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Are you ready for the fantasy of a
lifetime?

 


So asks the invitation
Meredith Madison finds while house-sitting for her TV-star twin
sister, Marley. Admittedly, her life could use a little — okay, a
lot — more excitement. Glamorous, talented Marley has always owned
the spotlight, leaving Meredith to fill the role of
jeans-and-tee-shirt brainiac/wallflower. Weary of living in her
sister's shadow, Meredith decides to grab the chance to step into
Marley's Jimmy Choos. And when a limo arrives to carry her away to
her "fantasy," the guy in the back seat is dream-come-true number
one...

 


Entrepreneur Tony Valentine
has spent his adult life avoiding Hollywood — yet here he is,
trying to rescue his family's floundering movie studio. His idea
for an actor fantasy camp is the perfect plan...but something isn't
right about his headlining celebrity instructor, Marley Madison.
Sure, stars sometimes dress down, but she looks a tad too familiar
with the softer side of Sears. The woman's klutzy, awkward, and
adorable. This can't really be Marley...can it? Whoever she is,
she's going to have to charm the wealthy "campers" into believing
her act. If they're anything like Tony, they'll find her
irresistible...
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Chapter One

 


"Whenever I'm caught between two evils, I
take the one I've never tried." —Mae West

 


As far as escorts to a fantasy getaway went,
he was perfect. Brawny, well-dressed, quick to smile—and to lend a
hand into the evening's limo. At his first touch, Meredith Madison
knew she was going to enjoy herself with him.

Mostly because he had no idea who she really
was.

That was exactly the way she liked it. The
hunk who'd arrived to pick her up just a few minutes earlier had
never seen her before. After tonight, he'd never see her again. The
realization felt unexpectedly liberating.

She could do this. Swapping places with her
glamorous sister Marley wouldn't be easy, but she could do it. No
one would be the wiser.

Feeling more sure of herself, Meredith
smiled. In the sleek black stretch of leather, steel, and chrome
she and the hunk shared, she watched him lower his broad frame onto
the seat across from her.

The natural athletic grace of his movements
intrigued her. So did his hands. Big, square-fingered, and wholly
masculine, they were made for fixing things. For laying out maps of
conquest. For caressing the small of a woman's back while escorting
her into a room, or cradling her cheek while kissing her.

Not that she needed to be fixed. Or
conquered, Meredith told herself as she swung her feet onto the
limo's cushy upholstery in her favorite casual pose. She'd never
allow anyone to tell her what to do. But this adventure included an
escort. If he wanted to kiss her later, who was she to argue? After
all, the invitation had promised her "the fantasy of a lifetime."
That's what she was here to claim.

The limo driver closed the door with an
expensively subdued thunk, then stowed her borrowed
overnight case in the trunk. In the interest of being prepared,
Meredith had brought a change of clothes and some toiletries. The
fact that the driver hadn't even blinked when she'd handed over the
case had only confirmed her suspicions.

The invitation she'd co-opted from Marley
must have been for a comped stay at a new luxury resort, just as
she'd thought. Her twin sister had enjoyed countless such perks
from various places, all hoping she'd lend her famous starlet
charisma to their let-us-pamper-you atmospheres.

If she didn't like it, Meredith reasoned,
she'd simply cut her stay short. If the place turned out to be as
showy and pretentious as the luxe Hollywood bungalow she'd been
house-sitting for Marley for the past few days, she'd bail out and
spend the weekend fighting for a place to stow her ratty old
sneakers in Marley's sequin-spangled closet.

The overall gorgeousness of the man who'd
arrived to take her to the resort boded well, though. Dark-haired,
dark-eyed, and possessed of a manner undoubtedly meant to put
skittish guests at ease, he gave Meredith a distinct sense of being
in capable hands. Warmed by his influence, she relaxed.

So what if she wasn't a star actress like
her sister? Meredith thought defiantly, hugging her knees. She
deserved a little downtime, too. She'd spent the whole day at the
museum, cataloguing pop culture reference materials—the dustiest,
most thankless part of her job as an advertising historian. Now it
was time to cut loose.

As if in accord with her thoughts, the
limousine accelerated along the drive and left the house behind. It
began the winding descent through the Hollywood Hills toward the
L.A. basin, bearing her toward her mysterious destination like a
modern-day Cinderella's pumpkin-turned-limo. Sure, she didn't have
a fairy godmother, and Meredith was more likely to wear Tevas than
glass slippers. But the analogy felt apt, all the same.

Through the tinted windows, flashes of
vibrant summer sunset came and went. So did Meredith's bravado. She
couldn't help it. Kidnapping someone else's identity—even
temporarily, and just for the fun of it—wasn't an everyday
occurrence for her.

Her escort turned his attention to her
again. "Sure you're ready for this?"

"Of course. I was born ready."

"Good. I'm glad to hear it." He clasped his
hands loosely between his spread knees, the gesture both confident
and relaxed. He nodded toward her arms-locked-on-knees pose.
"Because you look a little uneasy. For a minute there, I thought
you'd changed your mind."

Great. He was handsome and observant.
If he guessed somehow that she wasn't really who she'd claimed to
be....

"Me? No!" She unclasped her knees, realizing
for the first time exactly how tightly she'd been hugging them.
Maybe she was more nervous than she wanted to admit.
Deliberately, she sprawled sideways on the limo seat and gave him a
provocative look. "I'm yours for the night, Prince Charming."

"Tony," he reminded her. "Tony
Valentine."

Tony Valentine. That's right. He'd
told her that when he'd arrived.

Disappointment stole over her. She didn't
want to be reminded of who he really was—a man with an identity, a
past, and a job to do. In her mind, "Prince Charming" worked
perfectly well as a nickname. It synced up nicely with her
Cinderella fantasy. So did the even more appropriate "Hottie." Both
monikers kept her macho escort at arm's length, a distance Meredith
needed. For tonight, she truly wanted to feel like Cinderella—a
naughty, punk-historian Cinderella—removed from her ordinary life
for as long as the fun lasted.

But apparently, Tony wasn't the kind of man
who would let himself be generalized. Probably, he saw himself as a
unique version of super-stud escort and liked to be treated
as such. She wondered how he saw her. Unlike her absentee twin
sister, she wasn't exactly—

No. Making comparisons was not what
she needed.

"Okay. Tony it is. We might as well get
started," Meredith announced instead. She swung her feet from the
seat and faced him. In the confined, vaguely rocking limousine
space, their knees nearly touched. "What happens next, exactly? I'm
new at this."

