued, “Do you need to go home? Or can you stay for a while? I
still owe you the grand tour, remember?”

I corralled my giddiness, fighting down the urge to grin like a
maniac. “I can stay.”

“Great.” Her happy smile, showing even, white teeth and
crinkling the corners of her eyes just a little, brought on another
one of those breathless moments that I'd labeled “Robyn Rush.” I
looked down at the towel in my hands and took a few steadying
breaths.

She poured us both another glass of wine, handed me mine,
and grabbed my hand. “Venido. Right this way for the tour.”

I wondered if this habit of dragging people around by the hand
was one she’d picked up from Josh, or if he’d picked it up from her.
Either way, I wasn’t complaining, enjoying the casual contact as she
led me enthusiastically around her home, showing me two spare
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rooms, a shared full bath, an exercise room, a laundry room, and a
recreation room with a fancy home theater system on the carpeted
lower floor, plus two more spare rooms, both with their own half-
baths, on the entry floor. We took the curving stairway near the
front door that I'd noticed when I first came in, and at the top of the
stairs was a huge room with a gigantic bed on a simple log frame,
the headboard filled with books.

Robyn dropped my hand, muttering, “One sec,” before
crossing the room to disappear into an arched doorway that led to a
large walk-in closet.

I stood stock-still. I was standing in Robyn Ward’s bedroom.

I glanced around nervously, shifting uncomfortably and trying
not to stare at the bed. I felt like a voyeur and it was not a pleasant
feeling.

Robyn emerged from the closet with a sweatshirt in one hand
and another shirt draped over her shoulder. She gestured vaguely
around the room. “So, this is the master bedroom...” she pointed
with the sweatshirt to a small doorway, “Master bath in there,” she
pointed with her wine glass, “closet there, bed there, the usual
stuff.”

I nodded and looked that way politely, trying not to really look
at the bed where Robyn slept, every night, wearing God knows
what, or what not.

“But what I really want to show you is out here,” she went on,
and gestured to a set of French doors as she tossed the sweatshirt at
me. “Here, it’s getting a little chilly.”

I snagged it out of the air on pure reflex, my mind still busy
with the fact that I was standing in her bedroom, and mutely
followed her through the doors out onto another deck. This one
was smaller and cozier, offering an even better view of the city,
with a low table and a large Adirondack chair taking up a good
portion of the space. Robyn set her wine and the shirt down on the
table and ducked back inside, emerging moments later carrying a
high-backed chair that I'd noticed tucked under a desk in the
corner of the bedroom.

“I don’t get much company up here,” she said in explanation,
setting the chair on the other side of the table. She picked up her
shirt and threaded long arms through the sleeves, buttoning up a
few of the buttons as she sat down in the chair she’d just set down,
and motioned me to take the Adirondack. “Have a seat.”

I set my wine glass next to hers on the table and quickly pulled
the sweatshirt over my head, settling it down around my torso. The
cloth was soft and warm against the skin of my arms, and it smelled
like her. I had to stop myself from burying my face in the folds and
just breathing the scent of her in.
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Difficult to explain that kind of behavior.

I settled into the chair, and we sat looking over the city, not
speaking. Or rather, Robyn sat looking over the city —I spent more
of my time watching Robyn’s profile in the dim light, wanting to
trace every curve, every line, every hollow.

“This is a great place, Robyn,” I said eventually, dragging my
eyes back to the cityscape.

“Yeah,” she sighed contentedly. “I love it here.”

“I can see why.”

She picked up her glass and held it balanced on her thigh,
tracing the rim absently with a thin, elegant finger. “I'm going to
miss it. I'll be gone most of the summer filming on another project.
Lynne Wesson’s latest. We’ll be on location in the Florida Keys for
about half of it, and then in New York for soundstage work.”

I loved her hands. The fingers were long and slender, strong
and graceful...she used her hands often when she spoke, and I'd
caught myself several times that evening mesmerized by the
movements of those hands.

Her words finally registered and I dragged my eyes away from
her hands and leaned forward. Lynne Wesson was a hot
independent director, and landing a role in one of her movies was
quite a coup. “Lynne Wesson? Robyn, that’s great! Hell, that’s
fantastic!” I touched her on the arm. “Congratulations.”

She looked over at me with a pleased, slightly embarrassed
smile. “Thanks. I'm a little freaked out about it, to be completely
honest. I don’t even know how in the hell I got the part.” She
laughed and shook her head. “I didn’t even see the script first—1I
just got this call out of the blue from one of Lynne’s assistants,
wondering if I wanted to read for a part in her new film. Auditions
were in New York and, damn, I couldn’t get on the plane fast
enough. I met her, and after we’d talked about five minutes —she
kind of weirded me out because she kept staring at me—she told
me I had the part, handed me the script, and left. I didn’t even have
to read for it. It was pretty damn strange, but I'm not complaining.”

“I bet you're not. Have you done films before?”

“No...well, a made-for-TV thing a few years back where I had
about five lines total, but nothing like this. And the part is a good
one, too. The movie’s about a thirty-something family man from the
Midwest who just walks out on his life one day and goes to the
Florida Keys to try to get some perspective but ends up getting
caught up in a lot of nastiness. She’s cast Lonnie Colchev as the
lead, and I get to play his strung-out, ex-stripper girlfriend. The
working title of the script is Lost Key.” The excitement and pleasure
in her voice was evident.

“Lynne Wesson and Lonnie Colchev? Damn, woman, that
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sounds great,” I said, impressed and a little awed that she was
going to be in a Lynne Wesson movie. Made my summer seem
pretty pathetic.

As if in answer to my thought, she asked, “Got any projects
lined up this summer?”

I laughed. “Well, none as exciting as yours. Let’s see...a golf
tournament right after we break for the summer—and I suck at
golf —a week of remodeling a house in New Mexico on the celebrity
version of Fix This House, a couple charity 5Ks...Connie is still
working on some stuff.” I shrugged. “If it pans out, that’s great; if
not, I won’t be too upset. I kinda like having the free time.”

She took a sip of wine, and glanced at me curiously. “Why are
you doing a golf tournament if you suck at golf?”

“Because Liz doesn’t play golf, and Danny is really
persuasive,” I replied dryly. She raised an eyebrow, and I
elaborated. “Danny is a golf freak. It’s a little scary, actually, how
much that game means to him. Anyway, he got asked to do this
celebrity co-ed tournament, and he agreed to do it, thinking he’d
get Liz to play. The two of them talk golf all the time, so Danny just
assumed she played, but it turns out she doesn’t. She’s just an avid
watcher, and so Danny asked me. But I don’t think he realizes how
truly awful I am at golf. He might as well just play with Liz.”

