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  Chapter One




   




  Erica checked her lip gloss in the rearview mirror and patted the bun that camouflaged her sexy, thick, blonde hair. How to avoid passes from Mr. Gunther Quill, seducer producer, my new boss? Dress like a man.




  She changed her appearance to conceal her curvy body and stunning blonde locks. The white shirt from the thrift store was two sizes too big, hiding her breasts. No cleavage. Look dowdy. Is that even a word? She was swimming in the severe, man-tailored, navy blue jacket of her second-hand suit. I look like a prison matron. A pair of fake glasses added to the effect, though nothing could disguise her large, luminous, sky-blue eyes. Some people never look beyond the eyeglasses. Hope he’s one of them.




  For her new job, Erica was being forced to live with one of the biggest lies of her life, and she was damned uncomfortable about it. Amy, her roommate and Quill’s former assistant, had convinced Erica to lie on her resume, claiming she had graduated from an Ivy League college. In the interview, Erica had convinced Gunther that she had no interest in acting, even though a career as an actress was her heart’s desire, and she had talent.




  He was adamant about not hiring someone who would use him as a stepping stone. Which is exactly what I plan to do. She remembered Amy quoting him—‘I’m not paying someone to use my contacts to build their career. I’m paying them to be my assistant. That’s all!’




  Amy had convinced Erica that Quill was a bad guy, a mean slave driver who deserved to be duped. Erica had no cash, no connections, and no way to get her foot in the door. Until now.




  Lying wasn’t her style. Her late mother had often said her daughter was too truthful for her own good. But her inability to find work had made her desperate. Amy was moving out soon. Erica had to earn money fast or be thrown out on the street. Gunther Quill was her only chance. When she got the job, humiliation and shame had filled her heart, along with relief. Thank God Mom isn’t here to see this.




  Amy gloated over her plan to trick Quill, saying Erica could pull it off because she was such a good actress. But on her first day, the butterflies in her stomach felt more like snakes, and her underarms grew damp. What’s the difference between acting and lying? Acting is lying on the stage, right? Then this is just lying?




  Unlike a little white lie about liking a friend’s ugly new dress, this was big time lying that could have serious consequences. What if he catches on? I’m fired. If I lose this job... Erica couldn’t bear to think about what might happen. Maybe if I work really hard, I can keep the job. I just need one break.




  The sound of her sensible shoes on the pavement beat a rhythm. Take it, take it, take it. This is your chance. Your one chance to make it. You have to take it. Work hard. I can’t go home. She took a deep breath as she pushed through the doors of the office building, entered the elevator, and hit the button for the tenth floor. Now to face Amy’s monster, Gunther Quill.




  But he hadn’t appeared to be a monster to Erica when she’d interviewed with him. One look at the man had sent a sizzle through her body. Dark hair with a few gray ones at his temples, and dark eyes that left a burn wherever they stared, took her breath away. He was tall, lean, and sexy as hell.




  She had been expecting a hulking figure of a man, with giant eyebrows, a fierce scowl, and dirty fingernails. Maybe drooling. She had been taken off guard by the gorgeous, impatient man firing questions at her.




  Erica gritted her teeth, preparing herself to deceive the devastatingly attractive Gunther Quill and make a connection with a casting director to secure herself a movie role. Her breath hitched in her throat when she eyed the door. The sign read Gunther Quill Productions in large brass letters. She gripped the handle, took one more deep breath, and pulled it open.




  “There you are. Right on time. Good. Here’s your desk. Grab a notebook and pen and come into my office.” Gunther’s gaze barely swept over her as he uttered the order and disappeared behind the big door.




  Erica hurried to the desk, dropped her purse in the large drawer, took out her pen and notebook, then scurried into Gunther’s office. She sat in a modern, leather chair facing his huge glass desk, which housed an appointment calendar, computer, and one folder. Gunther stood outlined against two giant windows.




