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      "I fucking blew it.”

      The actor who’d just walked out of the audition mumbled as he strolled past us. He appeared much older than the part we were reading for.

      “Hugo, don’t let that man’s energy rub off on you,” My half-sister and agent Marla whispered. “This part is perfect for you. Now, remember to use the dramatic monologue, not the funny one.”

      “You’re never going to let that go, are you?” I whispered, feeling blood race up my neck. At my last audition, the role was for a man grieving his dead girlfriend. I’d thought it was for a rom-com. The look on the casting director’s face while I performed it confused me at first, until she stopped me, and told me to get the hell out of her office.

      “No, I’m not letting it go.” Marla blew a lock of burgundy hair off her forehead. “And for God’s sake, please don’t trip or fall. Don’t even touch anything unless they ask you to. I don’t know where you got your klutziness, especially since Daniel is a professional dancer.” She was referring to my father, Daniel Zepeda, who was world-renowned for his dancing and acting. Maybe Mom had an affair? Nah. I looked just like Dad.

      “Some people think my lack of balance is endearing,” I muttered, then the door on the opposite side of the beige waiting room opened.

      “Farley Hanson.” A short woman with a platinum bob called out, and a homely-looking guy across from us stood and followed her into the casting director’s office.

      “Playing a charming klutz on Skipping Detention was easy. This is an adult role, an intern at a law firm. You must act like a professional, okay?” Marla whispered. “Especially because you look so fucking young.”

      “Jealous?” I muttered, and she kicked me. I was twenty-six years old, and until a year ago I was still playing teenagers for Disney and Nickelodeon jobs. After the teen roles dried up, I started auditioning for older parts. More than anything, I wanted to be taken seriously as an actor, which meant adult roles.

      “Yes, I might be a little jelly, but be thankful. Your youthfulness has extended your career considerably.” Marla said, and even though I knew she was right, I was sick of being unemployed. Thankfully this character was twenty-two, not sixteen. 

      “Oh shit,” I whispered, and nodded toward the window on the other side of the room. Marla glanced up and gasped. “Stop being so obvious,” I muttered through clenched teeth. Standing outside on the other side of the window was my reason for falling in love with acting. Becket Grant, who played the managing partner of the law firm this show was about, was chatting it up with three men in suits, probably studio execs. I’d first seen him onstage in New York, back when I was fifteen. His golden-blond hair and ice-blue eyes were even more brilliant up close.

      “Whatever they’re talking about mustn’t be good,” Marla whispered. Becket’s gleaming smile flatlined, then he nodded his head and stalked away. “He’s known as being a troublemaker on set. Avoid him, if you know what’s good for your career.”

      “He’s the star of the show. What can I do…?” The door to the casting director’s office flew open, and the guy who’d just gone in came out, swiping at his eyes. “Jesus, did they make him do a crying scene?” 

      “You do whatever they…” Marla began, then the woman with the blonde bob stepped into the waiting room.

      “Hugo Zepeda?” She glanced around the room, and for a moment I was paralyzed with fear.

      “You’ve got this, Hugo.” Marla elbowed me, then I got to my feet and followed the woman into the office.
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        * * *

      

      “How’d it go?” Marla asked. I slid into the front seat of her green Prius and put my face in my hands.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “It couldn’t have been that bad.” She started the car and drove toward the studio lot’s exit. “You were in there longer than anyone else.”

      Marla’s phone buzzed in her purse. “See who it is for me.”

      I opened her purse and pulled it out. “It’s Mom.”

      “Oh.” She took it from me, and a second later Mom’s voice came through the speakers.

      “Darling, I’m having a few people over for brunch on Sunday and they’re all industry types. Could you come over to lighten things up a bit? Oh, and tell Hugo I'd love it if he'd come too.” Mom said. 

      "He's with me right now." Marla said.

      I heard Mom clap her hands. “One of them is bringing their teenage daughter. She’s a massive fan of Skipping Detention and she specifically asked to meet you, Hugo.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah sure, Mom.” I didn’t have plans. Hell, I didn’t have a job, a boyfriend or anything else to do.

      “Mom, Hugo just left an audition for that legal drama Nothing But The Truth.” Marla said, then we pulled up to the security booth at the end of the lot and she handed the guard a ticket. A second later we were on Hollywood Boulevard.

      “Oh, what a coincidence.” Mom’s voice squeaked. “The girl I’m talking about, her father is one of the producers. They’re both going to be here.”

      “Oh shit.” I muttered.

      “What the hell happened in that audition?” Marla turned in her seat and glared at me. “Swear to God I’m going to drop you as a client if you keep…”

      “Marla, leave your brother alone." Mom interrupted her. Then an audible sigh came through the speakers. “Please, for the love of God, don’t tell me you knocked or spilled something over, darling.”

      “No,” I whined, then spilled the beans. “Okay, maybe I messed up a little bit. The casting director asked me to sit across from her. I pulled the chair out, sat down, then I accidentally spilled the bottle of water she gave me.”

      “Jesus.” Marla and Mom said at the same time. 

      “The lady jumped up, and I did too. I apologized, then when I went to sit down, I kinda missed the chair.”

      “You what?” Marla hissed. “I thought things were going well, considering how long you were in there.”

      “I swear I didn’t…”

      “We know honey. You never do it on purpose.” Mom sighed. “Well, Archie, that’s the producer, owes me a favor. A few years back I had to clean up a script one of his writers butchered. Maybe it’s time to call the favor in?” 

      Marla groaned. “Either that or Hugo’s moving back home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Hugo

        

      

    

    
      “Get those files to Mr. Barclay at the courthouse now.” A stern paralegal with steel gray hair pulled back in a bun handed me a stack of manilla folders and an envelope.

      “Who?” 

      “Who do you think?” The woman shook her head. “Oh, yes, you’re the new intern, Brad Porter, right?”

      “Yeah, that’s me.” I said. “I just moved here. Which courthouse are you…”

      “We don’t have time for this.” The woman snapped. “The prosecution is about to wrap things up, and if Mr. Barclay doesn’t get these files immediately, our client could go to prison for a very long time. It’s across the street, you know, the big marble building that has Los Angeles County Courthouse carved over the entrance.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “Now get out of here.”

      “Um, yes, ma’am.” I turned and jogged off the set.

      “Cut!” Clay Hardy, the director bellowed. “Excellent work, you both got it right in one take. Stand-ins, go to Stage 12 so we can block the next scene. Everyone else go eat lunch. When you return we'll shoot the reaction shots and close-ups. We’re behind schedule so there can’t be any fucking around.”

      “Are you okay?” The actress behind the desk smiled. “It’s your first day and we all know what that’s like.” She got to her feet and came around the desk. “My name’s Grace. C’mon, let’s grab some food and I’ll introduce you to a few people.”

      “Thanks. Yeah, I’m a little nervous. But mostly, I’m starving.” I grinned at her, and Grace took my elbow in her hand and steered me off the set toward the craft services table. I’d arrived at 5:30 this morning for makeup, and all they’d given me to eat was a soggy egg sandwich. Trying to eat it while the hair and makeup people worked on me was difficult, so I’d ended up eating only half of it. Now it was almost noon, and my stomach was growling.

      “I watched some of the past seasons, and you’re brilliant.” I said to Grace, who was still pulling me along by my elbow. Her character on the show was a paralegal who worked under Becket Grant’s character, Charles Barclay. Her character was a pushy, no-nonsense woman, and I suspected she was like that in real life too.

      “Well, thank you.” She let go of my elbow as we approached the food table. “My daughter loved you in Skipping Detention, and so did I. My big break was on a Nickelodeon show back in the 90s. Child actors are unappreciated in my opinion.” Grace took a green plastic tray and began loading it with food. I did the same, and a few moments later I followed her to a table with two other actors. “Everyone, this is Hugo.” She gestured toward me and sat down. “Hugo, this is Becca, and Guy.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I sat across from Grace, then my stomach growled.

      “I heard that.” The woman named Becca grinned. “I try to remember to eat before coming to the set, but it almost never happens. So, you’re the new guy. Welcome to bedlam! There’s never a dull moment on Nothing But The Truth.”

      “Thanks.” I stuck a french fry in my mouth. 

      “You’re in my next scene, Hugo, along with him.” The man named Guy tilted his head to the left, and I saw the star of the show, Becket Grant, walking up the aisle with a loaded tray. He breezed past us, and everyone at the table sighed with what sounded like relief. For a moment I forgot to breathe. My teenage crush sat by himself at a table for two on the other side of the room. 

      “Every time he passes by me I get chills up my spine.” Grace sipped from a bottle of water. “I heard he got an extra fired last week for daring to speak to him.”

      “What?” I snuck a glance in his direction. Becket was scrolling on his phone while picking at a salad.

      “Oh yeah, he’s the show’s diva. The only time he smiles is when his character is required to.” Becca whispered. “Normally he eats in his trailer. Just do yourself a favor sweety, and stay out of his way.”