She chuckled and sighed, settling back into her seat and
stretching her legs out. We were quiet for several minutes, just
enjoying the night and the view.

“Thanks for coming over tonight, Caid,” she said finally, and
looked over at me. “It’s nice to get to know you better.”

I thought of how much I enjoyed her company, how I liked her
intelligence, her humor —and then I remembered how good she and
Josh had looked together in the kitchen. My smile was bittersweet.
“Yes, it is.”

She took a sip of wine and looked away. “Especially since I'm
going to be kissing you in a week or so.”

Goddamn. The woman had all sorts of ways to leave me
breathless.

“You are?” My voice cracked. Like a freaking fourteen-year-
old boy.

“Mm-hmm.” She went back to tracing the rim of her glass,
staring at it intently. “That is, if you're sure you're okay with it. I
know Grant was being kind of a dickhead yesterday and didn’t
give you much choice, so if you're not okay with it, I can probably
talk to someone...”

“No, really. I'm okay with it.” It was nice she was willing to do
that, but I really was fine with it, especially now that I knew it was
going to be her. Although it would probably be better for me if it wasn’t.
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“You're sure?”

“Absolutely.” I frowned, and asked cautiously, “Are you?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good.”

“Good.”

I gulped at my wine. “Uh...how does Josh feel about all this?”

She was quiet for a moment, staring at her glass. “We’re not
together, you know. Not a couple, I mean.” She delivered the
information matter-of-factly, as though she hadn’t just said
something that completely stunned me. Then she laughed.
“Actually, Josh thinks I'm very lucky.”

“Ex-excuse me?” I stammered.

“Josh thinks I'm lucky. To get a chance to kiss you—"

“No, no... I mean the ‘not together” part.” I sat up in my chair
and put my wineglass down. “Robyn, the last time I was at the
store, I saw the two of you on no less than five magazine or
newspaper covers. Most of them speculating on the date of your
impending nuptials, except for the one that said Josh was wildly
jealous because you were pregnant with George Clooney’s baby.”

“Caid,” she said lightly, amusement coloring her tone, “you
should know as well as anyone not to believe a word of that
garbage. Don’t tell me you actually read those things.”

“I was bored,” I mumbled defensively, my head spinning with
the realization that Robyn had suddenly gone from completely,
unattainably safe, to something else. I didn’t know what that “else”
was yet, but it scared the crap out of me. “I don’t...”

“Besides,” she waved her hand dismissively, “I've never even
met George Clooney.”

The look on my face must have been priceless, because when
she looked at me, she burst out laughing. “Oh, God, Caid. You are
so damn cute.”

She thinks I'm cute. I shook my head. I'd think about that later.
Right now, I wanted her to stay on the subject. “I just spent the
evening with the two of you, and you seemed pretty damned
together to me. This isn’t just me believing what I read in the
tabloids, Robyn, this is what the entire world has been led to
believe for the past few years.”

She shrugged and took a sip of wine. “We're good friends and
enjoy being with each other, but we’re not together romantically. If
the tabloids misconstrue that, that’s their problem.”

She seemed so nonchalant about it, and I tried to match her
attitude. Honestly, I should be leaping for joy. Praising the
heavens. She was—technically —single. But instead I was angry.
I'm like any other human being and I don’t like to be duped. Robyn
presented herself to the world as one thing, while the truth was



52 K. E. Lane

something very different. I didn’t like contemplating whether there
were other things about her that might not be genuine.

Conversation after that was forced; she tried to draw me out,
but I was distracted by her announcement and I'm sure my answers
seemed curt, verging on outright rude. When I told her I needed to
head home, she didn’t argue, only nodded resignedly and walked
me to the door.

The mixture of sadness and confusion on her face as we said
painfully polite goodbyes made me feel like an ass, and I berated
myself the entire way home, trying to figure out why I'd reacted
the way I had. So Robyn wasn’t with Josh. So what? So they let the
public think they were. So what?

What really had set me off, I realized, was my fear at her
sudden change in status from forbidden to not-so-forbidden, and
that was ridiculous. She was still just as straight, just as
unattainable, as ever.

Wasn’t she?

That was the question. All my dealings with Robyn up to
now —the smiles, the slightly flirtatious banter, the touches—all
that time I'd been under the impression that she was with Josh. I'd
assumed she was flirtatious by nature, and touchy.

But what if...

What if.

I sighed, frustrated. With guys, it was easy. But I'd never done
this before with a woman. Were the signs the same? How did you
know? How could you tell what was friendship and what was
more?

I let myself into my small, cottage-style house in the hills
outside of La Canada, still puzzling over these questions and no
closer to an answer, although I had come to the conclusion that I
needed to call Robyn first thing in the morning and apologize.

She beat me to it.

The voice on my machine was hesitant and subdued. “Caid, it’s
Robyn. I don’t know what happened, but I feel like somehow I
upset you. Whatever I did, I'm sorry.” There was a sigh and I could
picture her running a hand through her hair. “I'd like to talk to you,
please call me.”

She left a number, which I automatically wrote down and then
stared at.

I picked up the phone and tapped it against my forehead a few
times.

Okay. You can do this. Just tell her you're sorry, that you had a nice
evening — something like that.

I took a breath and punched in the numbers.

Her breathless voice answered on the fourth ring, and I basked
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for just a moment in the warmth that flowed through my body at
the sound.

“Robyn? It’s...”

“Caid.” The relief in her voice was obvious and I kicked myself
again for being such an ass. “Caid, I'm sorry. Whatever I did—"

“No,” I stopped her. “It's me that should apologize. I'm sorry,
Robyn, you just...you just surprised me, and I felt like I'd been lied
to, and I overreacted.”

Ohhh. Good thinking on your feet, Harris. Maybe you should go into
acting.

“Oh.” That stopped her, and it was several seconds before she
spoke again. “I'm sorry, Caid, I never thought about it that way.
Josh and I..we’ve never actually lied about it, but I guess lies of
omission are just as bad. It’s been good for both of our careers to be
seen as a couple...”

“You don’t owe me any explanation, Robyn. It’s your business
and I had no right to act the way I did.”

She sighed. “Caid, I like you. Very much. I haven’t felt...I
haven’t had a new...friend...in a long time. That’s why I told you
tonight.” She paused, and continued quietly, “I'm sorry if you felt
as though I'd lied to you. I didn’t do it purposely. Josh and I, we’ve
just been doing this so long...”