For a moment, he only continued to watch
her. Thoughtfully. His gaze hadn't left her since he'd sat down,
she realized then. The whole time she'd been classifying his
attributes like the trained academic she was, he'd undoubtedly been
studying her, as well. The man was good. Not to mention
uncomfortably observant.

"You thought this was for just one night?"
he asked.

"Okay. I'm yours for...as long as it takes!"
Meredith returned gamely. Never let it be said she wasn't up for
adventure. "Now that I've met you, I feel much better about this
whole idea."

That seemed to please him. He delivered her
a devastating smile, one that actually made her heart pound a
little faster. Placing her hand automatically over her chest,
Meredith smiled back. This man was even more charming than she'd
thought. His interest in her felt remarkably genuine.

Wherever this resort was, she had to
recommend it to her friends. So far, just riding in the limo with
this guy offered more excitement than her Friday nights usually
delivered.

"That's good," he said, nodding. "I do want
you to be comfortable. You're our star attraction, after all."

"I feel like a star attraction."

"And you look—"

He broke off, his dark-eyed gaze darting to
her feet. It skimmed over her flip-flops, traveled along the comfy,
utilitarian-pocketed length of her khaki cargo pants, snagged on
her T-shirt and the L.A. museum sweatshirt tied around her hips.
Finally, it wound up on her Dodgers baseball cap. A smile quirked
his lips.

Inwardly, Meredith cringed, half expecting
the inevitable comparison.

"Great," he finished, seeming to mean it.
"Really comfortable."

She shrugged. "All of my ball gowns
chafe."

"Ah. I see." His smile widened. "I have the
same problem with my tuxedos. They rub my sense of machismo
raw."

"Hmmm." She pretended to consider it,
letting her attention roam upward from his large, leather-clad feet
to his L.A.-casual pants and knit shirt. Both were dark and
well-fitted. "Your machismo seems to be limping along okay to
me."

"Maybe." He offered her a good-natured grin,
leaning closer as though confiding in her. "But you haven't seen
the Victoria's Secret number I've got on underneath this."

Meredith froze. Was he...serious? She'd been
on dates with some unlikely candidates before, but this—she'd
thought—was different. Oh, God.

"Kidding." Tony grabbed a fistful of knit
and lifted his shirt neck-high. The motion revealed a tantalizing
flash of taut abs, muscular chest, and a smattering of dark hair.
Too quickly, he covered himself again. "Sheesh, you're easy."

"Easy? You haven't proved a thing," she shot
back, raising her eyebrow. "For all I know, you're wearing a
thong."

"For all I know, you are."

"Maybe you'll find out," Meredith purred.
"Later."

"That sounds like a challenge." He paused,
regarding her with blatant masculine interest. "I enjoy a
challenge."

"Most men do."

He shook his head. "Not like I do.
Otherwise, I'd never have taken on this job in the first
place."

Something rueful flashed in his eyes.
Meredith wondered at it. Ordinarily, she loved her own job. But she
couldn't imagine having one like his. Being an escort to spoiled
actresses and other Hollywood types couldn't be easy.

"It's not so bad, though." Releasing a
pent-up breath, he finger-combed the wavy brown hair away from his
forehead. He scanned the bulging manila file folders, cell phone,
pager, and sunglasses arrayed haphazardly on the limo seat next to
him, then brightened. "I'd been warned you might not even show
up."

"I'm glad I did."

"Me, too. The night's looking up."

"I'll say."

Something about him appealed to
her—something beyond his remarkable good looks. His cockeyed point
of view? His easy laughter? His teasing ways? Meredith wasn't sure
what it was...but she was sure she wanted to make the most
of her time with him. Now that Tony had accepted her as Marley, the
liberating effects of being incognito were kicking in. He thought
she was someone else—which left Meredith free to be as wild as she
dared.

After all, nobody would ever know what she
did tonight. Nobody...except her and the hard bodied hunk seated
across from her.

He took out a clipboard. Poised a pen over
the sheet of paper fastened to it. Fixed her with a businesslike
look.

"Humor me with some preliminary feedback,"
Tony said, rubbing his thumb up and down his pen. "What do you
think of the experience so far?"

Reluctantly, Meredith lifted her gaze. She'd
never before longed to morph into six inches of plastic and ink.
But watching Tony stroke his pen, so slowly, so provocatively...
Criminy! What was she, some kind of ballpoint fetishist?

"It's very...stimulating," she said.

He didn't so much as quirk an eyebrow. He
scrawled stimulating on the paper. "The limo pickup is meant
to set the correct mood for the experience to come. Do you like
it?"

"The mood?" Sexy, flirty...
"Absolutely."

Tony scratched a check mark into the
designated box. Meredith leaned over, squinting at the remaining
questions. A dispiriting number of them filled the page.

"Aren't opinion surveys usually reserved for
after a guest's stay?" she asked.

"Ordinarily. But you're not just any guest."
He checked his watch. "I'll want your opinion on the arrival
process, too. We ought to be there in fifteen minutes."

So soon? Impatiently, Meredith frowned at
the clipboard. Her whole life was ruled by clipboarded lists,
museum pieces to be archived, and the other demands of her job.
Tonight, she intended to break free.

Still concentrating on his list, Tony
glanced up. "Our guests are meant to experience 'the fantasy of a
lifetime,'" he said. "Are we off to a good start on that?"

The fantasy of a lifetime. His words
echoed the invitation she'd snagged. They also served as the best
opening she'd had since stepping into the limo with him. Meredith
seized it.

"No."

Tony frowned. "No?"

"No." In as fluid a movement as her cargo
pants and hip-tied sweatshirt allowed, she slid onto the limo seat
beside him, into the space unoccupied by papers and gadgets. His
body heat touched her. His presence enveloped her, even more
strongly than it had before. She drew in a deep breath. "So far,
there's too much talking. Not enough touching."

His eyes widened.

Thrilled with her own audacity, Meredith put
her hand on his knee. "You know...touching. Like this."

His leg tensed, muscular and strong beneath
her palm. She would enjoy that strength if things went well between
them, Meredith mused. Maybe she'd invite Tony to dinner at the
resort. See what developed. Canoodling with a hottie like him would
sure as heck beat lounging poolside.

He nodded, staring transfixed at her hand on
his knee. "I know touching," he agreed.

