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Chapter 1 

 

 

NINA

 

I hide in the kitchen, even though I’m aware that it is a silly thing to do, hiding in the diner at the height of the lunchtime session, but I try, anyway. I’m good at making myself invisible; it’s a skill I’ve learned and honed over the years, out of necessity. Call it a survival skill. 

I hover around at the back, pretending to look for something. 

Except that I’m starting to sweat. 

I thought I was over this. 

Palpitations pitter-patter in my chest. I remember this from before, needing to run for my life. It was flight or fight, and I couldn’t fight, not as an eight year old. It happened a lot back then in that children’s home. But I never managed to escape. 

I used to be scared back then, except I’m not scared now, just anxious; I get like that when someone pays me too much attention, too much of the wrong type of attention. 

I’m supposed to be used to this; getting hit on by customers. It should be part of the job description of a waitress. A twenty-five-year-old shouldn’t react like this   just because a guy is hitting on her; and he’s a nice guy, Office Guy, we call him. Frankie and Joni tease me about him because he comes in here regularly, and he always seeks me out. 

I’m just not interested. I used to be able to handle this better, but ever since Elias’s news surfaced, ever since I discovered what happened to him, I’ve started to fall apart again. 

I pull down the cuffs of my long sleeve turtle-neck top. It’s not part of the uniform. We have a maroon waitress dress with white edging on the collar and at the ends of the short sleeves, but I told Frankie that I feel cold. She’s let me wear this long-sleeved top which is good because it covers my arms right up to the wrist. 

Joni thinks I’m doing it to get attention. I remind her that I’m not like her. She’s the queen of attention. She’s already pissed that a lot of the customers often ask who Elias Cardoza’s sister is. Ever since Elias won the boxing heavyweight title, Frankie’s Kitchen has become a famous landmark in Chicago. My brother used to be a regular and he still hangs out here most weeks. People come here hoping that they might get a glimpse of him. It’s the same story at the gym where he still trains. People hang out outside hoping they’ll catch him going in. 

It amazes me that people are that fickle.

Still, I get good tips at the diner on account of being Elias’s sister. It makes Joni jealous. She doesn’t even try to hide it. She hates that I get more customers asking for me, and that I get bigger tips. But if people think I’m going to give up any juicy nugget of information about my brother, they’re wrong. I’m good at keeping things secret. I even hate the way people, celebrities especially, post boring facets of their lives on social media. As if anyone cares.

“What are you doing in here?” Frankie asks. “We’ve got four tables that need waiting on. Food’s not going to come out of thin air!”

Most of the other waitresses would be scared of her, but I’m not. She’s always got my back, and I’ve always done over and above what’s needed. I turn around. “I just need a moment,” I say, fanning my face. 

“You take a moment, then.” Frankie’s voice is soft, just like her expression which has suddenly changed. She’s never that angry with me, though, I’ve never given her any cause to be. But I’ve sensed that she’s been watching me carefully lately. It’s like she can sense that something is up even if she doesn’t know what it is. 

“Do you need to take a break?” 

I shake my head. “ 

“Who are you hiding from this time? Joni’s friends again?” She puts her hands on her wide hips and looks as if she’s about to go back out there and do something about it. She’s protective of me and her staff, in the same way that I am protective of my brother. The customer is always wrong, as far as Frankie’s concerned, though she might smile sweetly to them and then curse them behind their backs once they’ve left.

“No, they’re not even here.” Joni’s boyfriend Rhys sometimes hangs around here and sometimes he’ll come in with his friend, Scott. Apparently, the guy likes me, and Joni keeps trying to get me to go out with him. She says it would be fun for us to be a foursome. Scott’s not so bad, I don’t mind him, but I’m just not interested in him the way Joni says he’s interested in me. It’s Joni’s boyfriend I can’t stand. There something sick about him; something dark and menacing that takes me back to my childhood.

Frankie peers closer. “You’ve not been in a good way ever since Elias won the fight.”

I laugh off her concern, but I know what she’s getting at, even if she doesn’t. What happened to Elias shattered my heart. I don’t like talking about it and there are nights when I can’t sleep. I can’t handle facing the past. All that time, growing up together, I thought I had protected him. I believed I was saving Elias by doing what the janitor asked and finding out that this hadn’t been the case crushed me. 

I thought I had finally put this behind me, thought I had fixed myself. Not completely, but enough to be normal. Now my broken past lingers in the periphery of my mind and I can’t shift it. I don’t think I ever will be completely okay. 

I’m back to my old tricks again. Things I hadn’t done for a long time. 

 “What’s going on in that head of yours?” Frankie looks at me as if she’s trying to X-ray into my brain. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I shake my head, to try to indicate that I’m okay. I am. I really am. I   get nervous when people want to get too close to me. 

“It’s Office Guy,” I say, in an attempt to derail her interest. I’d   pulled out my pen and was about to take his order, and then he suggested we could go for a drink sometime. He’s never been that forward before. Up until he made the drink suggestion, I was handling the easy-going banter just fine, and then he went and said that, and I clammed up. 

“He’s not so bad looking,” Frankie says, a hint of a smile curving up on her lips. “He’s smartly dressed, handsome and polite too. What else are you waiting for?”

It’s a going joke around here that I push all the interested guys away. I get asked for my number, more so since Elias won the fight, but I always say no, tell them that I’m too busy, or not looking for a relationship. The guys are easy to push away, but convincing Joni and Frankie isn’t. 

“You think you’re too good for anyone ‘cause your brother is the heavyweight champion?” Joni often comments. “What are you holding out for? A superstar?” 

I’m not holding out for anyone. I   can’t handle getting close. Intimacy gives me the shakes. 

But I hate being this way. I hate falling to pieces. It’s a problem, especially with the job I have—facing customers all day long. Maybe with my latest course in interior design I might actually do something with it. I should move on from waitressing. Elias is always telling me off. He wants me to work for him. I don’t think so. I like it here. The diner might not be a great place for career advancement, but the familiarity of it all makes me feel secure. I take a long deep breath. “I’m going back out. I can handle him.”