“Are you running in the morning?” I asked abruptly. I didn’t
want to hear her apologize any more for my stupid behavior.

A beat.

“Yes,” came the hesitant answer.

“When?”

“Usually at six-thirty or so.” No hesitation this time.
“Where?”

“Silver Lake trail. I start out from here, there’s an entrance
about five blocks down the hill.”

“I'll see you at six-thirty, then.”

Another pause, then she laughed. “Deal.”

WHEN I PULLED into Robyn’s drive the next morning, she
was already out front, pushing against the garage door and
stretching out her calves. She wore mid-calf black running tights
and a gray and black zip-up top against the morning chill, both
items hugging the flat planes and subtle curves of her body,
accentuating her athletic build and long limbs. I’d been hoping she
wouldn’t run in shorts, not knowing if I could function with a view
of her bare legs, but I wasn’t so sure this was any better.

I took a deep, calming breath, got out of the car and walked
over.
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She smiled a greeting, pulling her hair back into a tight
ponytail as I approached. “Morning.”

“Morning.”

“Gonna be warm enough?” she asked with a teasing grin. I had
chosen loose navy blue running pants, a gray hooded sweatshirt
with the sleeves cut out, and a lightweight white skull hat. It was a
cold morning, and I hated running cold, especially my ears.
Compared to Robyn, though, I looked like a thug.

I smiled back at the jab, wondering if I should bring up the
night before or wait for her to do it.

“Ready to go?” she asked, bouncing on her toes a few times.

Or maybe we wouldn’t talk about it at all. That was okay by
me.

“Sure.”

She nodded and set off down the drive at a good clip. I chased
after her and settled into step on her left. I'd been right about those
endless legs of hers; she had a long, easy stride and I could tell
immediately I was going to have my work cut out for me this
morning.

I felt a competitive spark flare inside me and did my best to
squelch it. I didn’t know how far Robyn planned to run, and
already her pace was faster than my usual speed. I'd end up killing
myself if I tried to outrun her.

Robyn told me during one of our few spurts of conversation
that the trail around Silver Lake was just over two and a half miles
long, and she usually ran it twice. I was welcome to go further if I
wanted.

“Twice is fine,” I assured her hastily, trying to keep from
showing that I was already breathing heavily.

I did myself proud for four miles, keeping up with her stride
for stride. Then she glanced over at me with a wicked grin.

Damn.

I was about to get crushed.

She lengthened her stride and I managed to keep up for
another hundred yards before my lack of breakfast and lack of
sleep the night before caught up with me. At least that’s what I told
myself.

Soon Robyn was just a speck in the distance, and I shook my
head with a wry grin, slowing down and finishing the last mile at a
more comfortable pace.

She was sitting against a tree on the grass, pretending to take a
nap, when I jogged up and collapsed beside her, breathing heavily.
She opened one eye and looked over at me with a lazy grin. “I was
wondering when you’d show up.”

“Bite me, Ward,” I growled through heavy breaths, shedding
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my sweatshirt and wiping the sweat from my arms and face with it
before tossing it to the side. I groaned and leaned back on my
elbows, closing my eyes and listening to my breathing and heart
rate slow. Underneath the sweatshirt, I'd worn a gray and white
bra top that ended a few inches above my navel, and the early
morning sun felt good on the damp, exposed skin of my stomach
and shoulders. I sighed in pleasure and turned to Robyn to
comment on how quickly it had warmed up. The words stuck in my
throat when I saw the look on her face as she watched the rise and
fall of my stomach. She seemed...enthralled would be a good word
for it, I guess.

I tensed in reaction, and she flicked a glance at my face before
looking away quickly. “Nice morning,” she said, and picked at the
grass under her hand.

“Sure is,” I replied when I was able. “Warmed up quick.”

“Supposed to rain this weekend, though.” She held up several
blades of grass and let them go, watching as they floated away in
the breeze.

“Well, we could use the moisture.” I watched the grass fall to
the ground between us.

“Yeah, they’re predicting a pretty bad fire season this year.”

Jesus.

Add a line or two about crop yield and the “damn city-folks
who keep building their mansions in the middle of farmland” and
this was the exact conversation I'd had with my grandfather about
a million times. I never expected to be having it with Robyn.

I rolled on my side and propped my head on my hand.
“Robyn...” I was silent until she met my gaze. “I'm sorry about last
night. I was having a really nice time, and I feel like I ruined it. I
haven’t had a new friend in a while either...I hope we can try again
some time.”

She looked down at the grass again, then back at me. “How
about Friday?”

I felt the smile spread across my face. “Really?”

She smiled back. “Eight o’clock again?”

“That’s fine, but I can probably get off a little earlier. Unless
they change the shooting schedule, we’re on the sets all day. I
should be finished by seven at the latest.”

“Why don’t you just come over whenever you can, then?” She
paused, thinking. “I might be a little later than that, myself. Josh
will be here, though. Uh...oh.” She bit her lip. “If that’s okay?”

“That Josh is at your house?”

She nodded.

“Robyn.” Again, I waited until she met my gaze. “I wasn’t just
being nice when I said Josh was a sweetheart. I like him, very
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much. Of course I wouldn’t mind. Why do you think I would?”

She brushed her hands off on her pants and pushed herself to
her feet. “Come on, let’s walk back.” She reached down, and after a
brief hesitation, I grabbed her hand and let her pull me up. I
scooped up my sweatshirt and tossed it over my shoulder.

We started walking and she looked over at me. “Caid, when I
talked about me and Josh before...you kinda wigged out.”

“I didn’t...it wasn’t...” I sighed. “It wasn’t about Josh. It was
never about Josh, really.” I glanced over at her. “Tell me about the
two of you? I didn’t stay around last night long enough to hear the
whole story.”

She was quiet for a while and then started speaking as we left
the trail and started up the street. “Josh and I met at school.
UCLA,” she said. “l was two years ahead of him, but we both
played sports. He was on the tennis team, obviously, and I played
some volleyball —we met at an athletic awards banquet and hit if
off immediately. Like you said, he’s a sweetheart. We dated
through most of college, even lived together for a while.

“And then I graduated and went off to Europe to model, and
Josh joined the circuit. We decided not to do the long-distance
thing, but kept in touch for the next few years, on and off. I moved
back to the US, to New York, and we’d see each other occasionally,
but then when I came back to LA, we started seeing each other a lot,
just as friends. We’d always made better friends than lovers, and
we’d both...changed a lot in that time apart.”