His voice sounded deep. Undeniably sexy. As
sexy as Meredith felt while undercover as her glamorous twin. She'd
never been timid. In fact, she prided herself on being up-front.
Unconventional. Occasionally rebellious. But this...only giddy
momentum could have carried her through it.

"Touching, touching..." Tony pretended to
scan his clipboard, then raised it with a manly shrug and a teasing
grin. "Nope. That's not covered on the opinion survey."

"To hell with the opinion survey." Meredith
seized it. She tossed it onto her just-vacated limo seat. "I don't
need prompting. I'm perfectly capable of telling you what I
think."

His look of interest returned. "I like a
woman who speaks her mind."

"I like a man who recognizes a come-on when
he sees one."

"Are you suggesting I don't?"

She squeezed his knee. "Let's put it this
way...I'm not evaluating the flexibility of your anterior cruciate
ligament, here."

Tony raised his eyebrows.

"My favorite tight end nearly missed the
playoffs last year because of a torn ACL."

That stopped him. "You're a football
fan?"

Whoops. Her sister Marley didn't know
a quarterback from a Quarter Pounder. Scrambling to cover, Meredith
shrugged. "I learn all kinds of things researching roles. Acting is
my life's work, you know. I take it seriously."

Tony stilled. One moment, he was right there
with her, enjoying the banter between them. The next...whoosh. He
was gone. What had she said?

"I take my work seriously, too." He eyed the
clipboard, preparing to reach for it. "There's a lot at stake
here."

Damn. She'd gone and reminded him of
work. There went her first opportunity to be TV-starlet wild.
Unwilling to quit so easily, Meredith lunged sideways, intercepting
his grab for the survey.

Tony's chest met her shoulder; his arm
brushed hers, almost cradling her from behind as they both reached
across the limo. They were as close to indulging in vertical
"spooning" as possible while still sitting side by side, Meredith
realized. But his arm was much longer than hers. He could still
reach the clipboard, even though she couldn't.

He didn't, though. Instead, Tony paused. He
looked at her, then smiled. The space between them grew taut with
expectation.

She canted her head toward the clipboard.
"Write down an A-plus for everything," she suggested, giving him a
saucy look. "I'm wildly optimistic."

His gaze dropped to her lips. Poised with
his arm still outstretched, Tony slowly brought his hand up to her
face. He skimmed his fingertips along her cheek. His touch felt
every bit as sure and pleasurable as she'd imagined it would.
Purposefully, he lowered his head.

"You have reason to be optimistic," he
assured her.

A kiss felt inevitable. Waiting, Meredith
held her breath. Crazy as it was, she wanted this. Wanted
him. Yes, yes....

Into the silence, intercom static crackled.
"Five minutes, Mr. V.," the driver announced.

Meredith started. Tony blinked. The spell
between them scattered. He grabbed his clipboard in one swift
motion, then shoved it amid the rest of his belongings. "That
warning's for you. I thought you might want to get ready for your
entrance."

Puzzled—and yes, okay, disappointed—Meredith
stared down at herself. She gestured toward her casual clothes. "Do
I look like I'm into making an entrance?"

His perplexed expression matched hers. "You
did last month at the premiere of that new Jennifer Lopez
movie."

Arrgh. Another forehead-smacking
moment. She was supposed to be Marley. She had to remember
that.

"I decided to go for the
celebrity-caught-by-surprise look," she ad-libbed. "You know, like
in paparazzi shots."

"How appropriate." Wearing the expression of
a man with a private secret, Tony tugged the brim of her baseball
cap. Then he gestured toward her cargo pants, T-shirt, sweatshirt,
and flip-flops. "Just so long as all this is gone by tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?"

"Right. Just like me, you have a job to do
here. Remember?"

Openmouthed, Meredith stared at him. "A
job?"

Tony grinned. He rolled his eyes, as though
she really were her famously flighty twin sister. "Never
heard the term, princess? J-O-B. It's the thing Valentine Studios
hired you to do at this shindig. I've got the contract right
here."

He reached for the manila folder beside him,
leaving Meredith gawking. What did he mean, a job? Why hadn't
Marley warned her about this?

Oh, yeah. Because Marley didn't know she was
here. She didn't even know Meredith had accepted the invitation on
Marley's behalf. Because she couldn't know, ever, or
Meredith would never live it down.

She summoned her wits—and the original
invitation from one of her cargo pant pockets. She waved it toward
Tony. "What about this? This isn't a contract. It doesn't say
anything about a job."

"That's a courtesy invitation." He didn't
even glance up at the heavy cream cardstock, engraved in sensual,
bold-faced script, which had enticed her into this whole mess. He
riffled through his file folder. "Similar to the ones sent to the
registered guests you'll be responsible for teaching at Valentine
Studios' actor fantasy camp."

Teaching? "Actor fantasy camp?"

"Yes. Didn't your people brief you?"

Mutely, she shook her head.

"Figures." He made a face, his impatience
with her supposed entourage plain. "The short version is, actor
fantasy camp is like a live-in studio tour. The idea originated
with baseball fantasy camp. Only ours is done Hollywood style."

Okay. Baseball fantasy camp she was familiar
with. That, she understood. She'd spent much of her teenaged years
watching televised MLB games with her dad while her mom ferried
Marley to one audition after another. But the rest....

Efficiently, Tony plucked a glossy tri-fold
brochure from the file. He pressed it into Meredith's grasp. "The
Valentine Studios camp is debuting this weekend, featuring our
inaugural celebrity attraction: Marley Madison. AKA,
you."

Her? This just got worse and worse.
Holding the brochure, Meredith blinked at her sister's glamorous
likeness on the front cover. Set against a background of the usual
images—the Hollywood sign, a director's chair, glittering stars,
and a marker slate—the photograph showed Marley at her starlet
best: decked out in designer duds, expertly colored blond hair, and
artfully enhanced breasts.

"We have guests booked from all around the
country," Tony continued. "Classes ranging from Diva Dramatics to
Tabloid Tattling to Star Schmoozing 101—ah, here it is."

He brandished a contract. Meredith snatched
it. After scanning several pages of legalese, she recognized
Marley's loopy signature on the final page.

Apparently, her sister had agreed to a
two-week "actor fantasy camp" appearance—and then conveniently
forgotten it, probably in the midst of planning her recent wedding.
Meredith had unknowingly stepped smack into the middle of the whole
mess.

She shoved the contract and brochure back.
"I can't do it."

"Nerves? I expected that." Tony grabbed
something else from his pile of things. He offered it to her.
"Here. Breathe into this."