“It’s not him I’m worried about,” I hear Frankie say as I move towards the door and force myself to go back out into the diner serving area. With a smile plastered to my face, I sail up to the table where Office Guy is sitting and ask him what he wants to order today. 

“I didn’t mean to cross the line,” he says when I return. He seems sweet enough, the overreaction was on my part. Now that I’m back, I widen my smile—make it sweeter, make it count—the way I learned to do from way back; when I needed my little brother to know that I was fine, and that the world was a good place, and that we would be okay.

I shrug. “What can I get you today?”

“A cup of coffee, eggs, sausage and bacon. Maybe you sitting opposite me and keeping me company,” he adds, with a wry grin that’s enough to make me sprint back into the kitchen. But I stand my ground. 

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. I have to work. Frankie would sack me.”

“You can always come and work for me.”

“You don’t let up, do you?” I say, with some of my old feistiness coming back. 

“I’m a persistent guy.”

“And I’m not interested,” I tell him with a smile he buys. I rush back into the kitchen and pin the order along with the others.

When I come back out, I see another table that needs waiting on. The customers crane their necks in my direction and look eager to order. 

Elias’s win has almost doubled Frankie’s footfall to the extent that she’s had to take on a couple of extra waitresses for when the place gets super packed. 

I heave in a breath, and go and deal with the other customers, while keeping an eye on the food orders I’ve already placed. When his order is ready, I give Office Guy his food, thankful that I can rush off because things are so hectic. I am rushed off my feet for the next hour.

“He seems like a nice guy,” Frankie tells me, as I pin another order to the board. 

I almost roll my eyes but manage not to. “So do psychopaths.”

 

 


Chapter 2 

 

 

CALLUM

 

“If you play things right, and don’t mess up in your private life, this could be it—the role that catapults you to A-list glory,” Rudy’s voice comes through on my cell phone which I’ve sent to loudspeaker mode. I don’t see him often. He’s based in LA, but as my publicist he touches base with me daily. 

I stop flexing my muscles in front of the mirror and I briefly consider firing my publicist. “I am an A-lister.” 

“I mean, A-list Oscar glory,” Rudy clarifies. “This could be the role to do it.”

I smile at myself in the mirror and imagine myself holding that coveted Oscar in my hand. I even have the first few sentences of the speech floating around in my head. I’m trying to move away from my usual action roles, and try something that’s a little darker, a little different. 

I’ve poured my heart and soul into this role. I want to be known as more than just   a hunk. I want the Oscar, and accolades, and I want to be talked about for decades. I want to do what De Niro did with ‘Raging Bull’ even though ‘Death of a Legend’ isn’t as gritty and as hard-hitting as that classic, it’s a step in the right direction and away from the formulaic action-packed movies I’ve been making so far. 

I’m no De Niro yet, but that’s what I’m working towards. I’ve been studying hard for this role, and I’ve gone through rigorous physical training, and even taken part in a couple of real boxing matches. I even won one of them. It was good publicity for the film, with critics talking about how I’ve been getting into character with this role. I’ve even read up about all the boxing greats, and I feel like I kind of understand them a bit more. Most of them were guys who need to prove themselves. Needed to get a one up in life and fighting was the only way to glory. 

Most of the filming has been done, there’s a romance element to the film, and all those scenes with my co-star, Alyssa Watts, have been shot. The studio wants us to be the next romance in Tinsel Town. We have a few sexy scenes. I wish we didn’t. That shit takes away from the grittiness of the film, but the people financing this film say they need romance in it. 

Now we’re in Chicago in order to shoot some of the big boxing scenes as well shooting those scenes that women like, the ones where I’m training hard. There are plenty of shirtless scenes, and I have to say, I’m pretty pumped by my physique. I’ve never looked better. 

I puff out my chest again, posing once more like a bodybuilder so that the ridges and dips of my muscles are well defined. “I look the part.” I nod approvingly at my reflection, and an image flashes through my mind again of me in a tux, raising my Oscar as I make my speech.

The door to my suite opens, and Dottie walks in. “Your dry-cleaned shirts,” she mouths, seeing that I’m on the phone. She sets my green and healthy smoothie down on the table near me. I would be lost without my personal assistant. She goes over to the table and sits down and starts typing away on her laptop. She’s staying at a cheaper place a few blocks from here, and we go through a few things once a day. She lets me know what interviews and meetings I’ve got, though now that I’m filming, this is where my focus is. 

“Any luck with Cardoza’s camp?” I ask Rudy.

“I’m working on it.” That seems to be Rudy’s stock response. 

“How hard can it be?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

I don’t understand it. Rudy doesn’t have much to do, it’s not like he’s the one getting into the ring and fighting. He’s not the one who’s had to get up at 4 AM most mornings and workout for six hours every day. “Did you speak to his manager?” All he has to do is set up one meeting with Elias Cardoza.

Just one. I’ve been trying to get Rudy to set up a meeting with the guy, but Rudy says Cardoza is hard to get a hold of. Even his manager doesn’t seem keen. I get that the guy has a huge fight in a few months’ time, but our coming together, even for a one-off meeting, would help us both.

“I’m having a hard time reaching him.”

I wonder if I should put Dottie on the case. She’s clever, and quick-witted, and thinks outside the box.

Though this last part of filming is going to be intense, I feel prepared, but I want to have the edge. I’ve read about the boxing greats, legends like, Calzaghe, Hagler, Chavez, Ali and Tyson, and now there’s Cardoza. I want to meet with him and get inside his head. Maybe talking to him for a few hours will help get me even more into character. There’s nothing like having a real life boxing champion to talk to. This guy burst onto the scene back in the summer, dethroning Trent “The Tank” Garrison with his raw power and nimble moves. The world took notice. I read up everything I could on him. I watched the fight over at some big producer’s house. We weren’t expecting to see the fight of the century, with this unknown underdog coming out on top. From that time on, I’ve been wanting to meet the guy. 