She glanced at me, and I nodded encouragement but stayed
quiet. “Josh had just broken the top fifty at that point and was
trying to find some sponsors, and I was only managing to pick up
some minor acting gigs, but together,” she shrugged, “we got
noticed.”

“The year I moved back to LA, I flew out to New York to watch
him play in the US Open. I watched a few of his practices, we went
out a few times before the matches started and then the morning
after the first match, my agent called. He’d gotten over fifty
inquiries about me. And Josh was getting some interest suddenly
from sponsors...” She shook her head. “It was surreal for both of us.
We were both nothing, then suddenly, the press was all over us.

“Anyway,” she said as we got to the top of the hill, “needless
to say, both our agents pushed us to do things together, and, hell...I
love Josh. He’s my best friend. I don’t want to sleep with him
anymore, but I love him like family. It’s no hardship for me to do
things with him, and it’s certainly good for my career.” She
shrugged. “So that’s the story.”

“So...” I didn’t know if I really wanted to know this, but I
asked anyway. “What if one of you...”
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“Wants to date? Finds someone they’re really interested in?”
She paused, and made quoting motions with her fingers. “Falls in
love?”

“Uh, yeah.” I said, wondering at the mocking tone in her voice.

She shrugged again. “It’s never been an issue before. When we
started doing things together again, we were both just out of bad
relationships and neither of us was looking to get serious with
someone. We didn’t have any fantasies about getting back together;
we were just spending time with each other and being seen. We —
both of us—have always pursued things on the side...”

“Things?” I repeated. I didn’t like how she’d said that.

“People, affairs, trysts, whatever you want to call them. I
know Josh sees other women sometimes, and he knows that I...have
lovers, too.” She looked slightly embarrassed. “Neither of us are
saints, Caid, far from it. But we're both aware of the fact that what
we do affects the other, and we’re discreet...and so far, it’'s worked
out.”

“Uh, wow. Okay...” I wasn’'t quite sure what to say.
Congratulations, nice ruse?

We walked for a block in silence, until we turned onto Robyn’s
street.

“So,” she asked hesitantly, “do you still want to have dinner
on Friday?”

“Of course,” I said, silencing any internal objections.

“Great,” she replied, smiling hugely.

We turned into her drive. “Wanna come in for a bit? Have
some coffee?”

I checked my watch, thought for a second, then shook my
head. “I need to go home before I go to the set,” I said regretfully.

“Next time, bring your clothes and you can change here.”

I fought back a grin. “Okay.”

As we walked up to my car, I unlocked the doors with the key
fob clipped inside the pocket of my pants and pulled the door open.

Robyn stopped beside me and gently patted the car’s roof.
“Heya, Twila.”

She talked to my car.

If I wasn’t careful, I'd fall head over heels for this woman.

There was a good chance I already had.

I slid into the driver’s seat and put the key in the ignition,
turning it partway, enough to roll down the window but not start
the engine.

Robyn leaned in, smiling. “Thanks for the run.”

I snorted. “Thanks for the whompin’.”

She laughed, and I grinned up at her. “That wasn’t really fair,
you know.”
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“What?” she asked innocently.

“You said when you used to run with Josh, he crushed you.” I
allowed myself a glance up her long frame. “I imagine you kept up
with him just fine.”

“I said he tried to crush me,” she corrected, placing her hands
on the windowsill and gently closing the door. She leaned against
the frame for a moment. “I never said he succeeded.” She winked
and walked away, whistling.

I'laughed and started the car.

Yep, a very good chance I already had.

7



Chapter
Five

“NICE JOB, LIZ, Caid...you too, Danny.” Nate Wiley rapped
on his bound script and pointed at the three of us on the set. “That
one will work fine; let’s print it and move on. You three are off for
now —check with Addy for when we need you back.” He turned
and raised his voice further. “Micah, Henry, Joe, Arturo,
Irene...you’re up. Extras for twelve, check in with Brent. Brent,
where are you?”

There was a whistle from across the stage. “Over here!”

The director pointed. “Check in with Brent over there.
Regulars, let’s get this blocked out, and do a run-through...”

“Thank God,” Liz sighed, blowing a stray piece of hair out of
her eyes and rolling the tension from her neck. “I thought he was
going to make us go again.”

I just grunted, arching my back until it popped.

“I thought we nailed it the first time,” Danny grumbled. “Picky
damn bastard.”

There was no venom in his words—we all liked Nate, and
trusted his direction.

The three of us moved off the Squad Room set where we’d
done the last scene, dodging members of the crew who darted
around purposefully in the organized, tightly controlled synchrony
that always accompanied the shoots that Nate directed.

“Danny, back here in forty-five,” yelled Addison Couch, a
small, curly-haired man who was several yards away, conferring
with the lighting tech. “Liz, we need you here at one, and Caid...”
he consulted the clipboard in his hands, “two thirty,
Interrogation.”

We all nodded, and headed for the back exit the warehouse.

“Caid, hang on a sec,” Addy called, and I paused expectantly,
noting that Liz had stopped at the door and was waiting for me. He
finished his conversation with the lighting tech and walked over to
me, flipping through the papers on his clipboard. Eventually he
pulled out a small envelope and handed it to me. “This came with a
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script delivery from ITD...”

I frowned, but took the envelope. I'd only done one guest spot
on In Their Defense, and to my knowledge, I wasn’t up for another
any time in the near future, so I wondered what this was for.
“Thanks, Addy,” I said distractedly, looking at the envelope. It was
small, invitation or note card size, with my name written in bold,
very precise capital letters on the front. There were no other
markings on it.

I felt Liz move over beside me. “What’s that for?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. As far as I know, I don’t have
anything going on over there.”

I slipped a finger under the flap and drew out a small card.

Caid,

I'll give you a chance to redeem yourself. Tomorrow, same
time and place.
Loser buys coffee, winner gets taunting rights.

Robyn

The grin that split my face was huge and I laughed out loud.
Several crewmembers stopped what they were doing to stare.
Okay, more than several. In fact, just about all of them. I'm not
known for my spontaneous laughter.

“Caid?” Liz was frowning, and she looked genuinely
concerned. “Are you okay?”

Jeez, can’t a woman laugh like an idiot anymore?

“I'm fine,” I answered, dimming the wattage of my smile but
still thinking of Robyn. “Just fine.”

Liz shrugged and started walking toward the door. “Paula’s
picking up from that Thai place you like so much. Come by in ten.”

It was not optional.

