

  

    

      

    

  




		

			The Fame Game


			Luna Kirkman has been in the limelight since she was six years old. A child of Hollywood, she’s known both great success and great struggle. Now, after a long stint in rehab, she’s back on her feet. There’s only one problem. Her love life. As she nears her fortieth birthday, her heart, as well as her management, want her to settle down. So when her manager sets her up with fellow actor and heartthrob, Beau Paget, Luna is game but a bit hesitant. Beau has the looks and the reputation she needs for her image, but it’s his sister she’s interested in.


			Chloe Paget hates everything Hollywood: the fuss, the fame and even the fortune. And for the most part, she avoids it at all costs. Unfortunately, her brother Beau is one of Hollywood’s biggest stars. So she’s less than thrilled to hear that he’s dating Luna Kirkman, Hollywood’s most notorious wild child. But as she tries her best to warn her brother off Luna, she discovers there’s more to Luna than her image. A lot more.
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            Chapter One 








			Luna Kirkman stood beneath her umbrella, and the thumping sound of the rain seemed to beat in tune with her throbbing head. She fought closing her eyes as she stared intently at her costar, Keegan Monahan, waiting for her to finish her lines. Midway through her last line however, the rain stopped falling. Keegan paused and looked at her in confusion. Then their director, Royce Reynolds, yelled.


			“Cut! Where the fuck is my rain?”


			Perplexed, Luna and Keegan lowered their umbrellas to glance up at the now quiet artificial rainmaker as the first assistant director answered the easily agitated Royce.


			“Uh, I believe…” Fat drops of rain began to fall, fast and heavy, soaking an unprepared Luna and Keegan. “It’s on now, sir.”


			Luna shrieked, along with Keegan, and they both lifted their umbrellas over their heads. But it was too late, they were soaked.


			“What the fuck just happened?” Royce tore off his headset. “Goddammit! Cut the rain!”


			“It seems to be malfunctioning, sir,” the first AD said.


			“We don’t have time for this shit! Fix it!” He tossed his headset to the ground and bored his eyes into Luna and Keegan. “You two, hair and makeup, now!” He stormed off set, cursing as he went. A handful of people clamored after him, trying to calm him down, but Luna knew that was probably futile. Royce Reynolds was known for his short fuse and impatience, but the man had a genius sense of vision. Today his tantrums seemed to hit different, thanks to a bitch of a headache and an early morning edition of Celebrity Rag magazine, featuring an article on her. So she was in no mood for Royce and his mood swings, or the fact that she was now soaking wet. Hair and makeup were already in an uproar, calling out instructions and dragging Keegan away.


			Luna groaned and fought running her hands through her damp hair. She waved one of the hair and makeup girls away. “Not now. I need to run to my trailer first.”


			“But—”


			“I’ll handle Royce,” Luna said. “And I’ll be right there as soon as I can.”


			The girl nodded and retreated.


			“Everybody take an hour,” the first AD called out, hurrying over to inspect the rainmaker, along with the guys responsible for it.


			Luna’s assistant, Bailey, was quickly at her side with a golf cart and Luna climbed inside and held on to the rail as they began to drive. Bailey seemed to have a sixth sense with Luna and her needs. She was an angel and a godsend and Luna would be lost without her.


			“I got you the salad with microgreens and the basted garlic butter salmon for your lunch, just like you wanted,” Bailey said by way of greeting. “I also returned the call from Hillary, who’s requesting dinner tomorrow night at her place with Jo. Oh, and Mel’s in your trailer.”


			“Mel? He’s here?”


			“Mm-hmm. He wouldn’t tell me what he wanted, but I suspect it has something to do with your contract.”


			Luna sighed. “Probably.” Her longtime manager only showed up on set for what he deemed to be extremely important conversations, which she could honestly do without today. “Shit, I was really hoping for a few moments of peace and some Advil.” She rubbed her temple as they wove between people and neared the trailer.


			“I can cover for you. Tell him you went with Keegan.”


			Keegan was her favorite person on set and they sometimes kicked back in her trailer. So it wouldn’t be out of the norm if Bailey were to report as such to Mel. Luna shook her head. “No, I might as well bite the bullet.”


			They reached her trailer and Luna climbed out of the cart and pulled open the door to look back at Bailey. “Thanks, Bay. Go get yourself something to eat. You might not get another chance.”