      “He can’t be that bad.” I muttered, then bit into my cheeseburger. As everyone quietly ate lunch I observed Becket Grant from the corner of my eye. The man’s eyes were so vividly blue you could see them from across the room. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him, and his muscular physique was evident under the pinstripe suit he wore. The only thing ruining the picture was the white bib he wore to protect his clothes. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen him, but it was the first time I'd actually worked with him.

      “He’s brilliant on stage.” I murmured, and Grace cleared her throat.

      “Becket Grant has more talent in his pinky than the rest of us combined. Or at least that’s what he thinks.” She whispered. “But what a theater snob. If I recall correctly, he’s won an award or two for his work on Broadway.”

      “Three.” I said. “He’s won three Tony’s.”

      “He needs to go back to New York and let us lowly television actors shine for once.” Becca griped. “Though I must admit when our characters had that affair last season, he was a total professional. Not one of those macho actors who goes tonsil diving.”

      “Just do yourself a favor and steer clear of him.” Grace murmured, then she reached over and patted my hand. “Better safe than sorry.”
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        * * *

      

      “Your honor, please give me five more minutes.” Mr. Barclay stood before the judge. “My intern should be here any minute with evidence that will prove my client’s innocence.”

      “Mr. Barclay, you’ve had more than enough time to…” The judge began, and I threw open the door to the courtroom and ran inside. When I reached Mr. Barclay, I handed him the files and the envelope. “Very well, councilor. You may proceed.”

      “Objection.” The opposing council got to her feet. She opened her mouth, but the judge muttered, “Overruled.”

      Mr. Barclay opened the envelope, and along with several sheets of paper, a fountain pen clattered to the desk. He opened one of the manilla folders and grabbed the pen. When he put the pen to paper, a jet of cobalt blue ink squirted onto his pristine white shirt and burgundy tie. 

      “What the hell is this?” Mr. Barclay muttered through gritted teeth.

      “Cut!” The director called out, and everyone in the scene except for me and Becket laughed. I was horrified. Becket’s jaw clenched, his eyebrows coming together. Oh hell, how did I manage to fuck this up? I didn’t even know there was a pen in the envelope.

      “Did you do this on purpose?” Becket glared at me. My hands flew to my chest and I shook my head no. Shit, I’ve made an enemy of the star on my first day. He glared at the cameramen. “Who the hell’s idea of a joke was this?”

      “It’s an accident, that’s all.” The director giggled, but I’d swear I detected a hint of malice in his gaze. Had somebody really done this on purpose? But why? Pissing off the lead actor in a top-ten show was career suicide. 

      Becket stood up, his fists clenched at his sides. Everyone who’d been laughing fell silent, then the director strolled over to where Becket and I stood.

      “There’s no need to get upset.” The man said. “In fact, let’s leave it in. Maybe lighten up the drama a little bit.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “Clay, somebody is deliberately sabotaging me.” Becket reached his hand up to his forehead, then thought better of it. His fingers were stained blue. He shook his head in disgust. “Now I have to change costumes, and this mess…” He gestured at the table. “...must be cleaned up too. Don't blame me if we go into overtime.”

      It was already six in the evening, and if we had to start all over again, we could be on set for several more hours. Everyone groaned at once. Then the director threw his arm around my shoulder.

      “That’s why we hired Hugo Zepeda, star of Skipping Detention. He happens to be a natural comedian.” Clay let go of me. “Kid, the look on your face was priceless." His lips twisted. "And Becket, I didn’t tell you about the pen beforehand because we needed to film your reaction. If you’d known about it in advance it wouldn’t have been spontaneous.”

      That was bullshit. Becket was a Tony award winning actor, and if anyone could be spontaneous, it was him. I’d swear they did it on purpose to mess with Becket's head.

      “Okay people, let’s get back to work.” Clay walked behind the cameras and gazed at one of the screens. “Becket, Hugo, come here and look at your positions before Becket ventured off from the script. Continuity is key.”

      I walked over to the director, then glanced back to see Becket glaring at both of us.

      “Ventured off the script?” Becket put his hands on his hips and scowled. “I was following the script. You and that guy…” He pointed at me. “...were the ones who…”

      “Enough! You’re a fucking actor, now act. It’s called improv, Becket. Now get your ass over here so we can get the scene done and call it a night.”
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        * * *

      

      “I got a commercial today schlepping tennis rackets.” Chris, my roommate, grinned up at me from the couch. He was a model who was now dipping his toes into the acting world. “Looks like I’ll be able to pay rent this month. Hey, what’s wrong?”

      “Today was unbelievable.” I flopped onto the sofa next to him. “Every bad thing that could happen, did.”

      “Didn’t you get to work with your idol, Becket Grant?” Chris sighed. “He is one helluva handsome dude.”

      “After today, I think he hates me.” Immediately after we finished the last scene Becket stomped off the set without a word to me or anyone else. My stomach churned just thinking about it.

      “Don’t tell me.” Chris giggled. “You tripped and fell face first into his lap.”

      “If only.” I eyed Chris’s beer. God, I wish I could drink one too, but I didn’t want to be puffy on camera tomorrow. “The director is an asshole, and I think he has major problems with Becket.” I told Chris the day’s events. “When the director called wrap, Becket gave me the evil eye and stalked off the set. I was so damned careful all day not to knock things over, or trip over my feet. But it doesn’t matter now, because the star of the show thinks I’m in cahoots with the director.” 

      “To be honest, I couldn’t blame him for that. If he’d known about the stupid pen trick, he could’ve reacted appropriately.” Chris said, then flipped on the television. “I’ve watched Nothing But The Truth a few times, and it’s a serious drama, not slapstick comedy.”

      “When Clay put his arm around my shoulder and told Becket they’d hired me specifically to lighten things up, he looked like he’d been betrayed. By me! And I just met him.” I punched the pillow next to me. “I’ve had a celebrity crush on him for years, and all I wanted was for us to work well together, or maybe…”

      “A roll in the hay?” Chris sipped his beer. “He’s hot stuff, but no offense, dude, he’s way out of your league.”

      “No, it’s not sex I wanted. Jesus, your mind is always in the gutter.” I picked up the pillow and was about to hit him with it, but he threw his arm up. “Hell, of course I’d love to sleep with him. But more than anything I want to, I don’t know, be friends, or at the very least be friendly colleagues. And what do you mean he’s out of my league?”

      “Forget I said that.” Chris stood up. “Want a beer?”

      “No. I have to be in the makeup chair by 5:30 in the morning.” I sighed, and a picture of Becket on that stage in Central Park filled my head. It was eleven years ago, and he was starring in a one-man show featuring the main characters of Henrik Ibsen’s plays. Aside from Shakespeare, Ibsen was the best dramatist in history. The way Becket transformed from one character to the next was simply breathtaking. Seeing what he was capable of was what inspired me to follow in my father’s footsteps and take up acting.

      “Tomorrow’s a new day. He’ll either move on from today’s disaster, or he’ll continue being an asshole.” Chris leaned against the wall across from me and folded his arms over his chest. “You could always apologize.”

      “For what? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “But he doesn’t know that.” Chris pushed himself off the wall and strolled into the kitchen. A moment later he came back into the living room with a beer in one hand, and a Tupperware container in the other.

      “What’s that?” I pointed at the dish.

      “You might be the biggest klutz in the world, but you’re also the best cook I’ve ever known.” He sat next to me, peeled off the plastic wrap and reached in with his fingers.

      I slapped his hand. “Don’t do that! Get a fork.”

      Chris ignored me and pulled out a slice of sweet potato cheesecake I’d made over the weekend. It was a recipe combining the familiar cheesecake with Japanese creme fraiche and black sesame. I learned how to make it when I was a teenager living in New York while Dad was shooting a tv series. If I wasn’t an actor, I would’ve been a chef. “You should make him some of this.” He bit into it and groaned. “Nobody can stay mad at you for long after eating this magical stuff.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Becket

        

      

    

    
      The sound of ice clinking in my glass echoed as I prepared a cocktail. After a hellish day at work my (blue!) fingers were trembling as I poured the vodka. Then I went outside, sat in the dark by the infinity pool, and stared at the Pacific Ocean, sparkling in the light of a full moon. 

      “This house is the only good thing to come from that damned TV show.” I grumbled. In New York, I was happiest. The theater was marvelous, and I’d earned a reputation as the actor of choice for Broadway productions. But the money was dismal compared to a Hollywood paycheck. Yes, I could’ve remained in New York and still had a decent lifestyle, but not nearly as opulent as the way I lived now. 

      I’d followed my friends to LA, hoping to score the elusive perfect career. Out of all of us, I’d had the most success. Candace was just now finding her footing as an indie director. Ram scored a lucrative gig with Gucci, modeling in between acting jobs, while Goldie treaded water. 