She stared. "A paper bag?"

"Best thing to cure hyperventilating."

"Trust me. I am not the type of woman
who hyperventilates."

"You might be." Grinning, he gave her an
exaggeratedly lascivious eyebrow waggle. "Given the right
stimulus."

"Oh, puh-leeze." She was in enough trouble
already.

"So distraction doesn't work for you, then.
Fine. Try the bag."

"No." She thrust the brown lunch sack into
his hands. "This is ridiculous."

"It's effective." Stuffing away the bag,
Tony scrutinized her. "Would it ease your mind if I told you the
real reporters and potential investors aren't arriving until
later?"

He looked at her hopefully.

She hated to disappoint him, but.... There
would be reporters there? Yikes! Marley was going to kill her!
Sure, they were twins. But where their lives were concerned,
Meredith and Marley couldn't have been more different. She was not
cut out to take her sister's place—not for an event like
this.

"Reporters?" She swallowed hard.

"At least one. From Inside Hollywood
magazine. He—or she—will be posing as a guest in order to write one
of their 'Insider' profiles." Tony glanced out the window as
something flashed overhead—the Valentine Studios gates. "Hell, I'm
running this thing, and even I don't know which journalist has been
assigned. It's a gamble, all right."

He chuckled, apparently unconcerned. The big
galoot.

Trying not to panic, Meredith analyzed the
situation. She'd gotten into this. But there was still time to get
out. Once Tony knew who she really was, he'd realize he had to
change his actor fantasy camp plans.

"Tell the driver to circle the block." She
slapped her hand over the limo's control panel, looking for the
intercom button. "Driver! Go around the block, please."

Tony removed her finger from the button
she'd chosen. He looked amused. "That's the cigarette lighter."

"Well, we can't go any farther." Meredith
twisted. She rapped on the partition. It summarily slid down.
"Driver, please stop the car."

"Harry, stop this car and you're fired."

The partition noiselessly rose again. The
limo prowled through a shadowed pathway between two enormous
soundstages, just as though she'd never spoken.

"Arrgh!"

Tony cupped her face in his hands. Kindly,
he studied her. His air of calm reached out to her. It nearly
succeeded in lulling Meredith into forgetting the snafu she'd
gotten into.

"Relax," he said. "I know you're nervous.
Once you make your entrance, you'll feel fine. All actors are that
way."

She nearly sighed. He really was being
sweet—for an unreasonable, misguided, know-it-all actor fantasy
camp executive.

She'd liked him better as a fantasy
escort.

Still, too beguiled to resist, Meredith
curled her fingers around his. Their warmth mingled
reassuringly.

She had to play it straight with him.
"Listen, Tony. I'm not who you think I am. I'm—"

"Your red carpet awaits," he interrupted,
preoccupied with something outside the window. The limo stopped. He
twined their hands together, his grasp steady and encouraging, then
gave her a squeeze. "Ready or not, here you go."

An instant later, their uniformed driver
whisked open the door. The screams of—were they fans?—hurtled
toward Meredith, followed closely by a brilliant flare of
flashbulbs. Blinded by them, she clung to Tony as he hustled her
out of the car.

In a moment, they stood together on the red
carpet. A hush fell over the spectators.

It only lasted a second or two. By the time
Meredith regained her wits, the uproar had begun again.

"You've got the wrong woman," she said to
Tony through clenched teeth, desperate to make him see reason. "I'm
an academic, not an actress!"

He cupped his ear. He shook his head,
indicating he couldn't hear her in the din. Then, with a cheery
smile, Tony held up their joined hands in greeting.

The crowd loved it. The shouts grew louder.
The flashes increased.

This was insane. Squinting, Meredith could
just make out the scene. Reporters and paparazzi lined the area
behind the velvet ropes, which separated the rest of the Valentine
Studios back lot from the red carpet. Along the length of that red
carpet more people waited in the post-sunset afterglow, screaming
crazily as they waved eight-by-ten glossies of Marley. Fans,
Meredith assumed in a daze. There were reporters and fans
there.

She had to get out of this. Now, before it
was too late.

"Marley! Marley! Over here!" someone
yelled.

"Say it, Marley! Give us your catchphrase
from Fantasy Family!"

"Marley! Can I have your autograph?"

It was all too much. Tugging her baseball
cap lower with her free hand, Meredith tightened her grasp on Tony.
He offered her another reassuring squeeze, but didn't look her way.
Frustrated, she yanked as hard as she could.

That did it. Quizzically, he faced her.
"Hey, what the—"

She cupped her hands around her mouth. "I've
got to talk to you!"

He probably still couldn't hear her. But
whatever he saw on her face convinced him she meant what she was
saying—and it was important. Tony took one look and blessedly
hustled her into motion.

Sheltered against his chest, held there by
his burly arm as they maneuvered the rest of the way down the red
carpet, Meredith felt protected. Safe. Indulged. But when they
reached Tony's private office and he shut the door behind them....
Well, clearly the jig was up.

"Okay." Looking aggravated, he shoved a hand
through his hair, then turned to face her in the sudden silence.
"Exactly what the hell is going on?"

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


"Through the turnstile...to a land of
adventure!" —advertisement for Piggly Wiggly stores (1929)

 


"I'm not Marley Madison," Marley said.

Tony stared. He had to be hearing things.
Sure, Marley wasn't anything like he'd expected a celebrated
actress to be. She was wearing a Dodgers cap, for Chrissakes. And
flip-flops. And in real life, her bombshell figure looked loads
less bodacious than it did on the small screen. But her famous
features were instantly recognizable: full lips, pert chin, big
brown eyes...airheaded attitude.

"I'm not Marley," she repeated.

She sounded reasonable. Looked assured—if a
little rattled by the red carpet arrival they'd just been through.
But Marley Madison was an actress, he reminded himself. She
possessed that unique blend of charm and charisma that made idiots
like him forget the job at hand the minute she slid into their
limo. Marley could probably make anything seem believable. Even the
ridiculous claim she'd just made.

He decided to play along. "You're not."

"No."

"You look like her."

"I know."

"Sound like her."

"I guess so."

"Act like her."

"Hey!" Her gaze narrowed. "I don't act
anything like Marley."

Okay. Screw playing along. Hardball
was more his style, anyway.

Tony had hoped getting tough with her
wouldn't be necessary. He wasn't the kind of guy who bullied the
people who worked for him. But he was the kind of guy who
got results. His legendary business acumen had proved that. He
needed results now. A lot depended on it.