It’s weird how we’ve ended up filming these final scenes in Chicago because Cardoza comes from these streets. This is his city. This is where he trains. It’s where he’s lived all his life. I’ve also been reading another biography on him, and I’ve found out about his terrible past. I see now why he was never going to lose, even to an opponent as formidable as Garrison. Cardoza’s past is a bonus for me. All I need to do is to get some glimpses of his life which will help me with my role. I swear to God I can almost feel that Oscar within my grasp.

My film, ‘Death of a Legend’, might seem as if it’s based on Cardoza’s life. It’s not, but it so freakishly mirrors his story that critics might think we had hopped on the back of Cardoza’s story. The truth is, this script came into my hands two years ago. They didn’t want me for the role. The producer and director had someone else in mind, but my agent campaigned hard for me, and luckily, the guy they wanted was already signed to do another film. They couldn’t wait for him, so I got the part.

That part is similar to what happened with Cardoza. From what I’ve read, he wasn’t supposed to fight Garrison, there were others in front, but for one reason or another, through injury or failing a drug test, they couldn’t fight, and Cardoza got the opportunity. 

We’re not so different, me and Cardoza, in that respect. 

His story, the fighting underdog pitted against the world heavyweight champion, who then goes on to win the title against all the odds—that’s real. I admire the guy. Cardoza ignited people’s hopes and dreams and went on to do the impossible. In a much smaller way, and less important, I want to prove to people that I can do parts that require depth. I am so much more than my action roles. 

“What if I ask him?” I suggest. If Rudy isn’t having much luck, maybe I should turn up at the gym? Surely Cardoza wouldn’t dare throw me out. 

“I told you. Leave it with me.” 

I snort. “This is an important role for me. I only need one visit. You can make that happen, can’t you?”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

I breathe out in irritation. I’m a famous actor, and this kid is new to his fame. I don’t understand what damage a quick visit will do. This is my chance to prove to everyone that I’m more than just a handsome face, that I don’t only have the body of a Greek god—thanks to my training—but I’m a serious actor as well. 

“Try harder.” I hang up. 

Dottie looks up. “Do you want me to book you a flight back to LA at the weekend?”

“For what?”

“Rudy says there’s a party you both need to be seen at.”

I pull a T-shirt over my head. “I’m not going to LA until we’re done filming.” Screw Rudy, screw the studio and screw the fake romance. It’s lucky I’m not dating at the moment, because something like this would piss me right off. 

“You have to go back next month. Alyssa has a film premiere and you’re her date.” 

“Remind me nearer the time.”

Alyssa’s been working hard and done two films back to back. Our sexy scenes in ‘Legend’ worked well and now the studio wants us to pretend we’re getting together. Rudy said it would be a good idea for me to attend the premiere of the film she shot before Legend. I agreed only because I have no real life girlfriend who might get pissed off about something like this, and I’ll do what the studio wants me to do. “Anything else?”

She nods her head. “Do you need anything else?”

“My disguises.” A faux beard, moustache and wig come in handy. 

“In your suitcase.”

Because we’re shooting, I’m mostly going to be on set and in my hotel suite, but even I can get bored of being cooped up all day. I only have bodyguards when I’m attending an event where there are big crowds, but I hate losing my anonymity. Using disguises is my way of going out without fear of being recognized. Dottie picks up her laptop and moves towards the door. “You’re not supposed to go out alone, Callum.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Don’t do anything stupid.”

“As if I would.”

“You’re meant to be on set at four.”

“Make sure you have my smoothie ready.”

 

 


Chapter 3 

 

 

NINA

 

It’s cold and I hunch my shoulders as I bury my mouth and chin deeper into my scarf. I brace myself for the long walk to the bus stop. 

Elias would be mad at me for getting the bus home at this time of night, especially now that he’s flush with money. He’s always trying to give me some. He’s always telling me I don’t need to work at the diner, and has tried to give me some admin jobs to do for him. I know it’s a ruse for him to make sure I don’t work all the hours I do, but I love my job at the diner. It’s flexible, and Frankie looks out for me, Joni is okay and the other waitresses are nice. I can’t complain. Plus, I get to do my assignments there, and Frankie won’t bat an eye. 

They often joke about my night school classes—Harper and Elias, and my work colleagues, but I like learning. I want to better myself. I want to prove to myself that I can be more. Still, my waitressing work fits in nicely around my studying, and I still get to keep a roof over my head.

I don’t want him to spend his money on me. He had a chance to change his life, and he grabbed it with both fists. He did what many thought was impossible, and he turned the boxing world upside down, but who knows how long this might last? I want him to save and invest his money, and not feel like he owes me, because he doesn’t. 

Besides, I’m not so broke that I can’t afford to get a bus home. As I walk along the street, I hear a commotion coming from an alleyway further down. There’s hardly anyone else around and I can feel my heart rate starting to skyrocket. I speed up my footsteps as the shouting gets louder. It’s not the rational thing to do, but I can hear a man shouting. It sounds as if he’s in trouble, and I can’t walk away. As I approach nearer, I hear the clattering rattle of iron bins being knocked about. 

“Get the fuck off of me!” someone shouts. 

I race down the alleyway and see a group of men wrestling. I crane my neck further, and can make out a man on the ground being attacked by two others. One’s on the ground, pummelling him, and the other one is standing and kicking the guy on the ground. 

“Hey!” I shout, without thinking. “Leave him alone!” It’s an insane request, and only someone as delusional as me would make it. I don’t like those odds, two to one, and I’ve always fought for the underdog because I can relate. “Hey!” I yell out, because they didn’t hear me the first time around. 

