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            PROLOGUE

          

          HUGO

        

      

    

    
      "I fucking blew it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Oh shit.” I muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I swear I didn’t…”

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          HUGO

        

      

    

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

      “Who?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          BECKET

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “So what happened to trigger this foul mood?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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