      “She should’ve moved here twenty years ago.” I sighed, feeling sympathy for my oldest friend. She’d never confided to me her age, but I assumed she was in her mid-forties. Hollywood wasn’t kind to older women, and I often thought she should hang it up here and move back to New York, where older actresses were treated with respect. There, she was the queen of Broadway, while here the only roles offered her were for mothers and grandmothers. She was still a striking beauty, and vanity kept her from accepting those roles. But, she’d landed me a powerful agent in La La land, and his guidance had proven invaluable.

      When Frank, my agent, called with the offer for Nothing But The Truth, I’d taken it, because the original premise was exciting. It focused on the plight of the homeless, political activism, and working to help those who didn’t have voices in their communities. That lasted one season, then the network demanded changes. Appalling changes. And while they’d jettisoned the show into the top ten, as an actor I cringed. 

      In the last four years my character had affairs with nearly every actress on the show, and the other characters were bed hopping too. Instead of giving voices to the homeless, the law firm defended scammy plastic surgeons and mobsters. The way things were going, we’d soon be celebrity ambulance chasers. 

      My cell phone buzzed on the glass table next to me. If it was anyone from the studio it would remain unanswered. Thankfully, it was Candace, so I picked it up.

      “I had the day from hell, how was yours?”

      “Mine was perfect.” She drawled in her rich southern accent. “I got a huge grant from the National Endowment For The Arts to make my next film, the one about the immigration crisis at the border. Do I hear ice tinkling in a glass?”

      “Yes.” I swallowed down half the drink, relishing the burn in my throat. “By the time my contract for this awful show ends next year I'll be a raging alcoholic.”

      “Oh sweetie, you need to eat more. That’s why you’re grumpy all the time.” I heard the sound of a beer popping open on her end.

      “Well, considering the daily notes I get from the studio telling me I’m fat, I’m surprised I haven’t developed a full-blown eating disorder.” I sighed. “Salads are the enemy. So is my director, and I’m not sure which one I loathe the most.”

      “So what happened to trigger this foul mood?”

      “Where do I begin?” I shut my eyes for a moment, and the sound of crashing waves in the distance calmed me. “They hired a newbie, a kid, and I can already sense they're going to use him to get under my skin. Without a word to either of us, they planted a leaky fountain pen for my character to use. Ink shot all over me, and because they didn’t inform either of us, I assumed it was the kid's fault. Turns out the studio wants to lighten things up, add a little touch of humor. Or at least that’s how the director phrased it. Who knows if he’s telling the truth.”

      “Is humor such a bad thing? Because I remember a time, long ago, when you were the funniest man I knew.” Candace chuckled. “Remember that curtain call at the first performance of The Graduate? When the curtain went up you mooned the audience, and a bright, shiny picture of your ass was published in the New York Times. Not too many actors can brag about that.”

      “God, I miss those days.” I drained the rest of my drink and got to my feet. “I’m not against commercial projects, but this drivel I’m starring in is killing my soul.”

      “Well, it’s also paying for that stunning mansion overlooking the beach. Isn’t that view worth being an ambulance chaser on television?”

      I placed the phone between my ear and shoulder, padded into the house, and poured another cocktail. “I’m not chasing ambulances yet, but by next year I’m certain I will be. When we all moved out here, I thought things would be different. We’d all succeed making the films we wanted, and they’d throw money and golden statues at us.”

      “Well, I’m making the movies I want, though being an indie prevents me from earning the mega-bucks. No major awards yet, but I’m keeping my fingers and toes crossed for my latest project.” I heard another beer popping open on her end. “Good things are going to happen to you, Becks. If you still hate Hollywood at the end of your contract, you can always take the small fortune you’ve made and move back to the city.”

      “From your mouth to God’s ear.”
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        * * *

      

      “Brad, did you notice anything suspicious about Mrs. Cameron when you dropped off those documents?” I drummed my fingers on the desk. A perplexed look settled on his face.

      “What do you mean?” His thick eyebrows shot up.

      “He means what he said.” My paralegal Connie snapped. “You’re new here, but, um, so we’ll excuse you for now, but…”

      “Cut!” Clay yelled, then strolled up to the desk and glared at Grace, the actress playing my paralegal. “This is the seventh time you’ve fucked up your line.”

      Underneath her thick makeup I saw her face reddening. “I’m sorry, I just…”

      “I don’t pay you for apologies, I pay you to perform." Clay spun around, running his fingers through his hair. “Stupid bitch.” He muttered. 

      The newbie, Hugo, cleared his throat. Grace’s eyes were wet, and before I could stop myself I blurted out, “Everyone has a bad day. C’mon, Clay. Maybe it’s your turn to lighten up.” I never spoke out, afraid of angering the studio. But Grace was always a pro, and this was the first time I'd witnessed her forgetting her lines.

      “One more word out of any of you and I’ll…” Clay glared at me. “Everyone take fifteen minutes. Grace, learn your fucking lines, now!”

      I took off for my trailer before I said something to piss off the director even more. When I opened the door, my agent was seated in front of the vanity. The older man’s grin split his face.

      “Frank, you are a sight for sore eyes. Jesus, Clay is being a bigger tool than usual.” I pulled a bottle of soda water from the mini-fridge and sat on the cheap couch provided by the studio.

      “An interesting development has come up.” He took his black framed glasses off, pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and began cleaning them. “A movie offer.”

      “What?” After being labeled difficult by the press, I was shocked. “How did you manage to…?”

      “Do you know who Manolo Castro is?” He slid the glasses back on and tilted his head.

      “Um, indie director from Mexico, or is it Spain?” If it was who I thought it was, I wondered how I’d landed on his radar. Frank nodded. “Oh, I saw a movie of his before I left New York. Or was it a series on Netflix?”

      “He started out making low-budget films, mostly character studies. But his last movie was a full-length feature and won the Palme D’or at Cannes.” He pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then handed it to me. “They’re calling him the next Pedro Almovodar, you know, the one who worked with Penelope Cruz in Volver.”

      “She was nominated for an Oscar for that one, right?” I muttered, glancing at the film reviews on the phone screen. My pulse ticked faster. Apparently the Spanish speaking world thought Manolo Castro was a genius.

      “Yes, she was.” Frank reached for his phone and I handed it back to him. “I got a personal call from him, not from one of his people. He thinks you’d be perfect for his first English language feature.”

      Okay, now I was baffled. “He wants to hire me? Has he even watched Nothing But The Truth? If he’s a fan of the show I don’t want to work with him.” This made little sense. Why would an award winning director want an actor from an over-the-top campy legal drama?

      “Oh yes.” Frank chuckled. “He said,” Frank used air quotes, “I must rescue him from that pathetic crap.” A smile spread across my face. “Manolo saw you on Broadway, and thinks highly of your skills. In fact, he’s already scheduled the shooting for your hiatus. But, I must remind you that this tacky show got you the lovely home on the beach. Plus, it took you from being a New York stage actor and made you a star. Never forget that.”

      “Yeah, a star.” I shook my head in disgust. “Who’s routinely in the gossip rags for being a dictator on set, that all actors hate. What pisses me off is it’s always attributed to anonymous sources. Somebody on this show is determined to ruin my name, and I can’t figure out why. I’m always professional.”

      “It’s a story as old as time.” Frank grunted. “Somebody high up wants to keep you down, that way you won’t negotiate decent pay rises, or heaven forbid, actually leave the show. It also discourages other studios from hiring you. Keeping you under their thumb is good for business, that’s all.”

      “Okay.” I drummed my fingers on the armrest, trying to keep myself from growing too excited about this potential project. It could be my ticket out of the craptastic show. “I’ll watch his movie. What is it called?”

      “Um, let me check.” Frank searched on his phone. “La Casa de la Vergüenza. I have no idea what that means.”

      “The House of Shame.” He’d butchered the pronunciation. “What’s the new movie called, and when can I see the script?”

      “Manolo said the script isn’t quite ready yet. Shooting is in Mexico, and starts in three months. He mentioned something about a man discovering the truth about himself, blah blah blah.” Frank shrugged and got to his feet. “He’s not Spielberg, but he’s making an excellent name for himself. I’ll set up a meeting.”

      “Hell, at least it gives me something to look forward to." An artistic film shot before my last season would buffer the pain of fulfilling my contract. I stood, and there was a knock at the door. Frank opened it, and one of the assistant director’s shouted in his face.

      “Mr. Grant should’ve been on set ten minutes ago!” She saw me standing behind my agent, blushed, then scampered off.

      My stomach clenched at the thought of going back to the set. 

      “Hang in there, Becks.” Frank stepped out of the trailer and I followed behind him. “And the next time that asshole director screams at you, check your bank balance. That’s sure to put a smile on your face.”

      I honestly didn’t give a damn about the money any longer. All I wanted was to feel like myself again, to feel the joy I used to feel back in New York.

      “Get me this job, Frank. I don’t care what it is, I’ll do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Hugo

        

      

    

    
      “I still can’t believe Becket Grant stood up for me.” Grace murmured. She was in the makeup chair next to mine, her hair in hot rollers. “I always thought he believed he was better than the rest of us.”