I’d managed to avoid talking with Liz since the “have you ever
wanted to kiss a woman?” incident, but it didn’t look like I was
going to be able to avoid it any longer. I sighed internally and
nodded. “See you in a bit.” At least she made the effort to get
something I liked.

In my trailer, I gratefully pulled off the black, lightweight
jacket I'd worn for the last scene and hung it neatly on the back of
the door. I unclipped the leather holster and rubber prop gun from
my hip and clipped it on the hanger with the jacket so I wouldn’t
forget it, and then looked down at the wine colored V-neck shirt I
wore. After a moment of debate, I stripped it off too, hung it on a
different hanger, and pulled on the tank top I'd worn to the set that
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morning. Zoe in wardrobe would kill me if I dribbled pad thai all
over the V-neck and they had to find something similar to finish up
with today.

I checked my cell for messages: one from my agent, Connie,
who wanted to know my thoughts about shampoo commercials,
and one from my brother, Perry. He and a friend were hiking a two-
week section of the Pacific Crest Trail in June, ending up in Big
Bear. I'd agreed to send them a resupply package in Idyllwild and,
when they were through, pick the two up in Big Bear, let them stay
with me a few days, and put them on a plane back to Madison,
where they were both in school at UW. Perry was calling to confirm
dates and try to taunt me into joining him on the trip, clucking like
a chicken and spouting insults about my advanced age in some
kind of weird Slavic accent that made me chuckle.

I made a mental note to call him later when I had more time,
then phoned Connie back and left her a reminder that I'd just
gotten out of doing commercials and I didn’t want to get back into
them any time soon. Finally, after some hesitation, I called Tricia at
the admin office’s main switchboard and talked her out of Robyn’s
cell number. I only felt slightly guilty about lying to get the
number —I didn’t think Robyn would mind.

I dialed the number, expecting, and hoping, to get voicemail,
but that raspy voice answered on the third ring. “Yeah?” She
sounded annoyed at the interruption and I winced. Maybe I
shouldn’t have called her on the set.

Too late now.

“I got your message, Ward, and you got a deal,” I told her,
“but let’s make it Ledos Canyon at six...we’ll see how those pencil-
legs do in some real terrain. Six o’clock, woman —be there.” I heard
her laughter as I hung up and smiled like a Cheshire cat.

After puttering around for a while longer, my ten minutes
were up, and I strolled over to Liz’s trailer, hopefully ready for
whatever she wanted to discuss. I knocked on the trailer door and
let myself in; Paula was sitting at a desk at the far end of the trailer,
talking rapidly into her headset while working away on her laptop.
Liz looked up guiltily from a bowl of noodles, slurping them up
hurriedly.

“Sorry, 1 was starving. Couldn’t wait,” she said when the
noodles were chewed enough that she could talk.

I shrugged and started poking around in the other containers,
my mouth watering at the smell.

“This one’s yours,” she tapped a container with her chopsticks,
“extra sauce, and spicy.”

“Oh, yum. Thanks.”

We both dug in hungrily, eating for several minutes without
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talking, the only sound in the room Paula’s voice and her furious
typing.

Liz eventually sighed and sat back, stabbing at the noodles.
“You took off fast after shooting wrapped last night. Hot date?”
Another few stabs at the defenseless noodles, then a sly look up at
me. “Was it a woman?”

I concentrated very hard on swallowing and not choking,
finally managing after a few swigs from a bottle of water Liz calmly
handed me. “Jesus, Liz.” I coughed, and took another sip. “At least
wait until I'm not eating to throw shit like that at me.”

“Shit like what? It's just a simple question, or rather two
simple questions.” Seeing that I wasn’t going to give her water back
any time soon, she leaned over and grabbed another out of the
mini-fridge. “One: was it a hot date?”

I shook my head. “No, it was not a hot date. I went to dinner—"

She pounced on that. “With a woman?”

“Well, one of them was—"

“Oh, Caid, a threesome?” She looked at me speculatively. “I
never pegged you for the type.”

I rolled my eyes. “Liz, do you want to know what I did last
night or not? Do I even need to be present for this conversation?”

“So you didn’t have a threesome?”

“No, I did not.”

This seemed to disappoint her greatly and she stared at me
intently. “Did you want to? Because in those online story thingies,
lots of the women seemed to want to have threesomes.”

“Jesus.” I put my food down with a sigh.

“Is that a lesbian thing?” She looked at me expectantly.

“I wouldn’t know, Liz.” Maybe I will someday, but I sure don’t
now.

“But you've wanted to kiss a woman, though, right?”

I suddenly noticed the silence in the trailer. Paula had stopped
typing and was looking at me, her mouth an astonished little “O.”

Shit.

“Liz...”

“Because, you know, that makes you an almost lesbian, right?”
She nodded, as though it were obvious. “So, who did you go out
with last night? Oh...was it the same person who sent you that note
today? I don’t think I've ever seen you smile like that, Caid,
without food being involved. It must have been...”

“I had dinner with Robyn, and Josh Riley,” I cut in before she
could get rolling about why I might be getting notes that made me
smile.

That stopped her. “Really?”

“Really.”
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“What’s Josh Riley like? Is he as attractive in person? Ohhh,
those blue eyes and those cute, sexy little buns...”

Well, at least we were off the subject of me kissing women.

“..but I've heard that he cheats on her when he’s on tour.
Marty said that Ken said that Anthony said that he met this girl ata
club in Rio who swears she spent the night with Josh Riley...”

“What?”

Maybe Josh needed to work on his discretion.

“Oh, who knows if it’s true or not, you know how Anthony is
with the girls...”

Indeed I did know how Anthony was with the girls, having
made the mistake of letting Liz set me up with him once, and the
even greater mistake of dating him for a few weeks. A very pretty
man with a serious coke problem and a desperate need to be liked,
Anthony would say anything to anyone if he thought it would
make him more popular.

“...s0, what did you think of him?”

“Josh? I thought he was very nice...” I could tell she expected
more. “And he’s gorgeous. Much better in person.”

That seemed to satisfy her and she sat back with a tiny smile
on her face. Then she leaned forward. “Did you ever want to kiss
me?”

Jesus. Sometimes, conversations with Liz had more unexpected
bounces than a ping-pong match. I cleared my throat and looked
over at Paula who was typing again, or at least pretending to. “No,
Liz, I never wanted to kiss you.”

“Why not! What’s wrong with me?”

I sighed. “There’s nothing wrong with you...”

“Don’t you think I'm attractive? For God’s sake, I'm one of
People’s 100 Most Beautiful People!”

“Of course you're attractive, Liz,” I said in exasperation, “I just
don’t want to kiss you, okay?”