The moment freeze-frames, as the two guys turn to look at me. I whip out my phone and hold it in front of me, as if it’s a handgun. I’m not thinking straight, and I accidentally take a picture by mistake. 

I didn’t mean to do that. I meant to show them I meant business and that I was going to call the cops. 

“What the fuck?” The guy who’s standing looks at me. My insides hollow out. I’m tiny and this man looks pissed. The light from the street lamp is enough to illuminate his features. Terror paralyzes my muscles, and I stumble backwards, just as the guy starts walking towards me. 

The other guy stops fighting with the guy on the ground, and yells, “C’mon! I  got it.” He holds something up. 

But the guy coming for me doesn’t listen. My heart crawls up my throat. “You little bitch. Give me your fucking—”

The piercing sound of police sirens cut into the air, loud and sharp. They’re near, and it scares the guys. They dart off, and I rush to the man lying on the floor. My eyes widen in shock. His beard is hanging off him. My first thought is that he must be in so much pain. I wince as I kneel down, over him. “Your beard,” I exclaim, and wonder at the same time why it’s come off so cleanly. 

Blood pours out of his nose. “You’re hurt,” I cry, shocked, and scared, yet concerned. I examine his face; it’s bloody, but I’ve seen worse. His beard hangs off even more, and I miss a heartbeat, until I see the loop hanging off his other ear. It doesn’t make sense at first. 

I must be in shock, too, and then I see that it’s a false beard. I remove the loop from the other ear and take the beard off entirely. 

He groans as he clutches his sides, and mumbles something which I can’t make out.

“What?” I say, lowering my ear to his face. 

“They’ve got my fucking wallet.” 

“It’s okay. They’ve gone. They’re not going to hurt you.”

“I had them. I almost had the fuckers.”

I stare at him in disbelief. Two against one? I think not. “At least you’re alive,” I say. He groans again, then wipes his hand over his face, so that his hand is now covered in blood. “Owww,” he moans, as he touches his nose.

I can’t tell if it’s broken, but I’ve taken some tissues out of my bag and I attempt to wipe his face clean, as gently as I can. This doesn’t look too bad. It’s not an Elias-level injury. I won’t ever forget those days when my brother used to stagger through the door with his face mashed to almost unrecognizable when he’d come home from those underground fight clubs. 

The police siren gets deafeningly louder. I glance over my shoulder and stare into a flood of lights as the car’s headlights shoot straight at us. I hold up my hand to block out the light because I can’t see into the bright lights. The car stops at the mouth of the alleyway, because it’s too narrow for the car. 

An officer gets out and runs over. She takes one look at the injured man on the ground, then says something into her radio. 

“Backup is on the way,” she tells me as she drops to the ground to survey the injured man. “What happened?”

“Some guys were beating him up,” I reply.

“They stole my wallet,” the guy says, slowly trying to sit up. He looks slightly familiar, but again, I can’t be sure.

The police officer is about to say something when her eyes widen. “You’re…you’re… you’re Callum Sandersby,” she gasps, and her mouth falls open. I stare from her to the guy, and back to the police officer again. Her mouth is still hanging open. 

“Yeah,” the guy says, and manages to smile. 

Is he for real?

The officer seems to be caught in a web of enchantment. “Callum Sandersby,” she gasps, as her professional demeanour slips away.

Callum who?

I don’t know who they’re talking about. I take another look, and now that he’s sitting up and the headlights are on him, he does look familiar, yet I still can’t place him yet. 

“Sir, sir, are you okay? Are you hurting anywhere else?” The police woman’s sudden concern intensifies. 

“I gave back as good as I got,” the guy replies. I peer at him, but giving back as good as he got isn’t how I’d describe it. He did well to put up a fight against the two of them, but his sudden bravado surprises me. 

“The ambulance is on its way.”

“Thanks,” he says, and as the blood pours out of his nose he attempts to wipe it with the already soggy tissue. 

I pull out another tissue and hand it to him. He dabs his nose again and winces in pain. “Thanks,” he says to me. 

“Don’t mention it.”

“I suppose you’ll want an autograph.”

I almost choke in response. 

 

 

 


Chapter 4 

 

 

CALLUM

 

I wouldn’t say she saved me, the woman from the alleyway who is now sitting in my hospital room while the doctors and nurses tend to me. 

She was in the right place at the right time, and I was in the wrong place. I’m going to be in big trouble with the director tomorrow. 

Shit.

Dottie got here before I did. I called her on the way here and told her not to tell anyone else. She took one look at me and her face turned pale. I’ll have to see what the doctors say. Rudy’s on his way here because Dottie, against her better judgment, panicked and called him.  She’s on the phone to him again. He keeps calling, and I keep refusing to speak to him. 

I have no idea why that woman is in here though. I’ll happily give her the autograph or selfie, both those things if she really wants them, but she doesn’t need to be in here. She hopped into the ambulance when it arrived, and now she’s sitting in my hospital room looking bewildered. Maybe it’s because the police officer wanted to take a statement from her.

“Rudy is really pissed.” Dottie hands my phone back to me.

“No shit,” I reply. 

“Bruised ribs, no broken nose, and a black eye which should go down in a few days time,” the doctor informs us. 

That’s lucky. 

“Thanks, Doc.” I try to grin at him. You’d think I’d suffered a major trauma given the number of medical staff in here.

“You need to rest up.”

“Can I go home?” I try to sit up but it hurts. 

“It might be better if you stay here tonight, and we can do final checks in a few hours’ time. You were knocked to the ground, so we’ll need to keep an eye on that.”

“You shoulda seen the other guys,” I tell him. He nods but is too busy scribbling on his notepad. 

I am lucky that I don’t have a broken nose, or broken ribs. I’m lucky to walk away with   these superficial injuries. I’m certain that my recently acquired boxing skills, and my recent fitness regime, helped. But, it looks like filming is going to have to be delayed, maybe by a week or so. 