			“Will do.” She smiled, gave a wave, and drove away. Luna watched her go, wishing she could invite her inside, but she knew Mel would want to speak to her alone, so it would be pointless. Mel would just ask Bailey to leave, and probably not in the nicest of ways.


			Luna stepped inside the cave-like environment and closed the door behind her. The interior of the trailer was dim and it felt hot and muggy. She immediately wanted to open the windows. But one look at Mel’s pinched face put a stop to that idea.


			“What?” she asked, dreading his response.


			He wiped the sweat from his bald head and lifted the tablet off the table to show her.


			Fuck. The story. That’s why he was there.


			“I take it you haven’t seen this yet?” he asked, dropping the tablet onto the table with a dull slap.


			“No.” She wiped some lingering rain from her face and moved to the windows to yank them open, unable to take the stifling atmosphere. Especially with Mel there. He seemed to be breathing like an angry bull, exhaling hot carbon dioxide through his flared nostrils. She worried about his blood pressure when he got upset like this. It wasn’t good for him, and she wondered if he’d remembered to take his pills that morning.


			“Well, it’s not good.”


			She opened the last window and sat at the table where Bailey had her lunch already laid out for her. Bless you, Bailey.


			At the moment, however, she didn’t feel like she could eat. Mel was staring her down as if she’d written the troublesome article herself.


			“So?” she said, wishing he’d just lay it on her. Mel had never been one to mince words, so she wondered why he was now.


			He slid the the tablet to her but spoke before she had time to peruse the unlocked screen. “It’s a goddam nightmare.”


			There. That was the Mel she knew.


			“How so?” She read the headline and her jaw dropped. “Oh, no.”


			“Damn right, oh, no.”


			“Oh, God.”


			“Uh-huh.”


			“He got arrested?” She lowered the tablet to look at Mel.


			He blinked. “That’s what you’re worried about? Him? Who cares about him, for Christ’s sakes? What about you? Jesus, Lune, am I the only one who cares about you here?” He jabbed a finger at the tablet. “They’re bringing this whole thing up again. Slathering it all over the front page for everyone to read while they’re waiting in line to buy their fucking Hot Pockets at the grocery store.”


			She glanced back down at the article and began swiping through it to see exactly what it was he was talking about. He leaned across the table and slammed his thick-fingered hand down to stop her.


			“It’s bad,” he said. “No sense in reading it.” He rubbed his heavy jowl, his five o’clock shadow sounding like sandpaper. “Just trust me on that.”


			“They brought up the chase?” She’d thought she’d finally put all that behind her. It had happened almost two years ago and she’d paid her dues. Did her community service and done a long stint in rehab. She was straight now. Stone-cold sober and living a clean life. Had a good thing going with the show. Why this and why now?


			“The chase, your relationship with him, your drug use, you name it. It’s all over that goddamn article.”


			“But why?” She’d thought the tabloids were giving her a reprieve, allowing her to go about her life now.


			“Because the dumb fuck got himself arrested. On the freeway. Driving while intoxicated. Again.”


			“Oh.”


			She looked at her ex-boyfriend Avery’s mug shot blown up for all to see on page three. He appeared beyond high, beyond intoxicated. She felt for him but knew there was nothing she could do. She’d already tried to get him help, but he’d refused. And he hadn’t seemed to have changed. Not according to that photo and this most recent arrest. But he was bringing her down with him once again. Something she did not appreciate.


			“Oh?” Mel laughed his wheezy laugh and loosened his strangling-looking tie.


			“Well, what do you want me to say, Mel? I didn’t do anything wrong this time.”


			“No, no you didn’t. But that last fuckup is apparently the gift that keeps on giving.”


			“So, what do we do?”


			She depended on Mel and had since she was fourteen when she’d first taken him on as her manager. He might have had a rough and tough exterior, but the man had been more like a father to her than a manager. Her own father had tried to control her and spend all her money rather than be the dad he should’ve been.


			Mel leaned back and exhaled. “Look, kid. You know I love you, right?”


			“Yes.”


			“Well, that’s why I’m freaking out here. You’ve worked hard to rebuild your image and I don’t want to see all that work squandered. So, we’ve got to do something to help boost your image. Something that’ll get everyone’s mind off of this article and the past.”


			“Obviously, but what?” Her heart began to thud as he narrowed his eyes and rubbed his chin in thought.


			“I spoke to Calvin.”