“You don’t?”

“No, I don’t.”

She crossed her arms and pouted. “Why?”

“Because you're my friend, Liz.” A horrible thought struck me.
“You don’t want to kiss me, do you?” I asked fearfully.

“God, no.” She looked shocked. “Oh, Caid, ewww!”

“Hey...” I started to protest, but thought better of it.

“So, do you want to kiss Paula?”

There was a squeak from the other end of the room and the
pace of typing increased.

“No, I don’t want to kiss Paula,” I said with a slight smile.

Liz looked at me intently. “So, who have you wanted to kiss?”

I felt like I was in Junior High playing a game of Truth or Dare,
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and shook my head.
“Caaaaiiiidd...” she whined. I smiled, but kept my mouth shut.
“I'll get it out of you,” she promised, and I was certain she was
right.
But not today.



Chapter
Six

THE MUSCLES IN my legs were screaming and my lungs
burned, but I forced myself to keep going, dodging a hiker and
nearly tripping over his dog before spinning and continuing on.

Almost there, almost there, almost there...

I was going to beat her this time, goddammit. I gritted my
teeth and pushed harder. Sweat dripped in my eyes and I didn’t
have the energy to wipe it away, not wanting to break the rhythm
of my swinging arms, expecting any second that Robyn would
cruise by me, not even breathing hard.

I could see the rim, only fifty yards away.

I pushed harder. Twenty-five yards. Twenty.

I could see the sign for the trailhead, see people milling around
it, someone sitting on a bench...

Robyn.

Sitting on the bench, looking like she just stepped out of a Nike
commercial, not like she just ran three miles up hill.

Sonofabitch.

I slowed to an abrupt stop, gasping for air. My legs felt shaky
and I put my hands on my knees, closing my eyes and fighting off a
spell of lightheadedness. Footsteps approached along the path and
I opened my eyes, still struggling for breath. A pair of running
shoes came into my line of vision, attached to two black-clad legs.

I coughed and straightened slowly, still slightly dizzy.

“Don’t...*gasp*...say it...*gasp*...Ward,” I warned, and coughed
again, looking over at her.

As I watched, the slightly cocky, taunting grin she’d been
wearing was chased off her face by wide-eyed concern. “Christ,
Caid.” She stepped forward and placed a steadying hand on my
back. “Are you all right?”

I just nodded and coughed, bending over again until my
breathing finally eased a little. Robyn didn’t say anything, but she
didn’t move away, her hand on my back making slow, gentle
circles.
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I straightened finally and stifled a disappointed sigh as she
dropped her hand. I pulled my cap from my head and ran a hand
through wet hair.

Lovely.

She wordlessly handed me a water bottle and I gulped
greedily. “Thanks.”

I handed it back and pulled at the front of my sweatshirt to
create a slight breeze to cool the rest of my body, glancing at
Robyn, who was still looking at me worriedly. After a moment’s
hesitation, I pulled the sweatshirt over my head and mopped my
face with it.

Yeah, I'm looking real attractive now. I shook my head ruefully.
“How in the heck did you get up here so fast?” I finally asked when
I had enough oxygen left over for talking. “And how’d you get past
me?”

“I, ah, went a different way,” she said evasively, a glimmer of
humor in her eyes.

I put my hands on my hips and frowned. “I didn’t know there
was another way. Just the maintenance road...”

She started laughing, backing slowly away from me.

“...and they only allow maintenance vehicles on that path,” 1
puzzled before it finally clicked. “You got a ride?”

She held out her hands. “I'm sorry, Caid, I didn’t know you’d
try to kill yourself...”

I stalked toward her and she backpedaled faster, laughing
outright. When 1 lunged, she yelped and sprinted away, still
laughing over her shoulder.

I started after her, my own laughter welling up helplessly. I
felt happy and giddy chasing Robyn across the parking lot like we
were a couple of kids, with no thought of what I'd do if I actually
caught her.

Until I did.

She headed for a forest green Range Rover that I recognized as
hers, slowing to pull something — probably the remote entry—out
of her pocket. I pressed my advantage and caught her just as she
was reaching for the car door, wrapping my arms around her from
behind and holding tightly.

“Not so fast, young lady,” I growled in her ear, still laughing
and delighting in her return laughter. Until the scent of her hair in
my face and the heat from her skin, just inches from my lips,
registered.

Until I noticed the press of my breasts against her back and the
feel of my arms across her stomach and the sudden, absolute
stillness of her body.

Neither of us was laughing any more.
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“Caid.” Her voice was soft, with a slight tremor.

My arms tightened involuntarily, then loosened, falling to my
sides as I slowly stepped back.

She turned around slowly and in that moment—that moment
before the mask dropped back into place—I knew. Saw the flash of
it, felt the heat...

Robyn wanted me.

I'd had that look directed at me enough to know, and I knew.

Robyn Ward wanted me.

Then the mask fell back in place and we stared at each other for
long moments. I wanted to push her against the car and kiss her
senseless. I wanted to bury my face in her neck, to wrap my arms
around her and not let go.

Instead, I smiled shakily and took another tiny step back. “You
cheated.”

And you're a chickenshit, Harris.

She looked as though she was going to take a step forward and
close the distance between us, but then she leaned back against the
car and smiled slightly. “Guess that means I owe you coffee.”

“Hey, lady!” The yell behind me startled us both. I turned to
find a young boy, probably no older than eleven, jogging in our
direction, holding out a gray wad of cloth in one hand and a
smaller white bundle in the other. “This your stuff? My mom said
you dropped it back there.”

I stepped forward to meet him and sheepishly took my
sweatshirt and hat, thanking him and getting an absent “uh-huh”
in response before he jogged away, back to his parents. I turned to
find Robyn inside her car, staring at her steering wheel with intense
concentration.

I stepped over. “You trying to start the car through the power
of your mind? I bet the key would work better.”

That only got a tiny smile. “Caid, I'm sorry, but I'm going to
have to get you back on the coffee, okay? I just remembered a thing
I need to do.”

I blinked. “Uh...okay, sure.” 1 stepped back hastily as she
started the car and put it in gear. “Robyn?”

But she just waved briefly and pulled away.

I walked to my car slowly, pulling on my sweatshirt.

What the hell just happened?

FRIDAY MORNING ROBYN left a message canceling dinner
that evening, saying she was going out of town.

Saturday morning her picture was in the paper. With Josh. The
two had been photographed coming out of The Mondrian, a new
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LA hotspot, the night before. When she was supposedly out of
town. I stared at the picture for a long time, surprised at the
intensity of the betrayal I felt.

