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Chapter One

Chance Malone tilted his Stetson
toward his eyes, settled back on the plush sofa cushions, folded
his arms over his chest, and watched his personal assistant, Dolly
Childre, like a hawk studying his prey. Just waiting for it to come
close enough to pounce.

Unlike his name, which was fake, like
almost everything else ‘known’ about him, a stage name bestowed
upon him by the studio, Dolly’s name was 100% genuine—just like
her.

And he wanted her so bad he could
taste it.

He just hadn’t been able to convince
her to give him a chance.

Because he actually couldn’t find his
balls.

He thought he might have left them at
the precinct when he quit.

They’d shriveled to about the size of
walnuts when he’d tried romancing her right after she’d been hired
on as his personal assistant and she’d responded with a frozen but
polite, no thank you.

She hadn’t tried to slap his head off.
He was damned if he knew why he’d been cut to the quick, but so it
was.

Actually, he supposed he did
know.

It was because every time he decided
he was going to just give it a shot, Frank Mallory reared his ugly
head, and he remembered he wasn’t actually Chance Malone—big time
super hero of the silver screen. He was Detective Frank
Mallory—former detective.

He hadn’t set out to be in movies,
period, let alone a star. He’d just sort fallen into the position
of being one of the up and coming, top grossing, action stars in
Hollywood.

He’d been a cop most of his adult life
and had made detective early when he was assigned to an undercover
case. A director looking for real cops to play cops in a movie he
was making had talked him into trying out for a part.

He actually hadn’t even considered it,
but then he’d had a nasty close encounter with death and the really
ugly side of humanity while he was undercover, and he’d been ready
for a career change—knew he at least had to clear his head before
he decided which way he wanted to go. Finally, he’d decided to just
give it a try and he’d landed a minor role in the movie instead of
just being an extra.

While he was on set, he got an offer
for a more substantial role and his career just … exploded. One
minute he was nobody, the next … he’s being hounded for autographs
and chased all over hell and gone.

It was downright unnerving.

The job—not especially, in fact
downright boring at times. But the money was good—really good, and
he didn’t have to worry about getting his throat cut like his
partner had.

He actually never made the decision to
abandon his career as a cop/detective and go into movies. He’d just
been coasting along with the flow while trying to get past seeing
his partner murdered.

He honesty wasn’t sure he liked the
new career any better. Granted, it wasn’t as dangerous—even with
him doing his own stunts—and the money was way better. He had
‘handlers’, though, paid for and provided by the company who
considered they’d invested enough in him to ‘own’ him, and he
didn’t like that worth a shit. In fact, he’d just about decided to
say the hell with it, when one more reason showed up to make him
stay—Dolly—a woman hired to be his personal assistant.

Translation—babysitter.

It was her job to make sure he
couldn’t lie and say he hadn’t been told he had an appointment
slash interview.

Everything on him just
perked right up the minute he got his first good look at her and he
went into pointer mode. THIS was a real woman. She was nothing like
the artificial ‘dolls’ his agent kept throwing his way because he
was playing a role 24/7—and they
were. When he wasn’t in front of a camera on a
set, he was in front of the media or fans. He was a top grossing
action star. He was always to be seen with top models or actresses.
It was part of his persona. He helped build their careers. They
helped to build his.

Unfortunately, although Dolly seemed
to be as interested in him as he was in her—at first— shy, but
interested—it wasn’t long before she started giving him the cold
shoulder.

Like an almost instantaneous
reversal.

Just shriveled his balls right down to
acorns and he was damned if he could figure out why. It pissed him
off, but he wasn’t completely convinced to just throw in the
towel—because all he had to do was watch her for a few minutes and
he was ready for an ice bath.

* * * *

Dolly was miserable, more miserable,
she thought, than she’d ever been in her life and she’d had some
real shit downs in her life—good things, too, but a lot of
shit.

She’d thought the job she’d gotten was
a dream come true, that it would be the peak of her very
existence.

Because she had
such a crush on Chance
Malone just being in his vicinity—able to talk to him—was the
biggest thrill of her life.