  She was taken off guard by the tall, broad-shouldered man with the trim waist. His brown eyes seemed to change color as he moved around the room. In some light they were like dark Hershey’s Kisses. In the sunshine by the window, they were more milk chocolate. His scruff was perfect. His white shirt and gold tie were perfect. The charcoal gray suit, tailored to his body, fit him like a glove. And when he flashed his thousand-watt smile at her, she melted inside.




  He looked gorgeous as he paced back and forth with the power and grace of a panther.




  “Do you take shorthand?”




  She shook her head. He frowned.




  “Okay, I’ll speak slowly. Make this an email. Max Webster. The usual greeting. Check my old emails. ‘Have a new project. Can you do lunch Thursday? The Satin Club at noon?’ Sign my name.”




  The next hour was spent furiously taking notes. Gunther fired instructions, lists, and questions at her, all the time pacing and running his fingers through his hair. Erica kept up, writing fast and training herself to remember whatever she couldn’t jot down.




  When he finally took a breath, and stopped talking, he strolled past her to the black carafe on the teak credenza. A tantalizing whiff of expensive, French cologne or aftershave—she couldn’t tell which—captured her senses. Damn, he smells good. Looks like he hasn’t shaved in a day or two. Nice!




  He poured a glass of water then offered her one. She declined. His long fingers wrapped around the shimmering crystal. She wondered what they would feel like touching her. He brought the drink up to his sensuous lips. His mouth drew her gaze, the pout of his lower lip making her breath hitch. So incredibly kissable. She ran her tongue over her own, not realizing what she was doing until she noticed Gunther’s stare.




  The panther never misses a single move of his prey. Keep your tongue in your mouth, girl.




  The phone rang, jarring them both.




  “Hi, Whit. What’s up?” He motioned her to leave.




  A private conversation. I need to pick up on that myself and leave without his asking. Making a mental note. On her way out, she noticed another door near the window. Wonder where that leads? She didn’t want to be nosy and quickly set about doing all the tasks he had given her.




  There was a short manual on her desk that included the computer password and where things were. It was incomplete. Put together by Amy, no doubt. She wasn’t as efficient as she claimed.




  She pulled up Microsoft Word and began to type. The light on the intercom for Gunther’s phone glowed for a long time. Other lights, presumably for two other lines, went on and off randomly. The man handles three phones at once?




  She kept working, terrified he would come roaring out of his office and she wouldn’t be finished. It was lunchtime when he finally emerged. He stood at her desk, adjusting his tie, which he had obviously undone while he was talking.




  “Hate these things,” he muttered. His hair was mussed. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. Bet he looks just like that after he’s made love. Heat from embarrassment crept up her neck, but if Gunther noticed it, he didn’t comment.




  “Get anything done?” His sardonic tone and cocked eyebrow challenged her. She picked up her notebook.




  “Let’s see, Max Webster said ‘yes’ to lunch Thursday. I called him to change the reservation to twelve-thirty, since your regular table isn’t free at noon. Dusty Carpenter’s office is sending over three actresses, instead of two, for the role of Cindy in Strange Bedfellows. Armin Cutter’s secretary emailed. He wants to take a meeting. Charlotte Grim’s office sent the press releases you wanted for Hustle and Dance. Here they are.” She handed the hard copy to him.




  “Armin Cutter from Worldwide?” He raised his eyebrows.




  She nodded.




  “Is that all?”




  “I confirmed lunch with Claude Reisse today at one. Dinner with Dorrie Rodgers and her husband is confirmed for tomorrow night. I sorted that huge pile of scripts by type. You know, thrillers, outer space, guy stories, chick flicks, and so on. What’s next?” Gunther looked at her, a small smile on his lips. You thought I couldn’t do it, didn’t you? She tried to keep a smug grin off her face, with little success. I’m not Amy.




  Gunther’s gaze connected with hers. A jolt went through her body. Erica shifted in her seat, hoping to cover up her response.




  “Are you going to wear that…that…old-fashioned suit every day?”




  She nodded.




  “It doesn’t even fit you.” He examined her curves, bringing color to her cheeks.