			“Yes?” Calvin was another Hollywood manager with two very high-profile clients. But he was also one hell of a fixer. He’d been the one to suggest the rehab for her and it had worked, saving her life as well as her image, and she couldn’t have been more grateful even if she’d fought him at first. So, what did he have in mind this time around? They couldn’t force Avery to get the help he so obviously needed. And even if they could’ve, it wouldn’t help her, not in her current predicament.


			“He’s got an idea and I think it’s a good one.”


			“Okaay.” She didn’t like where this was heading. Mel was obviously gearing her up for something she wouldn’t necessarily like.


			“He thinks…and I think…that you should start seeing someone.”


			“What, like a shrink?”


			“No, no. Like a new love interest.”


			She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. Mel held up his palms, panicked. “Now, hear me out.”


			“You know how I feel about this, Mel.” She’d sworn off love since Avery. Since everybody from her past really, especially now that she knew just how unhealthy all those relationships had been. “Besides, I haven’t dated since Avery. Haven’t even dipped my toes in the water.”


			“Desperate times, Lune. Desperate times.” He waved the tablet in her face as if to remind her of just how big her problem was and smacked it back down on the table.


			“This guy we’re thinking of, he’s not just some Joe Schmo off the street. This guy, he’s special.”


			“Special how?” she asked.


			“Famous.”


			“How famous?”


			“Like you, famous.”


			“Who is it?” Her stomach knotted as she considered the options out there. They weren’t very appealing.


			“Beau Paget.”


			She stared at Mel. He stared back and grinned a goofy, shit-eating grin, as if he’d just told her the meaning of life itself.


			“Well?” he said.


			She continued to stare. “His own client? You’re kidding.”


			“No, I’m not kidding.”


			“Beau Paget? He’s—”


			“Perfect?”


			“No, he’s not perfect. He’s—” But she couldn’t come up with anything bad to say about him. He was a well-respected actor, every woman’s dream guy according to People magazine, and he did many a charity function. For the most part, he stayed out of the tabloids. The only real news reported about him had to do with his popular premieres and his continued bachelorhood.


			“He’s a bachelor,” she finally said. “As in, that’s what he’s known for.”


			“And you’re known as the wild child of Hollywood. People can change, Luna. You’re living proof. Besides, the whole bachelorhood thing, it’s getting old with the public. People want to see him settle down. Just like they do you.”


			She was silent for a moment, thinking. “Does he even want to go out with me? I mean, has anyone run this by him?”


			The grin returned. “As a matter of fact, Calvin says he’s the one who brought it up. Says he’s been wanting to meet you.”


			“Me?”


			“Yes, you. You’re quite the catch, Lune. And now that the world knows you’re single, the sharks can smell the blood in the water.”


			“Nice analogy. Very comforting.”


			“You know what I mean. So, what do you think? You want to go out with him?”


			“Not really.”


			“Why not?”


			“I don’t want to go out with anyone, Mel. I want to continue to focus on me.”


			“Blah, blah, blah. You’re just scared. Chicken shit. I know you and I know you are.”


			“Maybe I am. The last time I was with someone, I literally almost crashed and burned.”


			“So? You moved past that. And this guy, he’s not Avery. Not even close. He’s clean as a whistle. All-American boy.”


			“Oh, God. That sounds terrifying. Mr. Perfect.”


			“Hey, you need Mr. Perfect right now. And according to Calvin, he can benefit from dating you too.”


			“You’re not going to accept no for an answer, are you?”


			“Not when you know yourself how important this could be.”


			“One date,” she said, holding up a finger. “You hear me?”


			He clapped his hands together and almost salivated. “You won’t regret it.”


			“You better hope not.”


			“You won’t, I swear. Calvin swears. This is a good guy.”


			“I hope he’s better than his movies.” She lifted her fork and took a bite of her salmon. It was already cold. She dug into her salad instead.


			Mel thumbed at his phone as the tiny worm-like vein pulsed near his temple. “You’ll meet him tomorrow night at Brazzo’s. Seven sharp.”


			“Tomorrow night?” She coughed, almost choking on her micro greens.


			“We gotta nip this Avery thing in the bud, Lune. The sooner the better.”


			“But I’m supposed to have dinner with Hillary and Jo.”


			“Hillary and Jo won’t save your image. This guy will. So tomorrow, okay?”


			She stabbed her fork into her salad and left it to stand on its own as she stared down into the now unappealing bowl of fresh greens and mango salsa. Why did her life always feel so out of her control? She was sober now—those feelings of chaos were supposed to be fading away, but they weren’t. Not when she still felt she couldn’t make her own decisions.