Of course it was a great
job and it paid well, too, but it was him that made her so desperate to
get it that she’d been certain after the interview that she had
totally blown it.

She’d been absolutely stunned when
she’d been hired.

Unfortunately, it was completely true
that an eavesdropper never hears good about themselves. She’d
barely landed when she overheard a couple of other employees
discussing the ‘new hire’ and discovered she’d been hired because
she had a good resume (great!) and she was too plain to detract
attention from the hero and his entourage of beautiful women (ego
slaughter).

She might have gotten past it and
recovered her good spirits—because it was still true that she was
close enough to worship at the altar of her hero, but those weren’t
the only painful comments she’d heard—just the first of
many.

Of course, she wasn’t willfully blind.
She’d known going in that she didn’t actually fit in with the
beautiful people of Hollywood and that they were even less
forgiving of imperfection than the rest of society—who were pretty
harsh. But she hadn’t been looking to take anybody’s job, hadn’t
been trying to be ‘discovered’. She hadn’t even considered that
Chance Malone would know if she was alive or dead, let alone have
any interest in her.

She’d just wanted to bask in his
aura.

Because she wasn’t an idiot—not a
total moron anyway. She was way too old to have such a silly crush
on somebody she didn’t even really know—even though it felt like it
because she’d watched all of his movies—at least a dozen times and
she’d read every article ever written about him.

And she knew she was just—average. Not
really young anymore, not really pretty or ugly, not super smart or
talented, and she was average in her weight—not a size 3 or
zero—average.

It didn’t take long to discover that
she wasn’t ‘average’ to them, or even just a little plump to their
minds. She was a cow—a beached whale—and other hilarious, painful
descriptions.

Chance was a nice man. He was always
polite to her and even friendly, but she figured he was just like
the others—except with better manners—always putting on an act,
never sincere.

And even if he was actually as kind as
he seemed, he certainly wasn’t interested in anybody like her when
he could have any of the beautiful Hollywood singles he wanted—and
probably most of the married women for that matter.

Not that she’d ever
considered in her wildest dreams that he would have any interest in her, but
she thought she would’ve been happier if he’d just pretended she
wasn’t there, or that she was a piece of furniture.

It was hell knowing what everyone
thought about her and having to pretend it didn’t bother her. It
was worse hell to realize the man she’d thought of as the most
beautiful person in the world didn’t even see her as a human
being.

She’d thought about quitting at least
a dozen times a day since she’d started, but she needed the damned
job! And beyond that, she wasn’t going to give the bitches the
satisfaction of taking off with her tail tucked between her
legs.

Fuck them!

She was going to stay
until she was
ready to move on and not before!

Unless she got fired.

She was as good as any of them even if
she hadn’t been lucky enough to be born beautiful!

“Get it in gear, Childre!
We’re gonna miss the damned plane if you don’t!”

Like it was going to be her fault and
no one else’s if they did!

Dolly jolted to her feet instantly,
but she’d been off on mental safari and it took her a moment to
figure out what was going on.

Because she still had her book in her
hand even though she’d completely lost awareness of it after she’d
read the same page a dozen times and absorbed exactly
zero.

Because she’d gone into mental
termination mode after she’d overheard a nasty comment about her
penchant for books—romance novels—which, by god, she wasn’t reading
at the moment! She liked non-fiction, too, damn it!

And, truthfully, she hadn’t gotten
used to being addressed as Childre.

Actually, she didn’t really fully
translate until she’d managed to dive into the van and find a
seat.

As usual, she was on the ‘outside’
looking in, but there was enough chatter i.e. bitching going on
about whose fault it was that they were going to miss their flight
that she managed to put it together fairly quickly. Even though
she’d lost interest when Chance had had a last minute meeting with
his publicist—that dragged on until she’d gotten lost in her book
and then the internal bitch fest.

The van was delayed on the freeway,
naturally, and then when they finally arrived, everyone boiled out,
grabbed whatever was shoved at them, and tore off at a
run.
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