Sunday morning I went mountain biking, pushing myself hard
and taking risks, hoping to push thoughts of Robyn out of my head
with adrenaline.

Sunday afternoon after a two-hour stop at the emergency
room, I limped into my house with a swollen jaw, bruised ribs,
several nasty scratches and a two-thousand-dollar bike in the back
of my truck that was probably totaled.

And Robyn was still in my head.

The phone rang as I was loading the blender with ice for an
icepack. I let the blender run and took the phone out of the kitchen
as I answered.

It was Liz. “Caid, where are you? We expected you hours ago.”

I could hear voices in the background and could tell instantly
that she was at least one drink on the wrong side of one drink too
many. I heard someone in the background—it sounded like
Danny —asking very loudly where the fuck I was.

Crap. I’d totally forgotten. Danny’s house-warming at his new
place in West Hollywood.

“Ah, shit, Liz, I forgot about it. I went biking this morning...”

“You forgot?”

I winced, pulling the phone back slightly from my ear. My
head throbbed, my jaw ached, and my ribs—my ribs felt like
someone had taken a baseball bat to them repeatedly. “Yeah, I'm
sorry. Listen, tell Danny...”

“Now that you've been reminded, get your butt over here
She giggled wildly.

Make that two or three drinks.

“I can’t, Liz.” I walked back into the kitchen and turned off the
blender. Holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder, I poured
the crushed ice into a large Ziploc baggie, refilled the blender, and
started it up again.

“Of course you can. Just get in that shiny little car of yours and
start driving. It'll take you thirty minutes, tops.” She paused.
“What in the world is that noise? Where are you?”

“I'm at home. You just called me on my home phone,
remember?”

“No one likes a smart-ass, Caid.” I didn’t answer, biting back a
groan as I pulled up my shirt and placed the ice on my battered
ribs. I pulled the stretchy material down over the bag to hold it in
place, then turned off the blender and filled another, smaller bag.
“Caid, what are you doing? Why can’t you come?”

I thought about making up an excuse, but Liz, along with

1
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everyone else, would see the damage in the morning anyway. “I
crashed my bike this morning, and right now I'm putting ice on
various parts of my body that didn’t fare so well when I went flying
over the handlebars at twenty miles an hour and rolled down a
hill.”

It took her a while to decipher it—1 could hear people talking
to her in the background, and her trying to shush them and
concentrate on what I'd just said. “You crashed? Caid, are you all
right?”

I smiled. She really could be very sweet. “Yes, I'm okay. The
hospital people said...”

“The hospital?” she gasped. “You're at the hospital?”

Okay. Maybe the entire truth hadn’t been necessary.

I sighed and held the smaller bag to my jaw. “No, Liz,
remember, I'm at home? Where you called me?”

“But, Caid, you said the hospital people—"

“Liz,” 1 interrupted firmly, sensing a mini Liz freak-out
coming and forestalling it. “I was at the hospital to get checked out.
Now, I'm home. I'm fine. Well, 'm not completely fine, but I will
be. But I don’t feel up to coming to Danny’s party, all right?”

“But, Caid...”

“I'm fine,” I said again, even more firmly. “Go have fun, Liz,
and I'll see you tomorrow. Tell Danny I'm sorry, okay?”

“Caid...”

“Bye.” I hung up the phone and limped into the bedroom,
removing the ice under my shirt and struggling out of my biking
outfit into a pair of cutoff sweats and a baggy T-shirt. Finally, I
lowered myself onto the couch, put the icepacks back in place on
my ribs and jaw, and closed my eyes.

The icepacks had become lukewarm bags of water and it was
near dusk when the doorbell roused me from sleep. I automatically
moved to get off the couch, but fell back with a groan as the various
aches and bruises I’d gathered earlier in the day made themselves
known.

“Hang on!” I croaked and cautiously tried to sit up again. It
was painful but bearable as long as I moved slowly, and eventually
I shuffled my way to the front entryway. The form on my doorstep,
even distorted by four inches of glass block window, was
unmistakable.

Robyn.

The jumble of anger and gladness, longing and hurt that
washed through me at the sight of her confused the hell out of me
and only intensified when I pulled the door open and saw the
magnitude of her relief when she saw me.

“Caid,” she said breathlessly in that damned smoky, bedroom,
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honey-soaked voice of hers.

I gripped the door tightly, waiting for the now-familiar
emotional havoc that Robyn created inside me to subside. “Robyn,”
I managed neutrally when it passed. “What are you doing here?”

She ignored the question, cataloging my scraped face and
arms, bruised jaw, and pain-stiffened posture with the intensity of
a medical resident. “Oh, baby, are you okay?” She stepped forward,
and before I could move away, I was pulled tightly against her,
engulfed in long, strong arms. I fought it for all of five milliseconds
and then relaxed into the embrace, resting my cheek against her
neck and soaking up her warmth.

It felt...amazing.

She smelled slightly of cigarette smoke and cooking spices;
party smells that told me how she knew I'd been hurt. Underneath
was the faint floral scent she wore, the one that clung to the
sweatshirt of hers that I still had, the one that lingered in our trailer
even when she wasn’t there.

I breathed it in—breathed her in—and felt her arms tighten in
response.

I gasped as a knife of pain from my ribs sliced through my
haze of hug-induced euphoria. “Ow. Shit...”

Robyn released me immediately and stepped back as though
stung.

“My ribs.” I blew out a steadying breath as the pain eased.

She stood with her hands partially outstretched, looking
uncertain, wanting to help but not knowing what to do. At this
distance I remembered what had immediately flown from my head
the moment Robyn had touched me. She had lied to me, and I was
supposed to be angry with her.

“Robyn, why are you here?” I repeated my earlier question and
the look of concern she had been giving my ribs turned to a tiny
frown at my tone.

“I dropped by Danny’s party. Liz told me that you’d been in an
accident, a crash of some sort. I couldn’t get any more information
out of her, so I volunteered to come see how you were.” She
paused, and asked tentatively, “That bike in the truck?” She
glanced behind her in the drive to where a beat-up pickup was
parked next to Twila. In the bed lay a red mountain bike, its front
rim bent almost in half, the fork twisted, and the handlebars
skewed at an odd angle. “Was that...”

I nodded, not looking at the bike. Every time I looked at it, I
realized that it could have been much, much worse. If I hadn’t been
wearing a helmet... I shivered and yawned, suddenly realizing I
was very, very tired. “Thank you for coming by, Robyn. You can
tell everyone I'm fine. I need to go sit down.” I stepped back and
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started to close the door.