  She tugged at the bottom of the jacket then the hem of the skirt. Does he have x-ray vision? “Not everyone can afford fancy clothes, Mr. Quill.”




  “Gunther, please. Mr. Quill was my father. I hope after a paycheck or two, you can afford a more appropriate wardrobe. This is a movie production office, not a jail. I like my assistants to dress reasonably well. I guess it’s okay for now. In two weeks, after you’re paid, I expect to see something more…uh…fashionable. Did you sign the paperwork? I’m going to lunch now. If you have some free time, read some of those scripts and tell me what you think.”




  Two weeks? I need to pay my rent now. Erica tried to smile, but anxiety gripped her.




  “Don’t worry. You did fine. Very good, in fact. Distinct improvement over Amy.”




  With those parting words, he was out the door in a flash, leaving her dazed and worried. Erica filled a cup with water from the cooler and opened her small sandwich. She picked up a treatment that caught her eye and read while she ate. Looks like I’ll have plenty of free reading material.




  The story pushed her worries about rent out of her mind for a bit. When she finished, she started a new page in her notebook and jotted down the title of the script. Then, she sat back and picked up where she’d left off while polishing off an apple.




   




  * * * *




   




  She was still reading when Gunther returned at two-thirty. He noticed the scrunched up brown bag. She’s on a tight budget. That awful suit and the shirt. Damn thing doesn’t even fit. What’s she hiding under there? She brings lunch, too? She’s beyond broke.




  His mind flashed back for a moment to his first job on Broadway as a producer’s assistant. Laurel, his live-in girlfriend, had always packed him a lunch. They had watched every penny, saving what they could for an occasional meal out at Sardi’s or another fancy restaurant. They had kept a joint savings account, too. Their dreams had been big in those days.




  Then, Laurel had gotten badly burned, her career had stalled, and she had committed suicide. The memory slid from nostalgic to painful in seconds. He gave his head a shake and returned to the present. Brown bagging it by yourself isn’t so romantic.




  “Do you have a boyfriend?” He watched her closely.




  She closed the script and avoided his gaze. “Not at the moment.”




  “Good. Lots of overtime in this job. Movies aren’t made from nine to five. You get extra pay for it. I don’t have to worry about some sex-starved guy coming in here demanding I let you leave? Works for me.”




  Her eyes widened. He looked her over again. Those lousy clothes don’t fool me. You’re not ugly. Not at all. A little makeup and the right clothes, and you could be passable. Maybe even hot under that crappy suit? Gunther wasn’t interested in passable, only in gorgeous.




  Dorrie, his former fiancée and now friend, had warned him about making passes at his assistants. He could get into a lot of trouble, sued even, for sexual harassment. He’d have to work on toning down his interest in what lurked under Erica’s clothes. The way she looks, no temptation. Perfect. I’m not good with temptation. But still, I’d like to get a look.




  “When you finish, come into my office with your notebook,” he said, yanking at his tie.




  Erica balled up the empty tin foil from her sandwich, tossed it in the trash, and then followed him in and shut the door. Again he paced, pulling his tie off and draping it across his big desk chair as he spoke to her, dictating letters and emails.




  “Part of your job is to make my life easier.”




  She nodded.




  “That means handling personal tasks, too, like my dry cleaning. Arranging for the barber to come here. I get my hair styled every three weeks. Put that on the calendar. His name is Mario. You’ll find him in the directory.”




  “You get your hair cut here in the office?”




  “Saves time.”




  “Isn’t that expensive?”




  “A necessary expense. Call him and make arrangements.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Don’t call me ‘sir.’ You’re not my servant.”




  “Sorry.”




  Gunther made a face. He drew out his wallet and peeled off five hundred-dollar bills. Crossing the room, he put them in her hand. “Here. Go get a decent suit and shirt, or blouse, or whatever you call it. I can’t stand to look at that one.”




  She blushed. Her eyes watered.




  Idiot. I overdid it. Dorrie will kill me if I mess up with this girl, too. “I don’t mean to be insulting, but Erica, come on. Did you look in the mirror?”