"You don't act like Marley?" Patiently, he
tallied what he knew of her so far. "Flaky? Check. Irresponsible?
Check. Trying to avoid serious work from the minute you arrive?
Check, check, check." He shook his head. "I've been warned about
you."

She folded her arms. "Those warnings were
justified, believe me. But they weren't about me."

He hmmphed in disbelief. What was she
going to tell him next, that she was in character already as a
ditzy star actress? That not acting her part 24/7 would
wreck her concentration? That she was a Method actor who delved
deeply into whatever role she played?

Tony was familiar with the immersion-acting
technique. Growing up in one of Hollywood's oldest and most
established families, he'd encountered it more than once. But even
the most devout of those Stanislavski disciples dropped out of
character when serious business was on the table.

"Look, none of this is necessary," he said,
remembering that her inept entourage hadn't clued her in to the
details of her appearance at Valentine Studios. "We hired you to be
you. To play yourself. Didn't you see all those fans
outside? The paparazzi were hired," he explained, "but the
fans—"

"Hired? You hired paparazzi?" She
shook her head pityingly. "You must not be from around here. Most
people try to avoid those guys."

"Fake paparazzi." He leaned on the edge of
his desk, ignoring her jab about his supposed lack of Hollywood
acumen. "Controllable, reasonable paparazzi. They'll give
our fantasy camp guests the deluxe 'star entrance' treatment when
they arrive tomorrow. Red carpet, paparazzi. It's all part of the
experience."

"You can't be serious."

He stared her down.

She rolled her eyes. "Okay. Then those
'journalists'" —Marley made quotation marks with her fingers—
"won't be filing reports with the tabloids, or magazines, or
entertainment news broadcasts?"

"They're strictly for show."

Exhaling, she slumped onto one of his
office's low-slung chairs. She closed her eyes, shaking her head. A
sigh rippled through her.

Tony almost would have sworn he saw relief
in her face. Experience had taught him to interpret
differently.

"Rein in your disappointment, princess. This
is a job, not a PR opportunity." He scrutinized her. "That panicky
thing you had going on back there looked pretty convincing.
Dramatic, I'll give you that. But you can drop the act with
me."

Marley tilted her head against the chair.
Wearing an inscrutable expression, she leveled her gaze on him. "I
liked you better in the limo."

In a flash, he remembered her in the
limo. Remembered the way the soft leather seat had dipped beneath
her weight, urging them both closer. The way she'd looked at him,
boldly stating her interest in touching. The way her hand
had felt on his knee, all warm and feminine and certain. He'd liked
it.

He'd liked her. Back when he'd
thought she was up-front and refreshingly assertive. Back when he'd
considered kissing her as an alternative to getting-to-know-you
small talk. Back when he'd thought she might be different. He'd
liked her and he'd wanted her.

But the hard truth was, he had a job to do.
One that didn't involve getting hot and heavy with his star
attraction.

He cleared his throat. Back to business.
"Those people outside were here to see Marley Madison, not whatever
role you've cooked up. So you can drop your Method training—"

"I don't know the Method."

She uttered the denial as though he were a
nitwit to even suggest as much. She tugged defensively at the brim
of her Dodgers cap.

Okay. So she didn't want to admit her
training. Why should he be surprised? Hollywood was filled with
people who wanted to seem like someone they weren't—a natural,
unstudied actress, for instance. That superficiality was one reason
he'd left when he had...and had stayed away, until now.

"And this isn't a role! I told you, I'm not
Marley."

Humor her, he told himself. You need
her.

"Who are you, then?"

She bit her lip. "I'd rather not say."

"Jesus Christ!"

Earnestly, she held his gaze. "If word gets
out about this, I'll never live it down."

Great. So that's what she thought of his
actor fantasy camp? It embarrassed her? Stung, Tony frowned.

"From what I hear, we didn't exactly have to
twist your arm to get you to agree to this."

"What do you mean?"

Folding his arms, Tony examined her.
Industry scuttlebutt held that Marley Madison was washed up.
Typecast, out of work, and out of demand at the ripe old age of
twenty-seven. Which explained why her management team had been so
willing to sign her up with Valentine Studios—and probably why
they'd soft-pedaled the details of her appearance, too. Probably
her entourage had been trying to protect her. They relied on her
for their salaries, after all.

He, however, had no such compunction about
laying it on the line with her.

At least he shouldn't have.

"Because actor fantasy camp is an innovative
idea," he said gruffly.

More apparent relief on her face.
"Yours?"

He nodded. "My usual specialty is launching
dot-coms."

"Hmmm. I might have to revise my
super-stud-escort opinion of you." Her grin teased him. "You might
actually have brains to go with all that brawn."

Brawn? He resisted an idiotic urge to
flex.

No. This was getting out of hand. She
was getting out of hand. Again. Tony couldn't allow flattery to
soften him. To show it, he scowled elaborately at the wall
clock.

When Marley noticed, she got up and crossed
to his desk. Her flip-flops slapped against the soles of her feet.
Her hip-tied sweatshirt bounced against her thighs. Between her
non-starlet wardrobe and the schlumpy way she walked, he almost
believed her performance. One look at her face told him the
truth.

She was Marley Madison, all right. Despite
her denials.

As though sensing his skepticism, Marley
amped up her performance.

"I know this must seem confusing to you. All
I was looking for was a little adventure," she said wistfully.
"I'll admit, it's gotten out of hand. Believe me, I had no idea
what I was getting into."

"You mean...real work?"

She narrowed her eyes.

He shrugged. "Those of us who aren't stars
have to take life the hard way. Dead-on. With no favors, no
favorites, and no special privileges."

Her lips tightened. Probably she was
envisioning life on set without a team of flunkeys to buff her
toenails and peel her grapes. Poor baby.

"Don't worry," Tony said, reassuring her for
reasons he didn't quite understand. "Your star trailer is the
deluxe fifty-footer. You won't be roughing it too much while you're
here."

She wasn't mollified. In fact, she looked
fit to pound him with the I love NY paperweight on his desk.
What had he said?

"You have no idea what my life is
like!"

"Oh, I think I do." He remembered the
warnings he'd received about Marley's notoriously flaky behavior.
Her spoiled-starlet shtick. Her tendency to wrap well-meaning
directors right around her manicured finger. He wasn't falling for
this little-lost-actress routine. "Meeting you has confirmed
everything I ever suspected."