I’ve messed up bigtime. Delaying a film costs money. It’s a big no-no. Worse, Rudy and the director are going to have my balls for being out by myself at that time of night. 

All at once the room empties. And it’s just me, Dottie and the woman who saved me. 

“You’ve delayed the film,” she says.

“Maybe only by a few days.” I’m being hopeful. 

“Or weeks.”

“It won’t be that long. I’m in good shape.” I try to sit up, then wince when it hurts. 

“Take it easy. You heard the doctor. How much will it cost the studio, to delay filming?”

That’s something I don’t even want to think about. “Can we talk about something else?” I say, growing irritated. Personal assistants don’t usually have so much power, Dottie is good at keeping me in check. She met me here, so that by the time the ambulance arrived at the hospital, she had already secured me a private room, and the best doctors. 

“I told you not to go out.”

“I was checking out the area,” I reply, suddenly feeling defensive. Before I get a chance to explain myself, the door bursts open and Rudy charges in. “What the hell were you thinking?” he cries, looking at me in shock. 

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I tell him, marvelling at the speed with which he got here. 

“I don’t know why I’m still here.” The woman from the alleyway speaks up. “Can I go now?”  

Rudy glances at her suspiciously. “Who are you?” he growls. 

I cough in exasperation and wish Rudy hadn’t turned up right at this instant. There’s an implication behind Rudy’s tone, and I shake my head, letting him know that there was nothing going on. I glance at the woman again, this time looking at her properly for the first time. She is small, and slim, with a cute face. Like, a normal face. No botox, no beestung lips, no plumped up cheeks or surgically sculpted cheekbones. 

“She’s a friend,” I reply, without thinking. 

“Are you together?” Rudy asks me. 

“No, we’re not together,” the woman replies. She looks slightly disgusted. 

“Then who is this?” Rudy demands, his face twisting as if he’s in pain. Inside that calculating head of his he’s probably worked out how much my little detour has cost the studio. It shouldn’t be such a big concern to him. He’s not going to have to take the brunt of the director’s wrath, but Rudy’s job is to make me look good, and I guess right now, I’m not looking so good. The media are going to have a field day with this.

I should have been more careful. “She’s just a passerby,” I explain. “She was with me with the cops arrived.”

“I heard shouting coming from the alleyway,” the woman says. “So I took a look.”

“You were in the alleyway?” Rudy cries, glaring at me.  

“I wasn’t walking down the alleyway, those losers dragged me in.” I just happened to be unlucky.

“I stepped in and tried to help him,” the woman tells Rudy before I can get a word in. 

“That’s either very stupid, or very brave,” says Dottie. 

“For both of you,” Rudy cries, looking from the woman to me. 

“Look, those guys jumped me,” I reply. “I wasn’t expecting it.”

“That’s how muggers usually operate,” remarks Dottie. Rudy’s face turns red. “What were you doing wandering around the streets of Chicago so late at night?” He stabs a finger in my direction. 

“I warned him not to,” says Dottie.

I try to shift in the bed but it hurts to move. These two ganging up on me is the last thing I need. “I was getting a feel for the streets. Soaking up at atmosphere,” I protest, though with hindsight, what I did was foolish and reckless. 

“Soaking up the atmosphere?” Rudy echoes in disbelief. He rests his palm across his forehead as if he’s got a sudden headache. “Miss, why are you still here?” he barks, talking to the alleyway woman whose name I don’t even know. 

“Don’t worry, I’m going,” she replies stiffly.

“I expect you want an autograph,” I say, reminding her. 

“No, I don’t.” 

“A selfie?” I ask, sounding desperate. 

“What for?”

What for? I start to chortle, but my ribs hurt, and I wince instead. What for? I look at her scrawny little face, and wish she would scuttle away. 

 “I wasn’t staying here for the entertainment.” She walks over to the door. “They bundled me into the ambulance before I had a chance to leave. I had to make a statement to the police.” 

“Oh, god, no.” Rudy looks worried. “We can’t have this,” he says to me. “How would it look? We don’t need that kind of publicity. The studio won’t want it.”

“You went to his aid?” Rudy asks, slowly, walking towards her.

“She didn’t save me,” I protest. I didn’t need saving. I can take good care of myself. 

Rudy takes some cash out of his wallet. “This should take care of things.” He holds out the bills for her to take. The woman looks confused. “Why are you giving me money?”

Rudy coughs lightly. “So you won’t sell your story.”

“To who?”

“To the tabloids.”

She makes a noise in the base of the throat, as if she’s trying to stop herself from laughing. 

“Don’t you …don’t you know who he is?” Rudy asks, slowly.

She looks at me again. I’m actually surprised she wasn’t any warmer to me in the ambulance, and now I realize that it’s because she has no clue about me. 

“He looks familiar, but I don’t care who he is. I certainly don’t want your money.”

“Take it,” Rudy insists.

“I don’t need your money,” she throws back, looking disgusted. 

“Leave her alone,” Dottie says, and I’m inclined to think the same. But this is something new to me, having someone, a woman no less, turn down the chance to take a picture with me. 

She leaves, and I don’t even know her name. Doesn’t matter, because I sure hope I’ll never run into her again. 

Dottie gets ready to leave and asks me if she needs to wake me up at 4 AM tomorrow, and buy me a smoothie. 4 AM isn’t that far away, and yes, I tell her, “Do both.” Because it might ease things if I explain to the director in person, even though the sight of me looking  like this will send him into cardiac arrest. 

“I was joking,” she cries. “You’re not going anywhere for a week at least, right?” she asks Rudy. 

“It’s a good thing I’m here and not in LA,” says Rudy. “I’ll have to explain this mess you’re in to everyone. We’ll have to work out a story to explain this.”

“Call me and let me know what you decide,” says Dottie. She waves as she leaves. 

Damn it. Now it’s just me and Rudy. It looks like I’ll be staying in the hospital for tonight, routine precautions and all that. It’s not a bad thing because it means anytime soon, Rudy will be heading off.