      Tony the makeup artist pulled my dark curls back from my forehead and clipped them to avoid getting foundation in my hair. “Drama always surrounds Becket, but that doesn’t mean he’s the one who causes it.” He stretched a bib over my shirt and fastened it in the back. The metal bangles he wore on his wrists clinked next to my ear. “If you believe for one second Becket Grant is a diva, think again. The man’s a total professional. I never worked with him in New York, but I’ve never experienced the kind of drama we go through here back in the city. Most Broadway actors go to work, do their jobs, then go home. Directors in New York don’t put up with crazy shit.”

      Grace shifted in her seat. “Maybe you’re right. Usually he doesn’t say a word to anyone except when it’s work-related. It’s not natural.”

      Tony whipped out a compact and began patting the foundation into my skin. “Look up, please.” I did as he asked and he applied the color under my eyes. “We all get through the day differently. Some people like to chat with co-workers, and others prefer to get the work done and go home. Personally, I’d rather be around the professionals who stay in their lane instead of the drama queens.”

      I reached for my coffee on the table beside me, and Tony hissed, “Stay still,” and tapped my forehead with an eyebrow pencil. It wasn’t even six in the morning, and I desperately needed a cup of ambition. 

      “This week’s episode involves my long-lost brother, who's being charged with smuggling Fentanyl.” Grace sighed. “Didn’t know I had a brother until I read the script over the weekend.”

      Tony giggled. “What about last season when you found out you were pregnant. What did you say again?”

      “It was an immaculate conception. Hell, my character is in her late forties, and she never went on dates, much less had one-night stands.” Grace laughed. 

      “What happened to the baby?” I asked.

      “Miscarraige, in the middle of court. I rose up when the judge entered the chamber, then fell to my knees, clutching my bump.” Grace sighed. “The ratings were fabulous that week.”

      I reached for the coffee again, and this time Tony handed it to me. “Thanks.” Then he took out Grace's rollers and began brushing her hair.

      All weekend I’d had imaginary conversations with Becket. I wanted to talk to him about the theater, about acting, hell, just about anything to hear the sound of his smooth baritone voice. But as Tony pointed out, Becket was the consummate professional. Every day he only came out of his trailer to work, or to grab food and go back to his hiding place. There wasn’t a chance to say more than hello before we began filming. He was an acting genius, and I wanted to learn from him. And yes, my teenage crush had reemerged. The man appeared on the cover of GQ magazine multiple times, and for excellent reasons.

      Grace’s hair and makeup was complete, so she left. Tony leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Don’t listen to her, or the others. Becket Grant has more talent in his big toe than everyone here combined. Watch him, and do what he does. Keep your nose clean, come to work, do your job, and go home. That’s how you’ll advance in this crazy business.”
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        * * *

      

      “...and without the deposition, we can’t take this case any further.” Mr. Barclay leaned back in his chair and eyed the client seated across from him. “Mrs. Kelly, I don't know how to proceed. Your husband was arrested with a substantial amount of drugs when he crossed the border at Tijuana.”

      “But can’t we at least get him out on bail? My husband isn’t a flight risk.” The woman's mascara snaked down her cheeks. 

      The door to Mr. Barclay’s office flew open. He eyed his paralegal who'd interrupted. “I’m very sorry to disturb you, Mr. Barclay. But there’s something urgent I must speak with you about now.” Her face was pale, and tiny beads of sweat dotted her upper lip. “In private.”

      Mr. Barclay shook his head and huffed, "Fine. Mrs. Kelly, would you mind stepping into the hallway for just a moment.”

      The crying woman strolled past the paralegal, who shut the door.

      “I can’t work on this case." She sat where Mrs. Kelly had been, and her eyes dropped to her lap. "It’s a conflict of interest.” Mr. Barclay’s eyebrows shot up. She took a deep breath and locked eyes with him. "That man, Mr. Kelly, he’s my brother.”

      “What?” Mr. Barclay shook his head, then he tapped on his computer keyboard. “How come Mrs. Kelly didn’t, oh never mind. Let me look at all the files before we make a hasty decision. You’re the best, and I still want you on the case. The intern, let me get him in here.” He tapped on the keyboard again, which was my cue to enter the office.

      I was holding a stack of files when I opened the door with one hand, and when I entered the room I felt something pull at my waist. A second later, the files flew out of my hand, and my right side scraped against the door. “Ouch, shit!”

      “Cut!”

      “Damn it.” I didn’t know what happened, then I saw the door handle stuck in my belt loop. When I glanced over to the desk, Grace was trying not to laugh, while Becket glowered at me. Papers were everywhere, and my cheeks burned. I tried to extricate myself, but my hands didn’t want to work. 

      “Somebody get that moron free from the fucking door.” Clay yelled, then he put his finger on his chin and smiled. “Actually, let’s keep it. We’’ll make it part of your character, the clumsy intern. We’ll edit out the swearing later.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Becket muttered. “Okay, we’re keeping the mess.” He glared at me. I didn’t know if he was referring to me as the mess, or the files and papers littering the set.

      “I’m sorry, but that was hysterical.” Grace laughed out loud, and then the entire crew did too. Everyone thought it was funny, except for Becket. 

      I was mortified. What on earth did Becket think of me? The village idiot, or a pathetic clown? My face burned, and I couldn’t look him in the eye. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “They let me go early. Something to do with reaction shots with Becket.” I was walking to my car, a Prius like my sister’s, except it was silver instead of green. Two cars away from mine was a stately brown Jaguar, and the license plate had BECKGRANT stamped on it. 

      “I spoke to the showrunner, and they’re thrilled with your work. She said you have excellent comedic skills.” My sister sighed into the phone. “I’m assuming you’re being your usual clumsy self.”

      “Damn it Marla, I’m trying to be careful, I swear.” I clicked the button on my keyfob and the locks on my car opened. “Today my belt loop got caught on a door handle, and papers flew everywhere. It was so embarrassing.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I want you to relax, and if you happen to run into stuff, it’s no big deal. According to Sherry, you’re making a huge impression on the director. That means more scenes for you, which lifts your profile.” Marla laughed. “More money for you and me. So what are you doing this afternoon?”

      I switched on speakerphone and backed out of the parking spot. “Hitting the gym. The wardrobe people left me a note that I should try to lose a few pounds.”

      “Jesus, you’ll be anorexic if you lose any more weight. Listen, before you got the gig on the show, some of your former co-stars invited you to a social media event on the beach. Something about a reunion they want to tape for Instagram and TikTok.” Marla inhaled, and I wondered if she’d started smoking again. “The season you’re shooting hasn’t aired yet, and this could be an excellent way to get the word out about your new role. You know, generate some excitement.”

      “Just send out a press release.” I muttered, not wanting to do anything but work my frustrations out at the gym. “Do we really want to remind people of me as a child actor? ‘Cause that’s what will happen if I’m seen hanging out with my former co-stars.”

      “Press releases work for people over thirty. We need to get your younger fans on board with you playing an adult role.” I heard her exhale, and knew she was puffing away on a cancer stick. “I’m calling Christine and letting her know you’ll meet them by the Santa Monica pier. Run home, put on your swim trunks, and head over there. Oh, and don’t wear the speedos. Kids don’t need to see that much skin.”

      I rolled my eyes, then turned out of the studio parking lot. “Fine. I’ll be there within the hour.”

      Marla disconnected the call, and I turned on the radio. My sister’s idea of publicity still involved me acting like a teenager, even though we agreed that I needed to transition to adult roles. But according to her, I needed all the publicity I could get.

      “I wonder if Becket ever had to do this embarrassing shit?” I sighed, then realized I was about to drive past my exit. When I switched lanes the driver behind me laid on the horn. I lifted my hand to flip the bird, then realized a paparazzi might see it. Instead, I mouthed fuck you and got onto the exit ramp.

      I could tell Becket thought I was a joke, and I couldn’t blame him. Shooting ink and throwing files all over the set wasn’t a good look. Maybe I could come up with a way to say I was sorry?
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        * * *

      

      When I got to my apartment I rushed into the kitchen before changing clothes. They’d let me go right before lunch, and I was starving. I opened the fridge and pulled out some leftover sushi I’d made. After cramming a piece down my throat I took the tupperware container into the bedroom with me to eat while I changed.

      My true life started when I lived in New York. Dad was shooting a TV series, Marla was out of the house, and Mom was always flying from one movie set to another. Dad thought it best for me to stay with him on location.

      Originally I’d wanted nothing to do with show business. It's not nearly as glamorous as it appeared to outsiders, and on more than one occasion I’d come home from school to see Mom or Dad drinking the stress of the day away. What I’d wanted to be was a famous chef. 

      That all changed when Dad took me to see a one man show of Henrik Ibsen’s greatest male characters in Central Park. It starred Becket Grant, and even from the small stage in the center of the park, he’d been electrifying. This was before he’d become a Tony award winner. When Dad and I walked back to the rental, he’d said, "That man is going to be a huge star." Considering my father was a celebrity himself, I knew he was right. And more than anything I wanted to be just like Becket.