"The joke's on you, then. Because—"

He held up his hand. "Don't bother saying it
again. Any idiot can see you're Marley Madison."

At that, she seemed amused. A definite
know-it-all gleam came into her eyes. She paused, looking him up
and down.

She quirked her brow. "Apparently not."

He had the uncomfortable sensation the joke
really was on him. Tony refused to allow it. "Look, I'm not
some kind of La-La Land pushover. I flew in from the East Coast a
week ago, and I'm flying out again two weeks from now. I don't have
time for actressy bullshit. If you don't feel like working, that's
too bad. I don't have time to waste."

Her mouth dropped open. Good. He was getting
through to her.

"I won't stand for the kind of stunts you've
pulled on other people's projects," he warned. "Impossible demands.
Temper tantrums. Meltdowns. Whatever your problem is" —What could
it possibly be? A pantyhose crisis?— "just pack it into your
leopard-print bag and keep it there."

Marley's gaze snapped to the overnight case
Harry had delivered from the limo to Tony's office. At the sight of
it, a certain stubbornness sharpened her expression. She opened her
mouth to speak.

He interrupted. "You have a job to do.
Period. I'm here to make sure you do it."

"Gee, how do you find the time?" Marley
pretended to study the plain-banded Timex on her wrist. She widened
her eyes with sham innocence. "You seem so busy jumping to
conclusions."

He gave her a grin. "Purely preventive
measures, princess."

Ready to move onward, he strode across his
office's aged linoleum. He passed the ever-present framed posters
of Valentine Studios' bygone triumphs without looking at them. Then
he snatched up her bag and plunked it into her arms.

"You might as well know this going in. For
me, actions speak louder than words. So save your breath. Excuses
won't work. Cajoling won't work. Work will work."

"All business, hmmm?"

"You bet."

Unlike the rest of his starry-eyed family,
Tony had spent his whole life focused on business success. He'd
achieved it, too. He'd temporarily left his various e-commerce
ventures in the capable hands of his second-in-command, Jim
Woodwiss, in order to come here. Now, charged with the unwanted
task of resuscitating the family's faltering studio, Tony intended
to succeed again.

To do that, though, he needed Marley
Madison. Needed the cachet she'd lend to his actor fantasy camp,
the draw she'd prove to tourists...the expertise she'd share,
however grudgingly, in the classes she'd teach. Valentine Studios
had promoted her appearance extensively, with tourism agencies and
investment partners alike. She was the lynchpin his whole
revitalization scheme depended on.

Marley gave him a once-over. "All
business...except when it comes to limo rides."

He frowned. She would have to remind him of
that. The woman was a complete pain in the ass.

"What happened in the limo was a mistake,"
Tony said. "It won't be repeated."

"Says who?" Her expression turned
flirtatious. "I've just been gypped out of the 'fantasy of a
lifetime,' remember?"

Tony remembered. She was referring to her
courtesy invitation's racy-sounding promise—"the fantasy of a
lifetime." Since this would be strictly business between them from
here on out, though, he didn't need to know where she was going
with this. He wasn't going to ask.

He wasn't.

Fifteen seconds ticked past. She appeared to
be waiting him out. He added patient and clairvoyant
to her other irksome qualities.

"So?" Tony growled.

She smiled. Triumphantly. "So, how about
making it up to me? Maybe this night can still be salvaged. I'll
pretend I'm Marley; you'll pretend you're Prince Charming.... We'll
see what happens from there." She ran her hand down his chest,
lightly fanning her fingers over the muscles there. "The night's
still young. What do you say?"

At her touch, his whole body tensed.
Pleasurably. For a nanosecond, Tony actually considered taking her
up on her offer—kooky as it was. That's when he knew dealing with
Marley Madison would demand even more determination than he'd
planned.

For better or worse, determination was one
thing Tony had never lacked. Exercising it now, he moved her hand.
Squeezed her fingers. Released her. "Let's not complicate
things."

Her mouth turned downward. She resituated
the overnight case in her arms with a clear air of resignation.
"Fine. I can take a hint. Just point me to the nearest exit and
I'll catch a bus home."

He blinked. Damn, but she was a good
actress. For a minute there, he'd actually believed she meant it. A
bus. For a va-va-voom former sitcom starlet. What a
knee-slapper.

"You're not going anywhere. Your contract
says—"

"That again?"

He fought for patience. It had been said
that Tony Valentine had a golden touch with business, with
pleasure, even with women. But star wrangling? He wasn't sure he
was cut out for this kind of candy-ass ego stroking.

"Leaving the studio now would violate the
terms of your contract," he explained. "I think we'd both rather
avoid litigation over all this."

The reality of her situation swept over
Marley's face. He could tell the moment she realized her
get-out-of-work-free scheme wasn't going to work. She tugged her
Dodgers cap again.

All the same, she made one last stab at
rebellion.

"You wouldn't dare sue. Over a has-been
studio?"

Tony winced inwardly at her words.
Has-been studio. That's what Valentine Studios was. She'd
nailed it. But it was his has-been studio. His and his
family's—for several generations now. He'd promised to try to save
it, and he'd damned well do it.

"Don't make me laugh," Marley goaded.

He looked at her. She waited for his reply,
clutching her ridiculous leopard print bag against her middle,
clearly trying to show that his threat hadn't scared her. Her chin
jutted upward at a defiant angle. Her gaze dared him to
disagree.

Her trembling lips betrayed her worries.

Unreasonably, her bravado touched him. Tony
looked away.

"There's a welcome party for the cast and
crew at eight. Across the lot, in Bayberry." Bayberry was Valentine
Studio's "small town Americana" set, straight out of its earliest
silent films. The location had seemed a fitting place to begin the
studio's revamped future. "Be there. On time."

He turned to leave, intending to find Harry
to show her to her trailer. Marley's voice stopped him.

"Or what?"

Tony paused. Against all reason, a smile
burbled up from inside him. She gave as good as she got, that was
for sure. He couldn't remember the last time anyone had dared to
needle him on purpose.

"Be there or what?" she repeated.

He sobered his expression. Turned. "Or I'll
hunt you down," he said, taking a few steps nearer to her. She
didn't so much as flinch. "Take you to the party myself. And
subject you to the worst dance moves known to mankind."

Her eyes sparkled. "Awww. Your moves can't
be that bad."

This time, his smile broke through. He
couldn't prevent it. "Wear combat boots," Tony advised, then went
to locate Harry.