			“Fine,” she said. “Seven sharp.” She pushed her lunch away, grabbed her bottle of ionized water, and stood to leave the trailer. Mel had his phone to his ear.


			“Hey, where you going?” he asked.


			“To hair and makeup. Story of my life.” She opened the door and stepped down onto the steps as Mel said something about her new contract. And she, for the hundredth time that day, wished, truly wished, she was someone else. Anyone but Luna Kirkman.


			











    

            Chapter Two 








			“Chloe Paget,” Chloe said yet again, this time leaning farther out of the car window. “P-A-G-E-T.” She removed her sunglasses and allowed the security guard at Paramount studios to scan her full face to compare it to her driver’s license. “I’m covering for Mary Brigsdale? She was supposed to cater lunch today on the Saint Hope set? She was supposed to call someone, to let them know I was coming instead of her.”


			The beefy man with the napkin tucked into his starched white collar flipped through his clipboard once again. She’d obviously interrupted his lunch. He turned to another man, a thinner man with a goatee, and they had a conversation she couldn’t hear. But the other man quickly lifted a radio and spoke into it.


			Chloe drummed her fingers along her steering wheel and eyed her watch, then the van behind her where two of her workers, Eva and Sheryl, sat looking as frustrated as she was. She looked back to the napkin man. “Look, we’ve got food that really needs to be delivered. Can’t you just check the van for weapons or whatnot and let us in? After all, I can’t exactly hurt anyone with five different kinds of paninis and four tubs of pasta and potato salad.”


			“Sorry, ma’am, no one gets through without clearance.”


			“Well, how long is this going to take?” When she’d agreed to do this, she had been under the impression that it would only take three to four hours tops. She couldn’t afford to be there any longer than that, not when she had another meeting that evening to be at.


			Radio man spoke to napkin man and then grabbed two vehicle passes as napkin man scribbled down their license plate numbers. He handed her the passes, along with her driver’s license, and then gave her a map. “You want to go to the Chicago set. Greta will be waiting for you. Once you get there, you want to stay on your set only. And put those vehicle passes on your dashboards.”


			“Thanks.”


			He gave her a nod, and she was off as soon as they opened the gate. She followed the map down to the Chicago set, braking for numerous golf carts and people walking in costume. She saw a woman waving her down near a row of trailers. Her flaming red hair was shimmering in the sunshine and her cheeks were flushed from exertion. Chloe eased down her window so she could hear her.


			“Back in right here,” she said.


			Chloe did as instructed, and Eva and Sheryl in the van behind her did the same. Then they all crawled out and slid into their catering smocks to get to work. Chloe hadn’t worn one in years, and she’d been lucky to find them in her boxes at home. Catering had been her thing years ago, having since given way to her event planning business. But she was doing this for Mary, a dear friend who was in a bit of bind.


			Greta barked orders as they opened the van doors to unload the goods.


			“The set’s this way,” she said. “You can set up back here.” She directed them to a shaded area with several long tables well behind the humdrum of a very active set. People were moving like ants, talking to each other or talking into headsets. Eva and Sheryl got caught up in staring toward the cameras where some of the actors were standing, and she had to snap her fingers at them to get their attention.


			“Girls, we’re here to do a job, remember?”


			“Can’t we just look?” Sheryl asked with her pleading eyes.


			“Later. Right now, we need to set up.”


			“God, this is so cool. Why can’t we cover for Mary more often?”


			“This is a one-time thing, you know that,” Chloe said. “Then we stick to our thing. Event planning.”


			“Event planning,” they whined. “We want movie stars.”


			“Hey, you get to see some pretty cool people at our events.”


			“Yeah, but not like this. It’s all about atmosphere, and this is real Hollywood, baby,” Sheryl said with a smile as she extended her arms and began to spin in a circle.


			At that moment, a woman carrying a coffee mug came around the corner and ricocheted right off Sheryl’s arm. She crashed into Chloe and the large vat of potato salad she was holding. The two of them went sprawling to the ground, and the salad, which was white and gooey, spilled all over them, the coffee mug shattered.


			“Oh, my God,” Sheryl said as she stood covering her mouth. “I am so sorry.”


			Chloe slowly wiped at the potato salad covering her white catering jacket and scowled while the woman who crashed into her climbed to her feet.


			“Yes,” Chloe said, trying to stand as well. “Please, forgive us, she’s new and—” She stopped talking as she took in the face of the woman standing across from her. She was breathtakingly beautiful and extremely familiar.