Her frown deepened. “Caid...”

I stopped with the door half-closed, waiting.

“Can I come in for a while?”

I didn’t have enough energy to say no, so I just turned and
walked into the kitchen, leaving the door open for her to either
come in or not. While I slept, the ice machine in my freezer had
made enough ice for another couple of icepacks; I filled the blender
up and started it crunching. I limped into the living room to
retrieve the bags I'd used before, noticing as I crossed the hall that
Robyn had stepped inside and was watching me, her dark eyes
following my every jerky, painful move.

I dumped the water out of the larger bag, refilled it with ice,
and started the blender, motioning to the refrigerator as Robyn
stepped into the kitchen. “Forgive me if I'm not up to being hostess
today. Help yourself to whatever —there’s beer or juice, and some
white wine in the fridge, red in the cabinet...whiskey, and some
scotch too.”

She didn’t say anything, but her eyes never left me.

I stopped the blender and filled up the smaller bag, then took
them both into the living room, flipped on the television, found a
baseball game, and gingerly lowered myself on the couch. I pulled
up my shirt to check the swelling and heard her startled intake of
breath.

She crossed the room in two long strides and sank onto the
couch beside me, reaching out to run gentle fingers across the
swollen, blue-black scrape along my ribs.

I swallowed my own startled intake of breath as pinpoints of
sensation from the gentle touch skittered along my nerves, straight
to my nipples and groin.

Jesus.

I gently but quickly moved her hand away, placed an icepack
on the swelling, and pulled my shirt down over it.

She was watching me when I looked up from my task. “Looks
like it hurts some.”

I smiled slightly and shifted around on the couch, trying to
find a more comfortable position. “Some,” I replied.

She stood and propped two loose pillows against the end of the
couch. “Come on, lie down.” She patted the pillows. I hesitated and
she patted the pillows again. “Caid, lie down for God’s sake. You'll
be more comfortable and you won’t have to hold the ice on your
ribs.” She grasped my shoulders and gently lowered me onto the
pillows, then carefully swung my feet up onto the couch. “There,
that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

She busied herself arranging the pillows behind my head, and I
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just watched her, warmed by the concern in her eyes. She stopped
and looked down at me, gently moving aside the smaller icepack
that I was holding to my jaw and tracing the swelling with a
feather-light touch. “You're a mess,” she said quietly and smiled,
brushing a stray hair off my forehead. As always, the rush took my
breath away and it was a few seconds before I could speak.

“I'm mad at you, you know.” I grabbed the hand that had
brushed my forehead and held it captive. “Why did you lie to me,
Robyn? About Friday night? And why did you take off the other
morning?”

Her whole body stilled and she withdrew her hand from mine,
straightening slowly.

“FYI,” 1 said with a hint of sarcasm, “if you're going lie to
people about being out of town, it’s best not to run around in public
as one-half of the most photographed couple on the planet.”

“Caid...”

I struggled to a sitting position, ignoring the pain, not willing
to have this conversation lying on my back with her looming over
me. “Damn it, Robyn, if you don’t want me around, then just
fucking tell me. Don’t lie to me about it. I'm not a stalker—you
don’t need to trick me to get me to leave you alone.”

“Oh, no, Caid...no.” She sat down next to me and grabbed my
hand, holding it between both of hers. “No, no, no. Caid, you are so
wrong.” She waited until I met her gaze. “So wrong. I...Caid,
believe me, I want you around and I certainly don’t want you to
leave me alone.”

“Then why...” My voice trailed off as she closed her eyes.

“I wanted to see you on Friday, I just...” She opened her eyes
again and stared at me intently. I blinked, fighting to keep my eyes
open, but my eyelids felt heavy, my ribs were throbbing, and my
jaw ached painfully.

She smiled gently and pushed me back on the pillows, then
stood and lifted my feet back onto the couch. She brushed a hand
through my hair and said, “You need to rest. We'll talk about this
later, okay? Just know that I don’t want you to leave me alone, and
I'm very sorry about Friday. It was a stupid, thoughtless thing to
do.”

“Robyn...”

“Shhh.” She put her fingers against my lips and leaned
forward to kiss my forehead. “Sleep now.”

I had a million questions, but fatigue won out. I sighed and
closed my eyes. “Will you stay? For a while?” I mumbled, cringing
at how needy I sounded, but too tired to really care.

“I'll be right here, baby.”

Baby.
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That was the second time she’d called me baby.
I smiled, feeling light fingers running through my hair, and
drifted off to sleep.

SOMETIME DURING THE night Robyn shook me awake, led
me into the bedroom, and tucked me into bed. I vaguely
remembered grumbling in annoyance at being woken, light
laughter, and a fleeting touch of lips on my forehead.

It was still dark the next morning when I was yanked from
sleep by a stab of pain in my ribs when I attempted to roll over. I
lay for several minutes, trying to fall back to sleep, but eventually
gave up and painfully eased myself out of bed and shuffled out of
my bedroom on a quest for caffeine. I flipped on the hallway and
living room lights, and nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw a
body sprawled on my couch.

Robyn.

Every sleeping, tousled, glorious inch of her.

Holy shit.

I must have said it out loud because her eyes snapped open in
alarm and her body jerked halfway off the couch before she saw me
and relaxed, favoring me with a look of warm, sleepy affection that
made me smile involuntarily in response.

“Morning.” She propped herself up on one elbow and ran a
hand through her long hair, glancing around groggily before her
eyes settled on me again. “How are you feeling?”

Oh, what that voice did to me. It moved through my body from
the inside out, twisting my stomach and tingling in my toes and
fingers.

She was looking at me curiously, and I realized I should
probably answer her and not just gape like a lust-struck teenager.
“Ah...” I started roughly, and cleared my throat. “Good morning. I
didn’t expect anyone to be here—you startled me.”

“Sorry.” She pushed the quilt aside and sat up, rubbing her
neck. “I didn’t want you to be alone in case you needed something
during the night. You looked pretty beat up last night.”

“And I feel pretty beat up this morning,” I said wryly. “Thanks.
That was very nice of you.”

“You're quite welcome.” She smiled, then yawned and stretched
her long arms over her head.

It was adorable and sexy all at the same time and I turned away
before I got caught staring again. “Want some coffee? I was just
about to make some.”

“Please.”

I grinned at the eagerness in her voice. “It’ll just take a minute.”
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I put water on to boil, ground some beans, and filled the
bottom of the French press, hopin