 




Left alone in Tony's office, Meredith hugged
the gaudy bag she'd borrowed from Marley. Wear combat boots.
Tony might not want to admit it, but the guy had a sense of
humor—along with a truly wicked smile. Something about that smile
made her usual clear-headedness hike up its sensible skirts and run
away. In its place arrived a silly sense of audacity and a huge
amount of sheer stupidity. How else to explain that she hadn't
revealed her true self to him?

Okay, so for starters there was the fact
that it was embarrassing to have been caught in her Cinderella
fantasy. Then there was the fact that if Marley found out Meredith
had commandeered that invitation—and her identity—there'd be hell
to pay. Finally, there was the fact that she still didn't have all
the information she needed to know exactly what was going on here.
Meredith never made decisions without having all the pertinent
details close at hand.

Sure. Those were perfectly valid reasons for
her behavior this evening.

Nodding reassuringly to herself, she strode
across the office. She trailed her hands over the furnishings,
recognizing them as midcentury modern by their austere lines and
square shapes. She bounced restlessly on the severely upholstered
taupe sofa. She studied the sculptural hanging lamps with their
L.A.-casual pastel shades. She peered at the desk, with its two
laptop computers, PDA in a sync cradle, videophone, and other
geeky, high-tech devices she couldn't identify.

Except for the gadgetry, the whole place
felt as though it had been untouched for decades. Meredith might
have stepped back into one of the museum archives'
advertisements—say, Spic 'N Span, circa 1955—and found herself
here. It was spooky, really.

All right. So who did she think she
was fooling? Not herself, certainly. She'd tried to speak up, but
the whole experience of finding herself on the red carpet in her
sister's place had seriously shaken her composure.

She didn't think she'd imagined that shocked
three seconds of silence when she'd appeared, looking (as usual)
utterly un-Marley-like. Those three seconds had hurt. During that
hushed moment, she'd felt twelve years old again. Gawky. Tomboyish.
Left out. She'd been just that age when she'd begun to realize that
while her teen-dream sister was becoming a star...Meredith never
would be. Even in her own family.

But then the red carpet roar had begun
again, and Meredith had realized another truth. The public was
completely willing to overlook their own perceptions. Despite all
evidence to the contrary. Like Tony, the fans and photographers
lining the red carpet had seen exactly what they'd wanted to
see. Ergo, Marley Madison. Nothing Meredith had done had changed
that.

It was interesting, she reflected, how
easily reality bent in the face of combined wanting.

She should have been grateful. After all,
thanks to the mass wish-upon-a-star effect, her spur-of-the-moment
adventure hadn't been uncovered yet. But instead, she felt a little
disappointed. Tony, at least, should have been smart enough to
detect the real her. His insistence on treating her like the
bubble-headed actress he thought she was had been particularly
galling. Couldn't he see she was nothing like Marley?

Apparently not, the wicked angel on her
shoulder replied. Maybe you can still pull this off.

Predictably, the rest of her rebelled. The
whole idea was nuts. Not to mention risky. Stepping into her
sister's glammed-up Hollywood life for the weekend had brought her
nothing but trouble so far.

Sure, that devilish angel rebutted. But
going in, you were unprepared. Now you know the score.

Hmmm. That did change things, Meredith
mused. It might be interesting—from a purely intellectual
standpoint, of course—to find out exactly how far she could take
this ruse. Long enough to steal that kiss from Tony Valentine? Long
enough to see for herself exactly how the other half lived? Long
enough to scarf some free munchies at the welcome party Tony had
mentioned?

In the end, the possibility of scoring
cocktail weenies and maybe a Budweiser settled it. She was
starving. She'd go on with this charade—just for the night,
Meredith decided. She could always sneak out at midnight,
Cinderella-style, and go back to her ordinary,
books-and-Birkenstocks life. No one would ever need to know.

Besides, from where she'd sat over the past
twenty-seven years, being a beloved starlet sure looked
easy. How difficult could it possibly be?

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


"Novelty is always welcome, but talking
pictures are just a fad." —Irving Thalberg

 


Built in 1921 for a silent feature, Bayberry
was at first a ramshackle collection of tall false fronts and
narrow, dusty streets. Through the years—thanks to upstart
Valentine Studios' rising importance in Hollywood—the outdoor set
had blossomed into a gingerbread-trimmed, Technicolor vision of
small-town life.

Before long, Bayberry boasted a cobbled Main
Street, a general store, a Gay Nineties saloon, several oak trees
(potted and wheeled for easy transport), and a grassy central park
featuring a white-painted gazebo. To step onto the set was to step
into an idealized past. Tonight, Bayberry would host the studio's
future, too.

In Tony's earliest memories, Bayberry was
simply the most awesome place he knew to play hide-and-seek. The
buildings here had all been boarded up when he was a kid,
casualties of the post-Star Wars, post-ET boom in
filmmaking. As a consequence, he'd been set free to roam among
them, just so long as he stayed out of the way of whatever
production had been going on at the studio's more urban and
futuristic sets.

After school and on weekends, he and his
friends had explored every inch of the faux-finished buildings,
cobwebbed interiors, and weed-choked raised boardwalk. He'd been an
original latchkey kid—except his backyard had been the studio back
lot. Back then, he'd never have dreamed he'd want to leave it all
behind.

Or that he actually would.

Tonight, though, the buildings in Bayberry
stood tall against the deepening night. The tang of recent paint
jobs and thorough window scrubbings hung on the summery Burbank
breeze. Inside each building, different catered specialties
awaited. Cocktails in the dance hall. Hors d'oeuvres at the soda
fountain. Sushi in the barbershop and decadent desserts along the
check-in desk at the hotel. In each locale, uniformed catering
staff bustled to and fro amid the party's guests, ready to meet any
request.

Outside, strings of glowing white lights
brightened the path from the town itself to the gazebo, where a
quintet played jazz instrumentals. More lights wound their way
through the repositioned oak trees, illuminating the cobbled "dance
floor" at the edge of the grass.

Already, Tony saw, invited guests dipped and
swayed to the music. Others held drinks. A few more curled into the
red velvet prop-house settees placed in groupings amid the trees.
The murmured sounds of his guests' conversations reached out to him
as he passed, punctuated with the laughter of people for whom this
was just another party. Just another night.

For him, it was a beginning. A test. A
penance, all rolled into one.

His mind on the evening to come, he strode
past a cluster of development execs. The pungent smoke from their
Cuban cigars trailed him across the town square, where a group of
grips, gaffers, and best boys hung out. Tony held up a hand in
greeting, then continued on.