      So, like any teenage stalker who had access to theaters and movie sets, I started spying on Becket. I went to most of the performances in the park, and when he got a role in Broadway’s The Graduate, I pestered Dad for tickets. When Dad couldn’t go with me, I hung out at the backstage exit in a wet alley, just waiting to lock eyes with him. Of course, he didn’t notice me, but one night I followed him and an actress around the corner to a restaurant. They got a table in the rear, while I sat at the bar just a few feet from him. 

      It was a unique restaurant called Shalom Japan, and it was the first time I’d eaten sushi. Jewish sushi, to be precise. And I’d seen and heard how Becket responded to the food. He raved about it, and I overheard him tell the actress that he came here after weekend matinees all the time. So, I pestered Dad to let me get a part-time job. Dad thought I was nuts, but he appreciated my work ethic and let me apply for one. There'd been a help wanted sign in the window of Shalom Japan; they were looking for a busboy. I got the job, and after asking the chef a million questions, I learned how to make most of their dishes. Plus, I could spy on Becket without him noticing. I felt a little guilty about the stalking now, but teenagers did strange stuff.

      “Hey, that’s it.” I stripped off my slacks, sat on the side of the bed and pulled my board shorts on. “No restaurants in LA serve Jewish sushi, so I’ll make him his favorite food as a way of saying I’m sorry.” I jumped up and smiled at my reflection in the full-length mirror. "It can't hurt?"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          Becket

        

      

    

    
      “That should keep everybody happy.” I placed the last of the cucumber sandwiches on a tray, then started slicing vegetables. Finger foods were the extent of my culinary skills, and thankfully my friends were understanding. Candace once told me she always ate before coming over, knowing she’d never get a full meal here.

      “Well, if I wasn’t on one long continuous diet, I might have learned how to make more than sandwiches and fucking salads.” I sliced harder into a carrot than I intended, and the loud chopping sound echoed in the cavernous kitchen. When I first bought the house I’d loved the kitchen, and deluded myself into believing I’d actually learn how to cook. Instead, its cupboards were mostly empty.

      I took the platters to the dining room and set them on the table. After the tortuous day at work, I’d called my closest friends on a whim, hoping for a friendly night of distractions. Since I had to be on set at the crack of dawn, it would be a low-key evening, mostly playing cards or hanging out by the pool. 

      I heard a buzz from the security system and raced to the entrance foyer. My friends all knew the code to get in, so all I had to do was wait at the door with a forced smile stretched across my cheeks. Moments later Candace’s blue pick-up truck parked in the driveway. She and Ram stepped out of it and waved. Goldie parked her pristine white BMW next to the truck, got out, and hugged Ram and Candace, then they marched up to the front door and I waved them inside.

      “Darling, whatever is the matter?” Goldie said as she passed. “You almost never socialize during the week, what with your horrific schedule.” She was extra-fancy this evening, wearing a black and white Chanel dress with an enormous necklace of white and red beads, fashioned into a cross.

      Candace and Ram glanced over the food and walked straight past it into the kitchen. “I know you can’t drink, Becks, but the rest of us are thirsty.” Ram opened the refrigerator and pulled a beer out, passed one to Candace, then got one for himself. “I’ve got great news. Six months from now I will be in Mumbai, shooting a tragic film for an enormous sum of money.”

      “Congratulations.” I grinned at him, truly happy for Ram’s success. “You’d better get your dancing shoes on.” We’d had a brief affair back in New York when he attempted a Broadway career. The passion quickly vanished, replaced by an enduring friendship. Now he was an internationally successful model, and a movie star in his native India.

      “Cheers!” Goldie said from behind me. I turned to see her with a raised cocktail. “I wish they had more dancing in movies here in the states.”

      “That’s because you’d be in every movie made.” I smiled at her. She once was the Queen of Broadway, mostly in musicals. 

      “Yes, I would.” She sighed, then turned and walked toward the living room. The three of us followed along. When we got there she flipped on the television.

      “Why on earth do you want to watch TV?” Candace asked, plopping her ass next to Goldie’s on the couch. “There’s never anything worth watching.”

      I coughed.

      “Well, except for Nothing But The Proof.” Ram winked at me, and I laughed.

      “Truth, dear Ram. Nothing But The Truth.” I sat on the loveseat next to him. “I might have good news to tell you three soon.”

      “Ooh, spill it.” Candace leaned forward. I hesitated a moment, nervous about jinxing the deal. 

      “Have you heard of the director Manolo Castro?” I asked. Candace nodded, while the other two shrugged their shoulders. “He’s interested in me for his next movie, and has already scheduled it for my hiatus. Of course, I haven’t agreed to it yet, but a meeting is being set up between our people.”

      “Manolo Castro is one of my favorite directors.” Candace’s head jerked back. “I can’t believe he wants to work with you.”

      I must have made a face because she held up her hand. “I didn’t mean it that way. You are very talented, like the rest of us, I must add.”

      We all laughed. 

      “Though if memory serves me, he’s also got a tremendous ego. At least that’s what I remember from an interview I saw of him a few weeks back.” Candace slugged back half of her beer.

      “Everyone in our business has a huge ego. As long as he has the goods to back it up, I don’t care.” I said, then noticed a familiar face on the television screen. “Goldie, turn up the volume please.”

      She did as I asked. The station was showing Celebrity Gossip Today, and the host was standing on a beach wearing Gucci sunglasses and a floppy pink hat.

      “Who was fired from the latest Marvel movie? We’ll share all the details next. This afternoon we visited the Santa Monica pier where the stars from the classic teen series Skipping Detention are having an impromptu reunion. Watch as they recreate the opening dance sequence right here on the sand!”

      An awful pop song came on, and the camera zoomed closer to the dancers.

      “Why on earth do you want to watch this garbage?” Candace grimaced. “I’m losing my will to live just seeing it.”

      “Wait!” I leapt up and snatched the remote from Goldie. “That’s my new co-star, Hugo, something or another. He’s possibly the clumsiest person I’ve ever met.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the screen. “The idiot drenched me in ink, and earlier today, got a door handle stuck in his belt loop.” I sat down, transfixed by the screen.

      Hugo was in a line of a dozen or so people, doing a synchronized dance. “I’m shocked he hasn’t fallen over yet.”

      “He looks sweet. Just your type, Becks.” Ram leaned into me. Hugo missed the beat and fell against a female dancer. “Though he’s not very coordinated.”

      “Ram, he can’t be more than nineteen, twenty tops. I'm not interested in babysitting." The girl Hugo ran into grabbed both of his hands and spun him around. 

      “Oh no.” I feared the worst.

      She let go of him, and another actress grabbed his hands. They skipped to the front of the line, and what appeared to be hundreds of teenage girls cheered them on. Hugo let go of her hands, twirled around, and fell, his hands grasping the air. The girl reached for him, and he grabbed for her arms. Instead, his hands landed on her shoulders, and suddenly her bikini top was half off. One of her boobs was pixelated to prevent viewers at home from seeing it.

      “Oh my stars, this is fabulous!” Goldie giggled, then the rest of us laughed along with her. 

      “Hugo Zepeda, the class clown on Skipping Detention, isn’t known for his dancing ability. But seeing that he’s rumored to be dating Shelly Hathaway, we’re sure she’ll forgive him for the wardrobe malfunction.”

      The hundreds of teenagers cracked up laughing, and Hugo hid his face in his hands. The actress got her boob back in the bikini top, then she smacked Hugo's shoulder.

      “Notice something different about his fans, compared to yours darling?” Goldie pointed at the screen. “They’re all smiling and laughing, and your co-star looks like he’s enjoying himself. Not a scowl in sight.”

      “That’s because he’s only been on the show for a few days. After a few months of hell, he won’t be smiling.” I grimaced. “I hate this sort of thing. Just another cheezy Hollywood publicity stunt. Hell, if I hadn’t experienced Hugo’s clumsiness up close and personal, I’d believe he tore off her bikini top on purpose to generate clicks online.”

      “Hugo Zepeda is currently filming the next season of the hit show, Nothing But The Truth. From teen heartthrob to attorney! Learn more about Hugo’s next big role on our website. We’ll tell you more after the break!”

      “Hugo’s not an attorney, he's playing an intern, that’s all.” I bitched, and switched off the television. “God, this just reeks of the Hollywood publicity machine. It’s damned tacky.”

      “Why are you concerned about self-promotion?”Candace looked bemused. “We’ve all got to do it, even me. Whenever I want funding for a new documentary, I have to do the same thing, well, minus flashing my boobs to the world. Your co-star is hot, but I’d rather be with the honey bunny who showed us her tits.”

      “I hadn’t noticed his appearance.” I lied. Of course I'd noticed, but I’d also seen how young he was. At thirty-five, I was probably fifteen years older than him. “Hugo’s a typical LA beach hunk, and a public menace.”