			“I—you’re—”


			“Holy shit,” Sheryl let out. “You’re Luna Kirkman!”


			Luna wiped at her neck, which was covered with the mushy, cold salad. “Uh, yes, I am.”


			“Oh, my God! I’m like you’re biggest—” Sheryl started.


			“What she means is that we are so terribly sorry, ma’am,” Chloe interrupted, trying to save face. “It was an accident and—”


			“What is this?” Greta asked as she ran up to them. Her eyes grew huge as she looked at Luna and the mess. “What happened?”


			Luna started to speak, but Greta cut her off. She looked at Chloe. “You did this?” She called on her headset, and a younger woman came rushing over. “Take her to her trailer and get her cleaned up. Now! I’m calling wardrobe.”


			Chloe blinked and called out after Luna and the young woman, “We’re really sorry!”


			“You’re going to be sorry,” Greta seethed.


			“I’m sorry,” Chloe said, starting to get ticked off herself at the way they were being spoken to. “Who are you exactly?”


			“I’m Greta Polinsky, one of the producers, and I’m furious. Do you know who that was? That’s Luna Kirkman. The Luna Kirkman. And she doesn’t do apologies. Giving or accepting. Now get this shit cleaned up.” She turned to leave but stopped abruptly and pointed at them. “And one more thing. Don’t speak to the talent. Under any circumstances. Got it? Just do your jobs, if you can manage that.” She hurried away, already screaming into her headset once again.


			“Geez, uptight much?” Sheryl said.


			Chloe was burning from head to toe with anger and embarrassment as she watched Greta run to catch up to Luna Kirkman and the woman she left with. Greta was shaking her head and looking back to give them dirty looks.


			“She’s right,” Chloe said, still keeping her eye on the women in the distance. “We need to clean this up and fast.”


			“I know, but come on! That woman was rude, Chloe.”


			“Yes, she was. But it doesn’t change things. We have a job to do, nothing more. So let’s get to it.” She finally shifted her gaze back to her workers. They were staring at her as if they were puppies that had just been swatted with a newspaper for tinkling on the rug. She clapped her hands. “Come on now, let’s go.”


			They jerked and got a move on, and she began searching for something to clean the mess up with. At last she found a passerby, a young man with a downy mustache and an Ozzy Osbourne T-shirt.


			“Excuse me,” she said. “Where can I find something to clean this mess up with?”


			He glanced down at the potato salad and then sized up her messy smock. “Over here,” he said with obvious boredom. He led her away from the tables and back toward the trailers where there was a little alcove outside of the building. There she found a mop and bucket and a broom with a dustpan. A curious-looking man in cargo pants and suspenders approached as she retrieved the items.


			“You need help with something?” he asked.


			“I’ve got potato salad all over the ground back at the tables.”


			He chuckled. “Sounds like you’re having a time of it.”


			“You have no idea.”


			He gently took the mop handle from her and wheeled the bucket toward himself. “Tell you what. Why don’t you go get cleaned up and I’ll handle the mess on the ground?”


			“Really?” She looked down at herself, thinking how nice it would be to get out of that smock. She smelled like onions and pickles.


			“For some of that lunch you brought, you bet.”


			“Sure, help yourself.”


			He smiled. “The honey wagons are right over that way,” he said, wheeling the mop and bucket away.


			“Honey wagons?” Chloe called out.


			He pointed and she sized up the semi-truck trailer with numerous doors.


			She slipped into the one marked Restroom. Once inside, she carefully stripped out of her smock and wadded it up to throw away. She had more somewhere at home, so she wasn’t worried about cleaning and saving this one. Right now she just wanted to get rid of it.


			She balled it up and threw it in the trash and then stood in front of the mirror to wash the remaining salad off her neck and arms. She scrubbed herself with hand soap and rinsed, already feeling better. Next, she drew her hair up into a bun and walked back out into the sunshine. She headed back toward the set but froze when she heard a voice. A familiar voice.


			She turned to look and saw Luna Kirkman standing outside a trailer alongside Greta and the younger woman who’d come to get her.


			“I don’t understand,” Luna said. “Who was she anyway?”


			“I don’t even know,” Greta said, typing madly into her phone. “Just someone filling in for Mary, I think. But don’t you worry. I’m taking care of it. You’ll never have to see her again.”


			Chloe burned again, this time with resentment, and stalked back toward the set, not bothering to stick around to hear anymore. She couldn’t believe it. One little accident and she was going to get read the riot act. And it wasn’t even her fault.