But, he starts to lecture me first. “You need to get a grip, Callum.” He points his finger at me.

“I didn’t ask to get attacked.”

“Some of these streets aren’t safe. How could you be so stupid?”

“It’s not too bad.” My attackers could have had a knife, or a gun. This thought only comes to me now, and I realize   how lucky I have been. 

“Not too bad?” he yells, raising his voice, “Not too bad? The studio is going to have to delay filming until your ribs heal. The makeup can take care of your black eye, but miracles can’t reduce the swollen face.”

I raise a hand to my face. It does feel puffy. I remember the punches to my face and chest, and then that woman yelling at them. Maybe she did come at exactly the right time. 

“You were lucky,” he says.

“I’m aware of that. Let’s   leave it at that.”

“Why did you put up a fight? They only wanted your wallet. Why didn’t you   throw it at them? It’s not like you need the money.”

I have my reasons, but to him I say, “What’s my lead role, huh? I wasn’t going to give in to those two losers that easily.”

“You might be one of Hollywood’s favorite sons right now but things can change very quickly in this business. You could have gotten yourself killed.”

“I’m okay. I’m not dead.”

“You were damned lucky. At least I don’t have to be in your shoes when the director sees you.”

He’s right. I wish I wasn’t in my shoes either.

 

 


Chapter 5 

 

 

NINA

 

The strong smell of freshly made coffee fills the air. It’s relatively quiet at the diner first thing in the morning. I sit in a corner trying to get a little of my assignment done. I’m not due to start my shift for another hour, but I prefer being in the diner and surrounded by people. It beats being in my apartment where sometimes I can’t trust myself. 

This is safer. 

Elias and Harper walk in about half an hour later, but go and sit on another table when they see me with my school stuff spread out. A few of the regulars nod their heads in acknowledgement, but otherwise no one bothers them at this time of the morning either. It’s mostly only the tourists who come up to him asking for selfies and autographs. 

I pack my work away and go over to them. I still have a little time before I start my shift. 

“I don’t play golf,” I hear my brother say.

“Then tell him you don’t.”

“I did. He thinks he can convince me. I should ask him if he’d like to step inside the ring with me.” Elias grins as Harper swats him gently.

“Be nice. He just wants to get to know you better,” says Harper. Her dad was mad at her when she and Elias first got together. He saw some intimate photos which a douchebag journalist work colleague of hers sent to him. It’s taken a while for the rift to heal. 

“Hey,” I slide into the booth opposite them. 

“Hey yourself,” says Elias. 

“What you got there?” I ask. Harper has the newspaper spread across the table. 

“Callum Sandersby,” she says. 

“Who?” I ask, even though I know, because I looked him up online after I got back from the hospital. He’s some big actor from Hollywood, and I realized he was in that film I watched once, with one of my favorite actresses, Leanne Rose. It wasn’t such a bad film. Actionpacked. She was better than he was. Trust this idiot to be walking around Chicago that late at night, given who he is. 

I peer at a photo of the actor leaving the hospital, and then I almost cough in shock as I read the headline. 

 

Taking his role too far

 

“What do you mean, who? Callum Sandersby,” repeats Harper. “He was in that big action movie last summer.” She clicks her fingers as if she’s trying to remember the name. 

Elias leans forward, places his hefty hand on the paper and sniffs. “He looks like a pretty boy to me.” He turns to Harper. “I thought you liked your men rough around the edges.”

She leans in and stares up at him adoringly. “No one for me but you, honey.” Then she kisses him and thankfully it’s only a short peck on the lips.  

“Less of the PDA, please,” I beg, and turn the paper around to me so that I can read it. 

Reports say that the actor injured himself during filming in the city of Chicago. The last part of filming for his upcoming film, Death of a Legend, was due to begin this week, but has now been delayed. 

“He’s making a boxing film,” I state.

“Yeah?” Elias turns the paper around so that it’s the right side up for him. 

I swat his hand gently. “Hey, I was reading that.”

“This must be the guy Lou was talking about.”

“You know him?” asks Harper.

Elias taps his finger over Callum’s face. “I don’t know him, but someone from his camp has been on Lou’s back. Says the guy wants a few hours of my time.”

“For what?” I ask.

“Says he wants to make sure he’s properly in character or something. He’s playing the part of a boxer.”

I recall what the actor had said on that night, about giving as good as he got, and his constant boast of ‘you should have seen the other guys’ to the doctors and nurses. So that was why he’d stood up to his attackers, or tried to? 

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell Elias and Harper the truth, that he wasn’t injured on set. He got mugged, and then beaten up. 

“Why don’t you meet with him?” Harper suggests. 

My brother raises his eyebrow at her. “I have a rematch with Garrison coming up. I don’t have time to waste on this guy.”

“Not even an hour?”

“Do you have the hots for this guy or something?” Elias asks, sliding his arm around her shoulders, all territorial like.  She snuggles up close to him. “I have a hot guy all to myself, and I don’t need anyone else.”

“Are you sure?” Elias asks before turning to me. “Should I be worried about this fangirl?”

I shake my head and grin. “Don’t be silly. Harper adores you. She’s like a puppy dog following you around.” 

This comment elicits a stern look from Harper. “I’m not like that!”

She likes to think she’s a strong, independent career woman, and I know the kinds of hassles she’s had at her last work place, but Harper is all soft and squishy around my brother. She’s madly in love with him. 

They’re madly in love. I’ve never seen my brother look so happy, and it fills my heart with happiness to see him like this. It isn’t   because he’s riding high on the waves of success, or the fact that he’s proven himself as a boxer, but the other things—finding a soul mate, feeling complete, and content—things I can never hope to have, my brother now has them. He deserves them. 

“He’s eye candy,” says Harper, then turns the paper the right side up for me. “What do you think?” As well as the main photo of him leaving the hospital, there is another, smaller more classic close up of his face further down the page. This guy has an intense look about him, as if he’s staring right at me. 