      Ram turned to me and lifted an eyebrow. “Well now, Becks. You sure have your panties in a bunch over him.”

      “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. Ram thought he knew my taste in men because of our brief affair. Actually, Hugo kind of resembled a much younger version of Ram.

      “You obviously hate working in Hollywood.” Goldie stood and walked over to the bar. “Your heart is on the stage. Why don’t you just go back to New York and do what you love?”

      “Life is short.” I went over the same tired reasons in my head for not quitting the show and going back to the city. “Despite the dreariness of working on a television drama, I love well-crafted movies. Hopefully, I’ll get a meeting with Manolo Castro, and if I make the film, other substantial roles will come along. The other reason I don’t move back to the city is money. The shelf-life of an actor in Hollywood is relatively short, so the pay is excellent. If I make the big bucks now, I won’t have to worry about money again. Plus, there’s this house. I don’t want to give it up.”

      My four-bedroom home was in Paradise Cove Bluffs, and was roughly six thousand square feet. The views were out of this world, especially of Santa Monica Bay. The hardwood floors gleamed, and my bedroom wall facing the ocean was solid glass. I was incredibly grateful for my career, and the possessions that came with it. Though it was difficult reconciling my good fortune with the asinine series I starred in.

      “When I first began Nothing But The Truth, I was passionate about the show. It spotlighted the horrible inequality people live with. Now it’s transformed into something I don’t recognize. It’s just another badly plotted melodrama, not much better than a soap opera.” I sighed.

      “Well, as long as we’re here, let’s go outside and enjoy the stunning sunset over the ocean.” Candace got to her feet, then Ram and Goldie followed her outside.

      “I’ll be along in a moment.” I called out, then grabbed the remote and switched the television back on. The tacky gossip show was still on, and the anchors were seated behind a desk. I muted the volume and stared at the Hollywood publicity machine at work. Then Hugo’s face filled the screen once more, and the band of white text running underneath the anchor's faces mentioned Nothing But The Truth. I ignored the words and focused on his grinning face. The boy was the epitome of everything I loathed about LA. All gleaming white teeth, tan skin, muscles, coupled with enough talent to get the occasional job. Suddenly I realized who his father was. Daniel Zepeda, a Mexican actor and dancer who’d been extremely popular back in the early 2000s. Hugo resembled the handsome man I had a crush on when I was a teenager.

      “He’s just another entitled nepotism baby, born to the right parents.” I sighed, then switched off the TV and joined my friends by the pool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

          Hugo

        

      

    

    
      “Hugo, you are possibly the luckiest person I’ve ever known.” Marla said, confusing me. “Tearing off Shelly’s bikini top was not the publicity we were looking for, but damn, the video of it has gone viral in a big way. Now everyone knows you’ve got a new role on Nothing But The Truth.”

      “Shelly was so pissed at me,” I sighed. “Hopefully she’s changed her mind now that it’s put focus back on her and her career. She’s struggled to find work since Skipping Detention ended.” I turned around and pulled a bowl of schmaltz from the refrigerator, then began scraping it into a pot.

      “Yuck, what the hell is that?” Marla pointed at the pot.

      “Schmaltz, also known as chicken fat. I melt it first, then use it to make Matzo balls.” I placed the pot on the stove and turned the heat to low.

      “I don’t understand something.” Marla grabbed a handful of popcorn from the bowl in the middle of my kitchen island. “How come you haven’t chopped off your hand with all this cooking stuff? Or burnt your apartment to the ground.  Like, you’re a walking disaster most of the time, but put you in a kitchen and you’re surprisingly coordinated.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ve been cooking since I was a kid, you know that. Being a chef is my backup plan. Who knows, maybe when the acting jobs dry up I’ll open a restaurant.” I opened the freezer and pulled out my special ice tray filled with frozen chicken stock cubes, then emptied them into a bowl and popped it in the microwave.

      “So, what are you making?” Marla asked through a mouthful of popcorn. She wasn’t the most graceful eater.

      “Matzo ball ramen. It’s for Becket Grant.” The microwave dinged and I pulled out the now defrosted chicken stock. Shit, I shouldn’t have mentioned his name.

      “What smells so good?” Chris strolled into the kitchen and grabbed a fistful of popcorn. He was rail thin as a model, but you wouldn’t know it from his dietary habits. The man never stopped eating.

      “Matzo balls and ramen? How bizarre. And why are you cooking for Becket Grant?” Marla crossed her arms over her chest and tilted her head. 

      There was no way I was telling either of them about being a teenage stalker in New York. “Well, I feel bad about shooting ink all over him. Plus he looked kind of pissed at me when I got my belt loop caught in the door handle.” I said, and Chris giggled. “So I thought I’d make him some food as a way of apologizing.”

      “You’re the best cook I know, so I’m sure he’ll love it.” Chris snatched another handful of popcorn. “He’s hot. Maybe he’ll put out if you keep feeding him.”

      “Chris, please, don’t encourage Hugo’s fantasies. His head is in the clouds too much as it is.” Marla grinned. “I’ve never seen evidence that Becket Grant is gay, though Hollywood is about as straight as that ramen you’re about to cook.” She pointed at the package of noodles.

      “On the rare instances he’s seen in public, it’s usually on the arm of this woman.” I wiped my hands off on a towel and picked up my phone. A moment later I handed it to Marla. “Her name is Candace Parker. She makes documentaries, I think.”

      “She’s very pretty.” Marla handed the phone to Chris. Becket and the woman were at a red-carpet event, and she had her arm looped through his. He was wearing a fancy tuxedo, while she was in a simple, ankle length beaded gown. Both were smiling into the cameras, though Becket’s grin looked forced in my opinion.

      “He needs to make the switch and drop the bi…” Chris began and Marla smacked his arm.

      “I hate that saying, it’s so rude to women.” Marla snarled at him. Chris held his hands up in mock surrender. “You might not want to believe this, but there are happy heterosexual men in Hollywood, who prefer the fairer sex.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Sorry if I offended thee.” He winked, bowed, then skipped out of the kitchen. Marla stared at me for a long moment. “Do you have a crush on your co-star?”

      My hand flew to my chest. “Who, me?” Of course I did, but she didn’t need to know that. Her eyebrows drew together. Marla grabbed her purse and started walking out, then turned in the kitchen doorway.

      “It’s okay to crush on the guy, I mean he’s extremely handsome.” She blew upward, and the burgundy curls ruffled on her forehead. “But I wasn’t kidding about his reputation. From what I understand he’s very difficult to work with. Do yourself a favor and keep your distance from the man. Just go to work, do the job, and come home. Otherwise you might be labeled difficult too.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day I brought the matzo ball ramen to the set inside a small red cooler. I knew it wouldn’t taste good cold, so I asked one of the caterers from craft services if they wouldn’t mind heating it up for me at lunch, and she agreed.

      This morning we’d shot two scenes, one with Becket and one without. He was his usual distant self, not speaking unless it was about work. And as always, he was professional to a fault. When we broke for lunch, I retrieved my now warm dish and headed to Becket’s trailer.

      My heart pounded as I approached it. For all I knew he’d become a vegetarian over the years, or perhaps he’d found a new cuisine to fall in love with. All I knew was I wanted the chance to get to know him, and this might be my only shot.

      My trailer was super-tiny, with two armchairs, a vanity, and a tiny refrigerator. Becket’s on the other hand, was easily four times bigger than mine. The perks of being a star. Hell, if my trailer was as large as his, I might be spending all my time in it too.

      When I got there, I took a deep breath and knocked. For a long moment I heard nothing, and figured he’d decided to hide somewhere else on his break. I turned to go, then I heard footsteps. The door opened, and his magical blue eyes locked on mine. Shit, what was I going to say?

      “Hi, um, It’s Hugo. Hugo Zepeda?” Sweat dripped down my sides. 

      Becket’s eyes dropped to the cooler I was holding, then slowly crawled up to my face. I blushed, wondering why he wasn’t saying anything. Finally, he spoke.

      “Ah, yes. The latest addition to Nothing But The Truth.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you here to throw something at me, douse me in more ink, or whatever it is you’re holding?” He pointed at the cooler. “Usually it’s the new guy that gets hazed, not the star of the series.”

      “Oh, no no.” My face burned. Lord knows I deserved that. I forced a smile and held up the cooler. “I brought you a gift, you know, to apologize for being such a klutz. May I come in?”

      “Thank you for thinking of me, but gifts aren’t necessary, or wanted.” Becket began to shut the door, so I opened the cooler. The rich aroma of the food filled the air between us.

      “Um, it’s matzo ball ramen.” I held up the cooler so he could look inside. “I made it from scratch.” My cheeks were hurting from smiling so hard at him. Jesus, I spent a lot of time cooking this. The least he could do was try it.

      “Matzo ball ramen?” Becket’s eyebrows shot up. “How on earth do you know…?” He opened the door and stepped back. “That’s one of my favorites. Damn, I’m being rude, and I’m sorry. Please, come in.”