  “Not everyone can afford good clothes, Mr…Gunther,” she said, her voice shaking. She rose from her seat and headed toward the door. In his panther-like way, he moved quickly and cut her off.




  “I get being poor. I wasn’t always rich. But you need to look a certain way to work here. And that’s not it. Gunther Quill Productions must look successful. Everyone involved has to dress like it. That’s a loan. You can pay it back…whenever. Consider it like giving you the money for a uniform.”




  He hoped his words would calm her down. She wiped a couple of tears from her cheeks. Oh, God, no! Don’t cry. I can’t take the waterworks!




  “Why don’t you finish up and take the rest of the day off? Go shopping.”




  She folded the bills in half and met his gaze.




  “That’s a good girl. I’ve got a dinner date.” He left her standing up as he began to unbutton his shirt. He chuckled at the startled look on her face. He took her hand and led her toward the window, stopping at the other door. He opened it to reveal a clothes rack on the left and another door on the right, which opened into a huge bathroom, complete with a large stall shower.




  “I often wash up after a workday. Evening meetings, premieres, and parties mean a tux. Thus, the shower and change of clothes. I wasn’t making a pass at you.”




  The look of relief on her face made him smile. Not all women would be relieved. Guess I’m not her type. Really? I’m every woman’s type.




  “Sorry, Mr…Gunther. I’m new.”




  “I can imagine what Amy told you.”




  Again, she colored.




  “Don’t worry. You’re not my type, anyway…no offense,” he said. She sucked in air, drawing his gaze. But if I popped those buttons, would two perfect breasts spill out?




  “No offense taken. I think we’ll work fine together. That’s the point, right?”




  Does she look disappointed? Or am I dreaming?




  She nodded, making her way out. Gunther pulled off his shirt and threw it in the hamper he kept in the closet. After hanging up his pants and jacket, he stripped off his underwear and stepped into the shower.




  The girl’s smart. Should be, with her fancy, rich-bitch education. Hardworking, so far. She’s already left Amy in the dust. This babe remembers what to do, writes everything down. She might be a good partner. She got me that date with Webster. He hates my guts because of Grace Brewster. I’m gonna fix that. I have plans for you, Max. And Gracie, too.




  Pleased with himself for hiring an efficient assistant and looking forward to seeing Dorrie, even if her spouse was going to be there, he whistled a favorite tune as he dried off. When he was dressed and ready for dinner, Erica was still hard at work at her desk.




  “Is it all right if I take a script home?”




  “Sure. As long as you don’t tell anyone about it, what you’re reading. Everything in this office is strictly confidential. If I find out you’re blabbing about what I’m doing, you’ll be fired. Understood?” He pointed at her as he spoke.




  “Of course. I understand. I’d never leak your business.”




  “Good. Can’t you finish that in the morning?”




  “I suppose.”




  “Go shopping. Buy yourself a decent dinner, too,” he said, dropping two twenty-dollar bills on the table before he turned and was out the door.




   




  * * * *




   




  Gunther wasn’t gone more than two minutes before Erica burst into tears. She tucked the forty dollars into her purse and pulled out a tissue. Humiliation at his criticism of her clothing burned in her chest. His offer to pay for a new outfit and dinner because he could see how poor she was shamed her.




  The money she made modeling wasn’t bad, but the work wasn’t regular, and she had been sending cash home. Her father had remarried after her mother had died. He and his new wife had two kids and a rapidly expanding gambling habit. Erica refused to give funds to her father or his wife, but she couldn’t refuse her half-brother, Billy, and half-sister, who she called Chickie.




  They never asked, but she knew that new clothes were out of reach and sometimes food was in short supply. So, Erica simply sent whatever she could after each job. She’d tape twenty-dollar bills into a book and ship it to Billy so that her father wouldn’t find it. Billy was thirteen, Chickie was only eleven.




  As she was packing up to leave, an email came in from Whitmarsh Eddy, the famous acting coach. She opened it.