I shrink back in disgust. “He’s an actor.”

“Hollywood A-list,” Harper states.

“I’m sure he’s full of himself,” I throw back. 

“Yeah, full of bullshit, I’ll bet,” says Eli, coughing into his closed fist. He’s saying this because a teeny-weeny part of him is jealous, but he’s not far from wrong. I’ve had a taste of Callum Sandersby, and I didn’t like him one bit. This guy assumed I’d want a picture taken with him. I want nothing of the kind. I can see why telling the truth would sabotage his carefully honed image, especially given the fact that he’s got the lead role in a boxing movie. I’m not so callous that I’d sell his story, despite what his slimy friend thought, when he tried to pay me off with money.

I also respect the fact that people want to keep their stories and secrets to themselves. 

Besides, if I tell Elias and Harper the truth of what really happened, Harper will ask me a million questions, and she’ll hassle me into getting in touch with him. For a confident, self-assured woman, I’m surprised by her excitement over this guy. 

But I steal another glance at the newspaper and I see the actor’s face again. He cleans up quite well. The lighting wasn’t so great that night in the alleyway and his face was covered in blood, but he’s not so bad looking. Dark hair, dark eyes, green I think. A strong jaw. I don’t normally take much notice of guys, but this guy has something. Hollywood appeal. 

Thank goodness I walked away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 6 

 

 

CALLUM

 

I found out the freakiest shit. The woman who found me in the alleyway happens to be the sister of Elias Cardoza. One of the nurses at the hospital told me. 

Un-freaking-believable. 

Talk about hitting the jackpot.

This has to be fate, because, what are the chances of that happening?

The guy won’t let me meet with him, but now I have a way in. Sure, I’m grateful that his sister happened to come by the alleyway, she thinks she saved me, but I had those guys. There was no way I was going to give up my precious wallet, and then she waded into the rescue. I had no choice. I had to give it up otherwise one of those losers was going to go for her. 

After getting a huge telling off and a warning from the director, and being blamed for the delay in filming, I’ve been told to take a week off. 

I’m in a baseball cap and shades, and I haven’t shaved in days. It’s not a full disguise, but nobody bats an eye.  I take a cab to the boxer’s gym now that I have the perfect excuse to come here and get acquainted with Cardoza. I have no idea how to get hold of his sister—she’s hardly my type—but it gives me a way in to seeking out Cardoza. At least I can approach him and, in the process, introduce myself.

As I arrive at the gym there is a group of people outside taking pictures of themselves. Some of them turn to me, then turn away. A teenage girl looks at me and smiles. I smile back. Clearly, she’s recognized me. I pull on the handle of the gym door, and wait for a fleeting second, expecting her to come up behind me and ask me for an autograph or something. But instead, she flips her hair over her shoulder and takes a selfie of herself with the gym in the background.

She didn’t recognize me either. 

I take off my shades and baseball cap as I walk into the gym. It’s more rundown than I expected. It’s filthy, actually, and nothing like the place where I trained. Paint peels off the dirty walls. It doesn’t smell too great here either. I hate to think what the locker room must be like. I’m shocked that a place like this turned out a champion like Cardoza.

An old guy walks around with a tool kit. As I look around, everyone is doing their own stuff. No one looks up; they’re working out, fighting, punching, flexing some serious muscles. I hate to look at them because my hard-earned ones seem so much smaller in comparison. I used to think I had a great physique until I walked into this place. 

But then a pretty woman walks up to me. 

“Hi, I’m Harper.” She holds out her hand. 

I shake her hand. “Hi. I’m Callum.”

“I know. We read about you in the paper.”

I swipe my hand across the back of my neck. “That story got out, did it?” I wince. 

She nods. “That must have been one heck of a fighting scene. How are you feeling?”

I laugh, and then cough, because it still hurts, though I feel better now than I did a few days ago. I heeded the doctors’ advice and stayed in my suite for the past few days, taking it easy. But I’m keen to meet with Cardoza and make the most of my time away from filming.

“I’m better now thanks.”

She glances over her shoulder and waves. Cardoza is sitting on the stool, and some guy is talking to him. He’s taken his helmet off and sweat drips down the sides of his face, then he looks at the woman next to me, then at me, and scowls. 

“Don’t worry about him,” Harper tells me.

“Does he ever smile?”

She grins. “That’s his fighting face. He wears it with pride.”

“I don’t think he likes me.”

“He doesn’t trust many people.”

“Does he always look so mad?”

“When he’s fighting, yes.”

I’m relieved that someone, his trainer maybe, is talking to him, otherwise I have a feeling the guy would march up to me and demand to know what I’m doing here. I’m pretty sure he knows who I am. 

The woman motions for him to come over, and I stand up taller and flex my muscles at the prospect of being face to face with Elias Cardoza. I didn’t expect to see him this quickly. 

“Why did you want to see Elias?” she asks, as the guy still doesn’t make a move towards us.  

“I wanted to know how to get a hold of his sister. I need to thank her.”

“Nina?” Harper suddenly perks up. 

“You know her?”

“I’m Elias’s girlfriend, and yes, I know Nina. How do you know her?”

Cardoza comes over just then. “What’s going on?” The boxer walks up to us and adopts the kind of fuck-off pose that I’ve sometimes practiced in front of the mirror—hands on hips, a scowl, muscles bulging. He doesn’t look so happy to see me, and while there is no need for him to look ecstatic, I didn’t expect him to look this sullen.

“This is Elias,” Harper says. 

“I know. Pleased to meet you.” I start to hold out my hand, but something about the way the guy’s face is set, makes me hesitate. The guy nods at me instead. 

I nod back. 

“I know who this guy is,” I joke, to his girlfriend. “I mean, who wouldn’t?” 