      I walked past him into the trailer, and instantly wished my trailer was like his. There were two large sofas on either side with a coffee table in the middle. Along with a vanity, there was a small bed, and a full-sized refrigerator. A half-eaten salad and a diet soda sat on the table, so I placed the cooler next to them and sat. “Please, help yourself. I don’t get to cook for other people very often.”

      Becket stared at me with a look of confusion, then he opened a drawer and pulled out a soup spoon and a fork. “You can’t possibly know about this dish.” He muttered, settling on the couch across from me. He opened the cooler and inhaled, then a small smile settled on his face. The smell of chicken and spices filled the air. Becket pulled out the tupperware container, opened it, then dipped his spoon inside.

      “I’ve only ever gotten this from one place, back in New York.” He eyed me suspiciously then brought the spoon to his mouth. His eyes shut, and I heard a soft moan. “Where on earth did you learn how to make this?” Becket opened his eyes and stared into mine. His blue eyes were like tractor beams, locking my gaze with his. 

      “My Dad used to shoot a series in New York. One day I found this weird little cafe called Shalom Japan.” I forced myself to stare over his shoulder. Those eyes were too magnetic. “I love to cook, and I learned how to make some of the dishes. Since I can’t be in New York, the food reminds me of the good times I had there.”

      Becket twirled the ramen around his fork, then he put it in his mouth and groaned again. Good God, was this how he sounded when he…? Shit. I had to keep my mind out of the gutter. Then a smile split his face, and for the first time since we’d started working together, it appeared to be genuine.

      “How did you know I loved this food?”

      Another flush raced up my neck. There was no way in hell I could tell him the truth. “Lucky guess?”

      Becket cleared his throat, and his smile disappeared. “Apology accepted, and thank you for the gift.” The tone of his voice cooled. “If you don’t mind, I have to be on set in ten minutes, and I need to get changed.”

      “Oh, of course.” I stood and went to the door. “By the way, I know how to make most of the menu of Shalom Japan.”

      Becket’s jaw ticked, then he cleared his throat again. “That’s good to know. The next time you drench me in ink, feel free to apologize in this exact way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

          Becket

        

      

    

    
      When my eyes fluttered open at eight o’clock in the morning, I jumped out of bed with my pulse pounding in my ears. 

      “Oh fuck, I’m late.” 

      I raced to the bathroom, turned on the shower, then remembered it was Saturday. “Shit.” I turned off the water, climbed back in bed, but instead of falling asleep, my overactive brain took over, going over the events of the last few days.

      The rest of the week was refreshingly uneventful. Everyone knew their lines, the dictator, oops, director, kept things going at a rapid pace, and my new co-star didn’t drop or throw anything at me. Despite the banal script, I was beginning to think Hugo was a decent actor, even if he did have two left feet.

      Damn it. I wanted more of his cooking.

      Hugo Zepeda must be a mind reader, because that was the only way he could know about my Jewish sushi addiction. And to be honest, his food tasted even better than the restaurant’s. After he left the trailer I ate as much as I could, and took the rest home for dinner. Then, my suspicious mind wandered through memories of New York. 

      I checked Google, and there were no mentions of me ever eating at Shalom Japan, which made sense. Nobody outside of New York knew much about me at the time. Then, I searched for any mentions of Hugo Zepeda from that time period, and there was only one. As he mentioned earlier, his father worked on a TV show in the city, and Variety published an article mentioning both father and son. There was a picture of them together in front of Rockefeller Center, both with an equally brilliant smile. Hugo looked like a typical teenager, with zits and braces. Daniel Zepeda was a very youthful man, and in that picture you would be forgiven for mistaking him as Hugo’s older brother.

      That prompted me to tumble down a search engine sinkhole, and I Googled not only Hugo, but the rest of his family. The mother was a noted script doctor, repairing screenplays other writers destroyed. Daniel Zepeda formed his own production company and split his time between Los Angeles and Mexico City. He didn’t appear in front of the camera often anymore, preferring to produce a long-running Netflix series. Hugo’s sister was his agent, and I wondered how that worked out. Keeping family and friends separate from business was how I operated. 

      Hugo also had a string of romantic partners, including his former co-star from that silly TV show. Of course, I took this with a grain of salt. The studio publicity machines were notorious for making shit up to keep stars in the public eye. There were hundreds of fluff pieces published about his love life, accompanied by pictures of him with various girls on his arm.

      There was plenty of gossip about me online too, especially when it concerned my love life. Whenever I was forced to attend an industry function, I usually took Goldie or Candace with me. I never lied about my love life, I just never mentioned it. Everyone assumed I was dating them because of the pictures snapped by the paparazzi. 

      If I had my way, I’d never talk to a single reporter about anything but my work. It was an invasion of privacy as far as I was concerned, what with the paparazzi's following us around, snapping pictures while picking up prescriptions, or eating in restaurants. If I didn’t care about my plumber’s love life, why should anyone care about mine? Acting was a wonderful job, but at the end of the day that was all it was. A job. Unfortunately for me and other actors, musicians, and artists, the studio’s publicity departments fashioned us as Gods to be worshiped. All I wanted was to do the job and go home.

      The phone buzzed on the nightstand. “Fuck it.” I grumbled, then threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. There was a message from Ram on the phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let’s spend a lazy day on the couch watching movies
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        * * *

      

      “Not bad, not bad.” Ram handed me the remote. “This Castro guy is truly an artist. Which begs the question.”

      “What?” I wrapped the caftan tighter around my legs.

      “Why does he want to work with you?” Ram winked and I rolled my eyes. We’d just finished  watching his Cannes winner, The House of Shame. Ram insisted on watching the dubbed version since he didn’t know Spanish. I preferred subtitles to fill in the language gaps. “I predict he’s going to be a real force in Hollywood. Despite the precious special effects he liberally sprinkles throughout the film.”

      Ram wasn’t a fan of CGI, and despite being an arthouse film, The House of Shame was filled with technological trickery.

      “He’s gay, isn’t he?” Ram asked.

      “I think so, but who knows? The world thinks both you and I have a love for the ladies, thanks to PR.” Why was I so focused on publicity today? Aside from Hugo, it was all I could think about. “Things were so much easier back in New York, when I could date or screw anyone I wanted and no one batted an eye.”

      “It was easier for me in the city, too. The Indian press follows Hollywood religiously, and they’re even worse about gay people there." Ram sipped his chai. “I’m thinking of quitting acting after my next movie. Modeling brings in more money, and I can be as queer as I want to be. But I’ll do whatever it takes to keep the cash rolling in.”

      “It’s fucked up.” I sighed. “Even Frank, my gay agent, recommends I stay in the closet. I wish it didn’t have to be like this.”

      “It’s getting better.” Ram placed the teacup down and turned toward me. “Now they have all these young actors embracing gay roles, and some of them are winning awards.”

      “I thought the same thing, but then I did some research.” When I first moved to Hollywood, I thought I’d be able to be out. Now I knew better. “Look at all of these out of the closet actors. They almost never play straight roles, because the studios don’t think the public will believe their performance. So, they’ve been assigned to the gay ghetto, only being considered for queer roles, or at best, characters who have no love life whatsoever. This narrows your opportunities, and your income.”

      Life was supposed to be simple. I’d become a successful actor, find a lover or three, and go to witty parties. Being cast in a top-rated potboiler about horny bed hopping lawyers wasn’t in the plan. Becoming a virtual hermit that never left the house wasn’t part of that plan, either. Aside from Ram, Candace, and Goldie, the only people I spoke with were my housekeeper, Esperanza, and people from work.

      “So, what are you doing next?”

      “You mean about my career?” I shut my eyes for a moment. “Well, I definitely want to do lunch with Manolo Castro. He’s got the industry's attention right now, and if he’s as good at making English language films as he is with Spanish, I’m interested.”

      Ram grabbed the remote and changed the channel. Hugo’s face filled the screen, as one of the gossip shows replayed footage from his shenanigans at the beach. Apparently the world was eating up his clumsy dancing skills and that actress’s tits.

      “Your actor buddy.” Ram pointed at the television. “Does he know how attractive he is? Because I can’t take my eyes off the screen.”

      “I don’t detect the usual Hollywood narcisissm in him, so I think he’s oblivious.” On set, the female extras were constantly eying him, but he never seemed to notice the response he provoked in women. “The other day while they were filming reaction shots of me and him, a female camera operator spent extra time filming him. The idiot director even made a joke about it.” I chuckled, then felt a pang of guilt. For some reason I’d thought he wasn’t very bright. Why? Because of his looks. He might be a klutz, but perhaps there was more lurking underneath the surface. Hugo always knew his lines, and despite possessing two left feet, he was a pro in front of the camera.

      “I need a drink.”
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning I was back on set at the crack of dawn. Thankfully, I’d remembered to bring Hugo’s cooler with me so I could return it to him. Before going to makeup I’d given it to my assistant, Robert, with instructions to return it with a thank you. Half an hour later, I was fully painted and ready to work.