			She scoffed as she came upon Eva and Sheryl, who were doing their due diligence to make up for the skirmish. They already had the white tablecloths and all the food out on the tables and were working on displaying it nicely, while the kind man finished cleaning up the pile of potato salad on the ground.


			“What do you think?” Eva asked, standing next to Chloe with her hands on her hips. “It coming together okay?”


			Chloe nodded, her mind still back at that trailer.


			“Something wrong, boss?”


			“I don’t think it will matter how good it looks,” Chloe said. “I think we’re going to get told off.”


			“Really?” She shrugged. “It was a one-time gig anyway, right?”


			“Yes, but you know how word of mouth travels in this town.” She touched her shoulder. “So let’s do our best, okay? Keep up the good work.” She left her to rearrange a few items, but as she worked, she couldn’t help but wonder just what kind of person Luna Kirkman was to go and have her fired for one simple little accident. After all, no one got hurt and it was easily cleaned up. Sure, Sheryl was an idiot, but she was a fan, that’s all. Luna must run into those a million times a day. Granted, she probably didn’t literally run into them, but there was a first time for everything, right?


			She fumed as she thought about Greta calling Mary to give her the bad report. Mary would be shocked to say the least, and Chloe? Well, her reputation might take a sizable hit in response. She’d have to call Mary to explain. In fact, maybe she’d better do that right now, seeing as how everything was coming together nicely.


			She repositioned a dispenser of cucumber water and walked back out toward the vans with her phone to her ear. As the line rang she thought again of Luna Kirkman and deliberated what to say. She wasn’t used to having to defend herself, and she certainly wasn’t used to having to do so against a celebrity, but here she was. Some predicament.


			Mary’s voice mail sounded and she began to speak, trying her best to sound professional when she felt anything but. Luna Kirkman was getting the benefit of the doubt on her end, and she probably did on everyone’s end. Especially considering she was one of the most beautiful women in the world.


			Ha, who was she kidding? She’d just seen her in person.


			She was the most beautiful woman in the world.


			Potato salad and all.


			But one thing was for certain. She didn’t care if she ever saw her again.


			











    

            Chapter Three 








			Luna paused to double-check herself in the mirror by the door, where she carefully ran her fingers through her shoulder-length layered hair and carefully maneuvered her bangs to perfection. She wasn’t completely satisfied with her appearance, feeling she still looked a little too tired from her long day on set, but she went with it and walked out the door.


			The driver was waiting in a black Chevy SUV, and he promptly opened the door for her. She’d wanted to drive her own car, but Mel had insisted she go with a driver because he’d wanted the paparazzi he’d notified to get the best photos of her as she entered the restaurant. It was just as well. She never had felt comfortable with all the flashbulbs going off in her face, and if she didn’t have a car to deal with, then fine, it would be that much easier. Mel had even hinted that she and Beau might want to leave together after they dined and that she might appreciate a driver who could handle that kind of attention. But she’d quickly put that little suggestion to bed. No way was she leaving with this guy tonight. Mel could dream on. He was lucky she’d agreed to meet up with him at all.


			Beau Paget might have been the world’s most eligible bachelor and all, but to her he was just another Hollywood actor. A dude who needed to make an appearance with a woman for his image. That she understood. That she could do. The rest? Forget it.


			The paparazzi were waiting at Brazzo’s, like vultures ready to pick her bones, and the flashes began before she even exited the car. She put on her best smile and squinted into the bright lights and stepped carefully toward the entrance as the photographers called out to her.


			“Luna, how are you tonight?”


			“Luna, over here.”


			“Give us a smile, Luna. You look fabulous.”


			Just before she reached the maître d’ at the door, she stopped and turned and gave the paparazzi what they’d been after. An exclusive photo of her posing and smiling at the entrance to Brazzo’s. Then she turned and allowed the maître d’ to escort her inside.


			“Good evening, Ms. Kirkman,” he said. “We have your table ready. If you’ll step right this way, please.” He ushered her inside the swanky establishment, which was really just an overpriced and overly decorated Italian eatery, but it was one of the popular places to eat in LA at the moment, so again, she went with it. “Your gentleman caller has yet to arrive,” he said, showing her to her seat near the back where a partial partition stood to hide them from the rest of the patrons.


			“That’s fine, thank you.” She eased into her straight back chair as he held it for her and then took the menu he promptly offered.