“What are you doing here?” He’s direct, I’ll give him that. When a man with a physique like Cardoza says anything to you, even if it’s not funny, it helps to smile. So I smile.  A part of me wonders if he thought I was hitting on his girlfriend, her being so super friendly and all. 

“I just came in to introduce myself.”

“What for?” he growls. 

I step back first, because that’s the logical and safe thing to do. Then I shake my head and hold my hands up. “I was passing by and I was just taking my chances.”

“That’s what I don’t like the sound of.”

“Eli!” His girlfriend places her hand across his chest. He’s dripping with sweat, but the way her hand lingers over his sleek muscles, as if she’s almost caressing them, makes me feel like the third wheel between these two. He stares at her, and I feel it in my blood. 

Talk about sizzling chemistry. 

These two are putting images in my head I have no right to be seeing. I shake my head as if to clear it. 

“He’s looking for Nina,” his girlfriend tells him. 

“What do you want with my sister?” 

Holy shit. I almost take a step back. That’s got to be the sharpest warning to stay away from her. It suits me because it’s not her I’m after, it’s him. 

I try to win him over. “I need to thank your sister,” I say, lowering my voice.

“For what?” Cardoza growls, staring at me as if he’d like to gouge my eyes out with his fingers. His manner is so abrasive, that I can’t think of a good excuse on the spot. So, I’m going to tell them the truth. 

“Despite what the papers are saying, I didn’t injure myself on the set,” I announce. I’m aware that the studio’s PR machine tried to put a spin on things, but these two will obviously know what really happened. 

“What?” Harper asks. Cardoza angles his head as if he’s suddenly taken an interest in the story. I stare at them and my jaw goes slack. I’m not so sure that they know they truth now. I tell them that I got mugged that night, and that I was set upon by two guys. 

“What does my sister have to do with it?” the boxer asks. Sweat lines his face, and his muscles, and I steal a glance at them, and inwardly flinch. 

What have I let myself in for? I can’t even begin to think of a way to talk myself out of this. “She didn’t tell you?” I say, as calmly as I can. Why would the boxer’s sister keep this a secret. It wasn’t going to reflect badly on her. 

Cardoza gives me a look that could split my head in two. 

I cough lightly. “She ... she came to my rescue.”

“Say what?” Harper exclaims. 

“She came to your rescue? Nina?” Cardoza’s voice is protective and rough. 

“I was out a few nights ago and some guys jumped me. We got into a fight and your sister heard the noise and...”

“Jesus Christ,” the boxer wipes the sweat off his face with the back of his hand. “She was in the alleyway, walking into a fight? What time was this?”

“About eleven o’clock.”

Cardoza winces as if he’s in pain. “Why’s she fucking walking around the streets at that time of night?” he asks his girlfriend.

“She might have been walking to the bus stop.”

“She doesn’t need to get a bus that late. Why didn’t she jump in a cab? Why’s she still doing those late shifts?” Sounds to me as if Cardoza’s angry with himself. “Did she get hurt?”

“Did she look hurt to you?” I can’t help but retort, then I remember that I’m supposed to be appealing to her brother’s better nature. “I threw my wallet at the guys and they ran off.”

“Oh, Jesus.” Cardoza looks as if he could punch a hole through a wall. “Why didn’t you give them your wallet in the first place?” he asks quietly. 

I press my lips together because I don’t want to get into the details of that night. This boxer dude looks so mad that even if I told him the truth, I don’t think he would care. 

Cardoza shakes his head and points his finger at me. “Never ever, ever get into a fight if you’re being mugged. Give in. Give them what they want. Who the hell did you think you were?”

My silence hangs in the air as uncomfortable as if Cardoza had grabbed me by the balls. 

“Eli! That’s not fair.”  Harper seems to be my fangirl and I feel lucky that she’s on my side.

“The police came, and the guys ran off, and your sister came with me to the hospital.”

“She did what?” Harper cries. “She hasn’t said a word of this to us.” She looks at Elias. “Why didn’t she tell us?” 

I wonder the same thing.

Cardoza shrugs. “I’ll be damned if I know. Wait until I see her. You were lucky the police came,” he points to me. “Because if she’d been hurt...”

“Eli, it’s not his fault.” 

I’m about to echo the same thing. Yeah, dude, it’s not my fault, but I decide to stay silent.

But I’m curious about his sister and why she didn’t tell Elias and his girlfriend of all people. It shocks me to the core, and I don’t understand it at all. I’ve been around people who try to take, take, take and this woman whom I hardly know not only comes to my aid, she then keeps quiet about it. 

It’s bizarre.

“I gotta get back,” says Cardoza suddenly.

“Already?” his girlfriend asks. I detect a slight annoyance on the boxer’s face. Looks to me as if the girlfriend, this Harper, is the only ally I have. 

“I have a fight to train for,” he mumbles, and I’m so transfixed staring at his frame, at the muscles rippling all over his body, that it’s only when he walks away that I realize I forgot to ask him for his time. 

“I was hoping to ask him if we could meet for an hour or so sometime. I know he’s a busy guy, training for a rematch, and it’s the last thing he wants, some actor guy stalking him.”

This gets a laugh from her. “I stalked him before. I was sent to the gym to do a story on him, and I had to shadow him for a few weeks, maybe a month or something. He didn’t like it. Don’t take it personally.”

“Thanks for the advice.”

“You just want to talk to him?”

“I want to find out what’s in his head.”

She winces. “I’m not sure you’d want to know.”

Emboldened, I say, “I want to know what he’s thinking when he sees Garrison walking towards him, at the weigh-in, and then again when they meet for the first time in the ring. I want to know what goes through his hand when he hits the guy. I’ve trained and all, but I’m no fighter. I actually hate the idea of violence.”

“How odd for you to go for this role.”

“It’s a change from my usual.”

She nods in understanding. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

This makes my insides sing. I might have time to spend with Elias Cardoza, the heavyweight champion of the world.  “I’d appreciate it.”
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