      “You’re done.” The makeup artist untied the bib and I got to my feet. I liked Tony, probably because he was a New Yorker, and I sensed he didn’t suffer fools gladly. One of the perks of being the star was he always worked on me before anyone else. “What do you think of the new guy?”

      I knew he was talking about Hugo, but wondered why he would bring him up. Shrugging my shoulders, I muttered, “He’s a decent actor, nice kid.” 

      Tony poked his head out the door, then shut it, as if he didn’t want people to overhear us. “Hey, I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but some people on set are talking shit about you. They were gossiping about you to the new guy, and I shut them down. Hugo defended you."

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked, perplexed. Of course, I knew about the gossip. That was why most of my coworkers ignored me.

      “Because, he’s possibly the only person here who's got your back. I told him to imitate you. Come to work, do your job, and leave.” Tony crossed his arms over his chest. “I also heard Clay whispering shit about you and Hugo. Something about giving the new guy more screen time, to make you jealous. He might be deliberately provoking a rivalry between you and Hugo.” He whispered the last part about the director. “If that happens, I want you to know it’s probably not…”

      “Hugo’s fault.” I shook my head. “Thanks, Tony, I’ll keep that in mind, and I won’t mention this conversation to anyone.” Didn’t surprise me in the slightest if Clay did something sketchy like that. People like him lived for drama, especially if it gave them the upper hand. 

      There was a knock at the door, so I nodded at the makeup artist, opened the door and walked out while Grace walked in. She nodded at me as we passed each other and I mumbled, “Hey.”

      Monday mornings were the worst, and the younger people wouldn’t look me in the eye, probably because they were hungover. When I got to my trailer I opened the door, and the most amazing smell greeted me. Sitting on the coffee table was a cooler. My personal assistant Robert was typing something onto his laptop. 

      “What is that?” I pointed at the cooler. “Didn’t you return it to Hugo?”

      Robert glanced up and grinned. He was Filipino, and had bleached-blond hair and multiple piercings. He took care of little things for me, like picking up dry cleaning, and running errands.

      “That’s a new cooler. Hugo dropped it off five minutes ago and I gave him the other one back.” He put the laptop down and opened a folder full of receipts. “My girlfriend has the biggest crush on him. It used to bug the shit out of me, but after meeting him I get it. Why do the good-looking guys always have to be so fucking nice?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

          Hugo

        

      

    

    
      My phone buzzed on the pillow next to me. I glanced over and saw a message from Marla.

      
        
          
            
              
        Picking you up in an hour.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was bright and early Saturday morning, and I was exhausted. Chris wanted me to hit the bars with him last night, but I’d begged off, claiming my allergies were acting up. In reality, I couldn’t stop thinking of Becket.

      Perhaps I’d gone too far giving Becket more food on Friday, but I didn’t know what else to do to break down his barriers. Of course, he could set any boundaries he wanted, and I’d respect them. But if his cool reserve melted just a little, then spending a few hours in the kitchen every now and then was worth it.

      I only had one scene with Becket on Friday, and since it was in a crowded courtroom we didn’t have any dialogue together. When I’d walked onto the set, he cocked an eye at me, and I thought he was going to speak. Instead he gave me a tight grin and took his place for the scene. Apparently my efforts to befriend him were going to take longer than expected. When Clay yelled “It’s a wrap!” Becket practically ran off the set.

      Dad was in town for the weekend visiting Mom, and since it was rare for our family to be in one place at the same time, I was compelled to make an appearance. I loved my family, despite how loco they were. But to be truthful, all I wanted was to stay in bed and learn my lines for the upcoming week. More than anything, I wanted to prove to Becket and the studio executives that I was a good actor. I suspected that meant more to Becket than another bowl of matzo ball ramen.

      “Damn it, Marla’s going to be here any minute.” I sighed, and forced myself out of bed with a groan. As soon as my feet touched the floor, the doorbell rang. “Damn it.” I picked up my phone and was relieved to see my sister was half an hour early. Now she wouldn’t be able to bitch about me running late.
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        * * *

      

      “Hugolito!” Dad gave me a bone-crushing hug. “Two months without seeing you is too much.” He let go of me and stepped back, his gaze dropping from my face to my feet, then back up again. “You’re too skinny.”

      “Tell that to the wardrobe department.” I grinned, and Dad shook his head.

      “In Mexico, they let actors look like real people, not like sticks.” Dad mumbled, then Mom stepped in between us and pecked my cheek.

      “Daniel, Hugo’s been working hard on his new show, and he’s been all over the internet the last few days because of his two left feet.” She took my hand and dragged me to the kitchen with Dad and Marla following along. 

      “His two left feet have been brilliant for PR.” Marla called out. When we got to the kitchen Dad hugged her too. Marla’s biological father was out of the picture since he’d abandoned Mom when she was four years old. Currently he was in a rehab facility somewhere in Arizona. Just another washed-up actor with a pesky cocaine habit.

      “I saw the video of you, Hugolito.” Dad barked out a laugh. “Tearing that poor girl’s bikini off. If you weren’t gay and clumsy I’d say you’d done it on purpose.” 

      Growing up gay in Hollywood was strange. My family loved me for who I was, but they also didn’t bat an eyelash when Marla instructed me to stay in the closet in order to get better roles. It was just the way things were done here.

      “Let’s fatten you up before I leave on Monday.” Dad went to the fridge and pulled out a carton of eggs, shredded cheese, and tortillas. “Migas will do the trick. Darling, would you mind making some salsa?” He asked Mom, who nodded and pulled a mortar and pestle out of the cupboard. Migas was traditionally scrambled eggs, stale tortillas, and whatever else you wanted to get rid of before it went bad. My favorite version used Fritos instead of tortillas.

      “And Hugo will have to spend an extra two hours in the gym to work off the calories.” Marla ruffled my hair, then grabbed my hand and dragged me out of the kitchen.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, and when we got to the living room she shut the door and pushed me down on the couch. “Dad’s here and I want to…”

      “Hush.” She pulled her phone out of her purse. “While you and Daniel were hugging each other, I got a message from the studio. They’re scrapping next weeks planned episode and sending you another script to learn by Monday.” She handed me the phone and I glanced down at the message.

      “Damn,’ I muttered. Depending on how many scenes I was in, this meant I would have to study all weekend. “Wonder why they did this?” I handed her the phone back. I’d much rather spend time with Dad. 

      “We’ll find out soon.” Marla sighed. “They don’t have time to print new scripts, so they’re emailing it. The studio will give you a paper copy when you get to work on Monday.”

      Both our phones pinged at the same time. Mine was an email from the studio, and I assumed hers was too. “Dad’s going to be pissed off about this.”

      “Yeah, but Daniel runs a production company. He knows it’s part of the job.” Marla said. I opened the email, then clicked on the attached script.

      “Why are you guys hiding in here?” Mom poked her head through the door. “Daniel’s leaving Monday afternoon, and he’d rather spend time with all of us.”

      “Bad news, Mom.” I muttered, then I saw what they’d changed. “Holy shit.”

      “What is it?” Mom sat next to me and patted my leg. “Please, don't tell me you have to work this weekend.”

      “Did you see this Marla? The changes they made?” My teeth clenched. Last minute changes to a script were common, but what they’d done was a complete rewrite. And thanks to the guest star, I was in almost every single scene.

      “Jesus, they work fast.” Marla mumbled. “After Hugo flashed Shelly Hathaway’s boob to the world, they decided to make her next week’s guest star. The good news is Hugo’s in most of the scenes. The bad news is, he has an entirely new script to learn in less than forty-eight hours.”

      “Oh shit.” I muttered while scanning the script. “This is downright pervy.”

      “What do you mean?” Marla asked. 

      “Hey, guys. Why am I alone in the kitchen?” Dad walked into the living room and stood in front of us on the couch. “Don’t you miss me?”

      “Look at page seventeen.” I instructed Marla, and Mom stood up.

      “They’re having a mini-crisis. Something to do with the script, and I don’t want to see it.” Mom groaned, and I sensed her inner-writer coming to life. “I have enough on my plate.”

      “Becket’s going to have a meltdown.” I groaned, then shut my eyes, letting my head fall back.

      “Eww.’” I could hear disgust in Marla’s voice. “This is really skirting a boundary. How old is Shelly? Like, nineteen?”

      “Food’s getting cold.” Dad sounded irritated. Damn it, I wanted to spend quality time with my father, not have my weekend blown up by really bad plots.

      “She’s twenty-two, but looks like she’s sixteen.” My stomach growled, so I opened my eyes and got to my feet. “You won’t believe this.” I shoved the phone in my pocket. “Shelly’s playing a barely legal girl picked up for prostitution, and Becket’s supposed to sleep with her. He’s in his mid-thirties. Won’t this look predatory or something? I mean, he’s considerably older." This was fucked up. "Isn’t it wrong for a lawyer to screw his clients?”
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