Where the hell was she?

All around him, partygoers circulated. Crew
members mingled with cast members; fake paparazzi chatted with real
experts. He'd hired several of them—a director, a costumer, hair
and makeup artists, a screenwriter, stunt people, media and voice
coaches, and more—all chosen to teach the classes that would turn
tourists' dreams of TV stardom into reality within two weeks.
Complete with a live studio audience at the finale and a souvenir
videotape to take home with them.

He never should have entrusted Harry with
picking up Marley Madison at her trailer. Their star
attraction, having failed to get the reprieve she wanted from Tony,
might have whacked Harry on the head, hijacked the golf cart he
used to travel across the back lot, and made a getaway. Straight to
Rodeo Drive or a club on Sunset, or wherever empty-headed starlet
types like her flocked together. Which would explain why there was
no sign of her here.

Hell.

No. Even more likely, Marley had simply
bamboozled poor Harry. She'd charmed him, disarmed him, and made
him happy to grant her every wish. Kind of like Tony had wanted to,
back in the limo. Then she'd nabbed his golf cart and driven it to
the nearest bus stop—just to prove Tony wrong about her.

The woman was full of surprises. She might
already be halfway back to her chichi mansion in the Hollywood
Hills by now, still insisting to whoever would listen that she
wasn't who she obviously was.

Irritably, he scanned the crowd. Already,
several people had asked him when they could meet their star
attraction. Marley's sitcom, Fantasy Family, had been a
top-ten Nielsen hit for years. She, as its most popular performer,
had spawned an entire industry. Fan clubs, TV specials, two
haircuts, several clothing fads, calendars, pinup posters.... The
mania had gone on and on, culminating in at least one Emmy, a
People's Choice award, and God only knew what else.

Tony didn't keep up with industry news
anymore. But he hadn't agreed to save Valentine Studios without
doing his homework first. The media coverage of Marley and her
Southern belle alter ego, Tara, had been both breathless and
ridiculously extensive. It seemed the public hadn't been able to
get enough of either one of them. They hadn't been willing to let
Marley move on, either. Since the demise of Fantasy Family,
she'd made one disastrous feature film, and then...nothing.

Tony's actor fantasy camp could be a second
chance for them both, he knew. He could offer Marley the additional
exposure she needed. She could provide him with the star power to
get his attraction off the ground. If she showed up.

"She's not coming," said a familiar
voice.

Tony glanced over his shoulder. His
sixty-two-year-old uncle, Roland Valentine, squinted back in his
typically crotchety way. That scowl of his had stricken terror into
the hearts of Hollywood insiders for almost four decades.

"She's not coming," he repeated. "I tried to
warn you. But would you listen? Hell, no." He slurped up some of
his whiskey sour, then tapped out a cigarette from the pack in his
suit pocket. "Actresses are flighty by nature. You've got to keep
an eye on them."

"She'll be here."

"Ha." Roland gave a rheumy cough. "Women are
like reel-to-reel projectors. Touchy, expensive, and harder than
hell to get started on time. If I had a nickel for every woman I've
cooled my heels waiting for—"

"You'd have an enormous deficit by now,"
Errol Valentine said, breaking into his brother's conversation with
a gleam in his eye and an urbane half smile on his face. He nodded
hello to Tony. "You've never waited for anything in your life,
Roland."

Roland chuckled. "A hot tamale being the
only exception."

"Nonsense. Spicy food gives you
dyspepsia."

"Who's talking about food?"

Errol released a despairing sigh. "It's
fortunate you lend some class to this operation, Tony. Between the
two of us, we might be able to drag Valentine Studios into
respectability."

"Sure, kicking and screaming, maybe," Roland
grumbled. "I'm telling you, there's lots of money to be made in B
movies. It's all about quantity, baby." He rubbed his fingers
together, pretending to handle oodles of cash.

"I'm afraid you're mistaken," Errol
disagreed. "Quality will be our saving grace. A few films
and television shows, selectively chosen, will restore our
reputation and revitalize the studio. Look how far Bob and Harvey
Weinstein have taken Miramax."

"Pornos rake in big bucks," Roland mused. He
dragged speculatively on his cigarette. "They're quick to make,
too."

"Pornography? Good Lord, Roland. Why
not just turn the place into a brothel and have done with it?"

"Hey. That's not a bad idea..."

Errol turned purple. Ordinarily the epitome
of sophistication, the sixty-four-year-old studio executive looked
ready to grab the nearest prop lamppost (wheeled, like the oak
trees) and wallop his brother with it. The Valentine family
squabbles were legendary in Hollywood. Roland and Errol were a big
part of the reason why.

Tony stepped in before his uncles came to
blows. "We're not doing pornos or quality TV. We're running
an actor fantasy camp. Remember?"

"Certainly. Of course." Errol patted Tony's
shoulder, delivering a final censorious look at his brother. "We're
all counting on you, Tony. You know that. If you can work half the
magic here that you did on the East Coast...well. Let's just say,
retirement wouldn't be wholly unwelcome to me."

"God bless the tourists," Roland agreed. He
stuck out his tongue at his brother. "Long may they buy into this
bullshit." He raised his whiskey sour in salute.

Automatically, Tony followed the gesture.
The sweep of his uncle's arm encompassed all of Bayberry, with its
twinkling lights, mellow jazz, sociable guests, and
postcard-perfect buildings. The sight reassured him. Everything
here was under control. Everything was proceeding exactly as he'd
planned.

Everything...except Marley Madison. Because
just then Tony glimpsed her across the town square, encircled by
admirers.

On the plus side, at least she was here. On
the minus side, she didn't exactly look ready to dazzle her public.
Dressed in a bizarre combination of bikini top, cargo pants, and
black suit jacket, she hefted a long neck beer in one hand and
gestured wildly with the other.

As though she'd said something hilarious,
everyone in her circle laughed. Looking relieved, Marley lifted her
face to the stars and laughed, too. He realized then that her
hair—formerly covered by her Dodgers cap—was not the famously
golden color he'd seen captured in a million photographs. Instead,
her lackluster style was a muddy brown.

That was weird. Tony squinted. A crease
dented her tresses at forehead level. Hat head. His glamorous star
attraction was sporting hat head, wearing a pile of thrift store
rejects, and chugging brewskis like there was no tomorrow.

At this rate, there really would be
no tomorrow. Not for him, and not for Valentine Studios.
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