			“May I get you started with a glass of wine?” he asked. “We have an excellent Lambrusco della Dama Rosso Amabile this evening.”


			“No, thank you. A Diet Coke will be fine.”


			He pressed his hands together in front of his chest, smiled, and left her alone at her table. She studied the menu, trying to ignore the people around her who could still see her and were staring. Some would quickly turn their gaze, she knew, this being LA and celebrity sightings frequent, but some would not. It was par for the course. She perused the entrées after having debated an appetizer. What would Beau prefer? Was he an appetizer guy? Why did she care? Hell, she’d get what she wanted.


			She set the menu down and sipped her complimentary sparkling water as she searched the entrance for Beau Paget. She tried to relax, knowing the evening was a one-time thing, but meeting someone new always left her anxious, even if it was just for show. She glanced down at her dress. She’d chosen a little lavender number for this evening. Satin and strappy, with a hint of cleavage for the photographers. Nothing outrageously special, but enough to please Mel, who wanted this whole thing to go off perfectly. And one mustn’t disappoint Mel. She’d learned that a time too many. The man was like a bulldog when he wanted something. He bit down and didn’t let go till he got exactly what he wanted. But she knew it was because he was fiercely protective of her.


			She chuckled to herself as she imagined what would happen to Beau if he didn’t comply exactly the way Mel saw fit. Poor man. He had no idea what he’d signed up for.


			The maître d’ returned with her glass of soda, and she took a drink and relished in its fizzy chill.


			A clamor came from the entrance and she could hear voices shouting along with brief flashes of light. Beau Paget entered Brazzo’s with a wide, lady-killer grin, wearing a tailored silver suit and electric blue tie that set off his hypnotic blue gaze. A gaze that was soon aimed right at her as he was led to her table.


			“Ms. Kirkman,” he said, bowing slightly. “I’m Beau.” He extended his hand.


			Well, he has manners.


			She gave him her hand and he took it gently and kissed it.


			Very good manners.


			“May I?” he asked, referring to his chair.


			“Please.”


			He sat and quickly took the attentive waiter up on the offer of the Lambrusco. “At last, we meet,” he said, settling in as the waiter left them.


			She returned his smile and inhaled his cologne. It was Armani Code. She’d know it anywhere, thanks to an ex she’d dated some time before. Though initially pleasant, it began to bring back memories she’d rather forget.


			“At last,” she said, playing along. He seemed nice enough to humor. At least for a little while.


			“I don’t know how we haven’t crossed paths before.” He lifted the menu and began scanning it. “In this town, you’d think we would have.”


			“Mm, so true.”


			After a quiet moment, he lowered the menu. “Forgive me, but are you interested in eating? Or would prefer we skip the meal?”


			“Are you kidding? I’m starved.”


			“Thank God. I am, too. Just wasn’t sure if you were one of these women who prefers not to eat on a first date.”


			“Seriously?”


			“Oh, yeah. I can’t tell you how many dates I’ve been on where she refuses to eat in front of me.”


			“That’s crazy.”


			“I think so, too.” He looked back at the menu. “Have you decided then? Because I’m really eyeing these appetizers.”


			“I’m going to start with the shrimp diavolo.”


			His eyes sparkled with interest. “Will you share? If so, I’ll get the calamari and share with you.”


			“It’s a deal.”


			He waved the waiter over and placed the order. They discussed the entrees after that and they both decided on the same thing, the fettuccini pomodoro. Beau seemed pretty pleased as he handed over the menus and sipped from his wine glass.


			“Oh, this chilled wine is excellent. Especially on such a muggy day.”


			“Hear, hear,” she said, toasting him with her Diet Coke. He stared at her soda in confusion.


			“I don’t drink alcohol,” she said.


			“That’s right. You’re sober.”


			“Almost two years now.”


			“Wow, good for you, Luna. Another cheers to that.” He once again raised his glass to toast hers.


			She laughed and drank the icy cola. Beau seemed to be good-humored and well-meaning. Not to mention hot. With his Bradley Cooper eyes and Brad Pitt squared jaw, she could see why the ladies swooned. But her heart wasn’t careening in her chest just yet. It took a lot more than good looks to get her engines going these days.


			Just then, two middle-aged women approached their table with their phones in hand. “Excuse us,” one said with her shoulders raised in a bashful manner. “But can we get a quick photo, Mr. Paget?”