   




  Gunther –




  I’m having tryouts tonight for a scholarship to my acting studio. I’m offering 25 sessions free to someone of great talent. Know anyone you want to send along? The more the merrier. 8 pm at my studio on Hollywood Boulevard. Thanks.




  Whit




   




  Erica sat back in her chair. A scholarship! Maybe I can win this. My first chance from working for Gunther. Hope that hadn’t existed in her heart in a long time blossomed, like a thirsty rose bush in a soaking rain. She had five hundred dollars for clothes and forty bucks for dinner, which could translate to eating fast food and buying gas for her ancient, compact car. She turned off the computer and locked her desk, putting the key in her purse.




  Being thrifty from habit, Erica stopped at a lower-priced store and bought two suits and two low-cut blouses for the five hundred dollars, instead of one. I can’t worry he’s going to make a pass at me. He seems on the up-and-up so far.




  Then, she returned home to change for the tryout.




  Amy was sitting on the sofa, sipping a glass of wine. She smirked when Erica entered.




  “So, did the dragon burn you to bits with his flaming tongue?”




  “Nope.”




  “How many times did he insult you?”




  “None, really. Just wanted me to dress better.”




  “I knew it! See. Told ya,” Amy said, refreshing her drink.




  “He’s right—this stuff doesn’t fit. But the new suits will.”




  “New clothes? I thought you were broke.”




  “Gunther gave me some money for clothes,” Erica said, then waved the two twenty-dollar bills in front of Amy. “And forty bucks for a decent dinner.”




  “What? He never did anything like that for me.”




  Erica shrugged and peeled off the huge suit jacket.




  “Did you sleep with him?”




  “How can you ask that?”




  “So, did you?”




  “No!” Anger bubbled up inside Erica. Just because I did a better job than you. Some nerve. He was right to fire you. You weren’t very good.




  “Don’t know why women are falling all over themselves for him. I don’t think he’s very attractive. Must be he’s a big producer, and they think he’ll hire them or something.”




  Gunther Quill is the most attractive man I’ve met in years. Maybe ever. “He has a certain…something.”




  “Yeah, bad disposition and a poison tongue.” Amy sulked and took a gulp of her wine.




  Love to get closer to that poison tongue. Erica sensed heat in her cheeks at her own sexy thoughts about Gunther.




  Amy narrowed her eyes as she stared at her friend. “You find him attractive, don’t you?”




  Erica turned away to hide her embarrassment.




  “You do. And you’d sleep with him given half a chance, wouldn’t you?”




  “I didn’t say that.”




  “You don’t have to. I can see it all over your face. Stay away from him, Erica. He’s a snake. He chews up sweet little girls like you.”




  “I’m not a sweet little girl, Amy. I’m a grown woman. I’m thirty. I’ve been on my own for years. I can take care of myself.”




  “Against Gunther Quill? You’re joking. Trust me. He’s a spider.”




  Erica took her packages into her room and closed the door. She donned a pair of tight jeans and a tank top. Pulling the band out of her hair, she let her shoulder-length, golden locks fall free. Combing with her fingers would have to suffice. She applied makeup to her eyes and a dab of perfume between her breasts before leaving the apartment.




  Whitmarsh Eddy’s studio was one big room, with a small desk in the corner and about two dozen folding chairs scattered around. Attractive young men and women milled about. She overheard some refer to the master actor as “Whit” and assumed they were already in his class.




  Then, she spied a few who looked as nervous as she was. They must be trying out, too.




  She stood next to a young man of medium height with broad shoulders and hair and eyes the same color as hers. We could be brother and sister. The idea soothed her.




  “Are you trying out today?”




  She nodded. “Erica,” she said, extending her hand.




  “Sam. Sam Rawlings.”




  A last name. Can’t call myself Wheeler. Gunther might find out. I probably won’t get it, but it’s best to be safe. She glanced around, her eyes lighting on a large, round rock acting as a paperweight on the desk. “Erica Stone.”




  Sam nodded at her, his eyes glancing down then up quickly before meeting hers. Men practice that look so they can check out our body parts. They think we don’t notice. She chuckled to herself.




  “What’s so funny? I don’t know about you, but I’m scared to death.”




  “I don’t have a chance, so I’m not worried. Everyone here looks way more experienced than I am. You might as well relax. Being too nervous can’t help.”




  He laced his fingers with hers. “Maybe if I held your hand, I’d calm down.”




  “Nice pick-up line, Sam.”




  He chuckled and cast his gaze to the floor. “I thought so.”




  Before Erica could reply, Whitmarsh Eddy, all five foot nine inches, two hundred and fifty pounds of him, stood up and walked to the center of the room. He held his hands high in the air and conversation stopped.




  “I see we have quite a turnout for the tryouts tonight. Will my students please sit on the left and the ladies and gents trying out on the right?”




  Sam and Erica took seats together. A sudden flutter in her chest made her want to run out the door. I’m doing this. If he only selects one, then I won’t be the only one who didn’t win tonight. There will be at least fifteen more like me. Calm down!




  The drama coach explained that he had selected four passages, two for men and two for women. He took the sign-up sheet and called names then gave them their choice of passage to read and five minutes to prepare. Some of the performers were pretty bad, showing their lack of understanding of the speeches from classic American plays.




  Sam went before Erica. She squeezed his hand and wished him luck. He was the best of the lot, in Erica’s opinion. She was impressed by his interpretation of a speech by the main character in Death of a Salesman.




  She noticed Mr. Eddy staring at her a couple of times as she sat listening to each actor. When Sam sat down, she leaned over to whisper to him, “You were the best.” Suddenly, a large figure loomed in front of her, and she glanced up to see Whitmarsh Eddy standing before her with a piece of paper in his hand.




  “You should read this one.”




  Erica glanced down to see a famous monologue by Blanche DuBois in A Streetcar Named Desire. Her breath caught in her throat and tears stung the back of her eyes for a moment. Blanche is so vulnerable. Does he see that when he looks at me? Her gaze connected with his sympathetic brown ones. She nodded. “Good choice,” she muttered, reading over the words.




  When her turn came, the words became real for Erica. The breathtaking sadness of the character’s situation penetrated her heart. All her years of being alone, struggling to succeed or just keep her head above water, came rushing back. The pain, the anger, the resentment toward her father made her brave, even jaunty, haughty, and superior. It was perfect, the best reading she’d ever done in theater class, on a summer stock stage, anywhere. There was a round of applause when she finished.




  The emotion of the performance drove her into the ladies room to splash cold water on her face. I have to calm down. I’m not Blanche. I have options. I’m going to get a break. When she returned, Sam gave her an admiring stare and patted her hand. “Not bad, for a beginner.”




  I was good, but was I good enough to beat Sam? Probably not.




  At the end of tryouts, the coach asked the performers to step outside while he conferred with his class. Sam leaned against the wall and pulled her next to him. “You were good, Erica.”




  “Not nearly as good as you were. You’re a professional, aren’t you?”




  “If you mean a paid actor, yeah. I’ve done some TV, a few commercials, and a little summer stock. You?”




  “Summer stock, that’s all.”




  “Maybe this will be your lucky break.”




  Before they could continue their conversation, one of the acting students appeared and called everyone in. Sam took Erica’s hand in between his and sat down. Whitmarsh gave a short speech about how great everyone was. Erica knew he was lying. Then, they awarded the full scholarship to Sam. Erica clapped hard, hiding her disappointment behind a smile.




  The coach raised his hands again, and the room quieted down “This year, I’ve decided to do something different. While Sam Rawlings was clearly the most polished actor in the group, there was one other outstanding, though not as professional, performance that grabbed me. I’m going to award a second scholarship to Miss Erica Stone, for the most heartfelt performance of Blanche DuBois I’ve ever seen.”

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
L@VE 8
oA

Jean C. Joachlm 7
" HOLLYW®@D HEARTS





OEBPS/Images/image.jpeg