			Beau smiled, the utmost professional that he was, and stood to smooth down his tie. “Of course, ladies.” He wrapped his muscled arms around them to pull them in tight. “It is my pleasure.” The women giggled and blushed as he allowed them to take several different shots before shaking their hands to return to his seat. They hurried away, eyes glued to their new photos and he cleared his throat and sipped his wine.


			“My apologies,” he said. “But it happens quite a bit.”


			“I understand,” Luna said.


			“I’m sure you do.”


			He continued to smooth down his tie as he glanced around the restaurant. He smiled as he did so, a well-practiced one, like he was expecting people to be looking at him.


			It was exhausting being on cue like that. She knew firsthand, and she felt sorry for him in that moment. She no longer cared if she looked as though she were enjoying herself while out in public. She was just a person, and a person was all she wanted to be. Despite what Mel might say.


			“Pretend they aren’t here,” she said with a shrug. “It’s what I do.”


			“Is that why you seem so relaxed?”


			“Relaxed?” She chuckled. “I’m far from that. I just don’t care if they’re scrutinizing me or not.”


			“I wish I could do that.”


			“You can. It just takes practice.”


			“I just feel like the second I let down my guard, someone snaps a pic, and suddenly an unfavorable headline about me is published.”


			“You?” She was surprised. “I don’t ever see anything unflattering about you in the press.”


			“It happens, trust me.”


			“I’m sorry, Beau. That I do know about firsthand.”


			“That’s why I try to always look my best, you know?” His intense gaze swept her up and down. “You do know. You look lovely this evening.”


			“Thank you, so do you.”


			He appeared to blush a little. Hm. Endearing.


			The waiter brought their appetizers, expertly placed them on the table, and asked if they needed anything else. When they said nothing, he hurried away.


			“Check out that shrimp,” he said. “It even looks spicy.”


			“Please, help yourself,” she said, handing him her fork.


			He stabbed a shrimp and held his hand beneath it in case in dripped. But instead of forking it to his own mouth, he held it out in front of hers. She smiled, pleasantly moved by the gesture, and leaned in for the bite. It was divine. Just hot enough to enhance all the flavors.


			“Mm,” she said. “That is good.”


			Beau forked his own bite and nodded in agreement with her as he chewed. Then he offered her some of his calamari. She took the first bite, this time with her own fork, and promptly gave her approval. Beau stabbed a piece for himself and was just about to bring it to his mouth when his gaze shifted to somewhere behind her and his face lit up like the Fourth of July. “Chloe!” He lowered his fork and jumped up from his seat. “Excuse me a moment, will you?” he said just before he hurried across the room.


			Luna sat staring after him, dumbfounded, watching as he grabbed another woman in an embrace. “I’m so glad to see you,” Beau said. He didn’t even seem to give the woman a chance to speak before he had her by the hand and was leading her toward Luna, a sloppy grin plastered on his face.


			“Luna Kirkman.” He tugged the other woman forward. “I’d like you to meet my sister, Chloe Paget.”


			Luna felt her mouth fall open. It was the same woman from the set. The one who she’d crashed into with all that stinky, gooey potato salad. The same woman who Greta had said had copped an attitude over the whole thing.


			She’d had to spend an extra two hours in hair and makeup thanks to her. And here she was staring her down with the same similar attitude Greta had alluded to. And she was Beau Paget’s sister to boot? What the hell was going on?


			Chloe stuck out her hand at Beau’s sudden nudging.


			Luna gripped it quickly, glad it was no longer covered in potato salad, and released it. “How very nice to meet you,” Luna said.


			“Likewise.” But her face told a different story. Her large maple-colored irises were sizing her up intently, as if she were wondering just what Beau was doing there with her. Luna wanted to explain, to help ease her qualms about their supposed relationship, but she refrained. Why should she try to comfort her? She’d caused her nothing but trouble and then had the nerve to have an attitude about it.


			Still, she was strikingly beautiful. Something Luna could not ignore. With her rounded blond stacked bob, graceful neckline, and classically defined features, she looked as though she could be in movies. And when she smiled, like she was doing now, up at Beau, a dimple marked her left cheek, leaving Luna nearly breathless.


			How can I get her to smile like that at me?


			Wait. Why would I want her to?


			Get a grip, Luna.


			She quickly tossed her napkin onto the table and stood from her chair. “Excuse me, Beau. I need the restroom.” With her purse in hand, she hurried across the restaurant, hoping that when she returned, Chloe Paget would be gone. Or at the very least, not nearly as beautiful.
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