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JACKIE COLLINS IS HOTTER THAN EVER!

She’s entertained millions with her “very addictive” (The Associated Press) and “undeniably scintillating” (Booklist) international bestsellers. No wonder “the queen of glamour fiction” (San Antonio Express-News) reigns supreme!

“If anyone knows Hollywood, it’s Jackie Collins.”

—New York Daily News

“When it comes to name-dropping and page-turners, nobody surpasses Collins.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Collins is a storyteller extraordinaire.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Even the tiniest nuances of naughtiness rarely escape the author’s anthropological eye. . . . One of the bestselling writers of our time.”

—Los Angeles Times

“Collins knows how to turn up the steam.”

—USA Today

“Jackie Collins’s act is polished to a diamond gloss.”

—The Detroit News

With each new bestseller, Jackie Collins delivers an insider’s story that’s “sexier, steamier, and more scandalous” (London Daily Express) than ever!

“One of popular fiction’s greatest natural resources . . . the undisputed Scheherazade of the stars.”

—New York Post

“Not since Thackeray penned Vanity Fair have readers had a writer as dedicated to the oh-my-God-what-happened-next school as Jackie Collins . . . Hollywood’s femme de plumed.”

—Interview

“No one writes a better sex-in-the-back-of-a-Bentley scene.”

—Talk

“The godmother of glam/vamp fiction.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Cool as a subzero shot of designer vodka.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Impossible to put down.”

—The Wall Street Journal

Who can get enough? From her first stunning blockbuster, The World is Full of Married Men, to her recent smash hit, The Power Trip, critics adore the novels of Jackie Collins!

“[A] sex-o-rama. . . . Brisk and fast-paced.”

—The Associated Press

“Raunchy, brash, and suspenseful.”

—The New York Times

“A lot of the fun of reading Collins’s scorchers has always been trying to identify the real people on whom the fictional ones are based.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Will doubtless find its way into every Prada beach bag from coast to coast.”

—Hamptons magazine

“A literary guilty pleasure. . . . Fans should give in to Collins’s seduction.”

—Us magazine

“Hot and steamy . . . enough overheated sex and action [to put] polar ice caps in danger of meltdown.”

—The Houston Post
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For

Tracy, Tiffany, and Rory

Didn’t I say—girls can do anything.

And for

India, Dylan, Ben, Chloe, Jordan, and Austin

You are the sunshine of my life.

And for

Oscar and Frank

You have my heart forever.



CHAPTER



1

Shelby Cheney took a long, deep breath and prepared to make her entrance. Head up. Shoulders back. Superwatt smile. Artfully windswept shoulder-length raven hair. Dazzling Badgley Mishka lace gown cut down to Cuba. Diamonds at her throat and ears. Movie star husband by her side.

Shelby Cheney had it all. Or did she?

Tonight she was at the Cannes Film Festival with her husband, Linc Blackwood. Each had a movie to promote.

Hers: an edgy drama about a woman on the brink of a total collapse—a thirty-something sex addict who reveals more than her mental breakdown on-screen, with nobody around to help her. And of course, one blistering sex scene, because Shelby had all the attributes; and since this movie smelled of an Oscar nomination, she hadn’t minded showing them.

His: a tough-guy superhero movie. Hard-boiled cop. Sexy. Sardonic. A sequel to his two previous blockbuster hits playing the same character. Linc Blackwood, once one of the highest-paid box office stars in the world, was still up there.

Tonight Linc wore a midnight blue Armani tuxedo with a dark blue silk shirt. No tie. Muscular body. Clouded green eyes. Longish dark hair. Stubbled chin. Crooked nose—broken in a fight or two before he was famous and powerful enough to insist on a double for his more dangerous stunts.

Shelby and Linc. A movie star couple set to thrill the throngs of fans who eagerly watched them as they made their way—flanked by various publicity people and assorted flacks—into the Palais des Festivals, where Shelby’s film, Rapture, was about to be shown.

“Shit,” Linc mumbled under his breath, waving at the paparazzi while flashing his trademark grin. “I need a fuckin’ drink.”

“No you don’t,” Shelby managed to reply, as she smiled for the assorted cameras and TV crews lined up three deep, all shoving and struggling for the best shots.

Linc’s drinking was a big bone of contention between them. He’d been in rehab twice. It hadn’t done him much good—he was still a hard boozer whenever the mood took him. And tonight the mood was definitely taking him.

Shelby knew he’d had a couple of shots at the hotel, and now he was muttering that he wanted more. This was not a good sign. She had hoped to relax and enjoy the night, but if Linc was on the prowl, she’d have to spend the evening watching him to make sure he didn’t embarrass them both—something he was quite capable of doing. When Linc got drunk it was disaster time. He either became belligerent and ready to pick a fight, or got compulsively amorous, flirting outrageously with every woman in sight. Both were equally unappealing traits.

Damn! Why couldn’t she simply revel in her triumph? Because everyone had assured her that her performance in Rapture was a triumph—everyone except Linc, who’d seen a rough cut of her movie and immediately remarked that she looked tired and drawn and that the cinematographer hadn’t lit her well.

Didn’t he get it? She was playing a woman on the verge; she wasn’t supposed to look her usual, gorgeous self.

The truth was that even though he’d never admit it, Linc was jealous, eaten up with envy that she was starring in a movie that was destined to receive critical acclaim and box office success—a combination he’d never quite managed to achieve.

The one thing Linc craved was respect and acknowledgment for his acting talent, not merely his physical antics. His movies still made megamillions, but his reviews were abysmal. This drove him slightly crazy—especially now that Shelby was about to make a major impact as a serious actress. She had no doubt he loved her, but things were about to change for her careerwise, and she wasn’t sure how Linc would take it.

Sometimes she worried that maybe she should give it all up, stay home, and do nothing but look after Linc, because even after four years of a somewhat turbulent marriage, she still loved him, in spite of his drinking and womanizing ànd going off on binges with his gang of asshole buddies, whom she’d never been able to persuade him to get rid of. Lurking within the macho movie star was a little boy lost, and the little boy was always there, sweet and needy and—most important—all hers. Especially at night when they were in bed together and she snuggled up behind him and fell asleep breathing his smell, feeling his warmth, loving every inch of him. It wasn’t all about sex, and Shelby liked that. Linc was her man, and she desperately hoped that he always would be.

Nobody knew the real Linc except her. Nobody had any clue about his abusive childhood, with a father who’d beaten him daily when the old man wasn’t busy battering Linc’s mother, a gentle woman who was simply not capable of protecting her only son from a man who victimized them both.

Linc had one sister, Connie, who, at forty-eight, was six years older than her brother. They shared a tough family history. When Linc was twelve his dad had beaten his mom to death, then turned the gun on himself—blowing his brains out all over the kitchen walls, leaving Connie and Linc to fend for themselves.

To her credit, Connie had never let her brother down. She’d taken a job as a waitress, managing to keep him out of foster homes until he’d run off to L.A. at the age of seventeen and started on the long and sometimes treacherous road to success. Connie was a dedicated lesbian who refused to have anything to do with men. She lived with her girlfriend, Suki, on a ranch in Montana—bought for her by Linc. The two of them rarely left it.

On his own, Linc had achieved phenomenal success, and Shelby loved and admired him for it. On the other hand, Linc Blackwood was a handful, and Shelby wasn’t sure how long she could continue putting up with all his games.

She wanted a baby.

He didn’t.

She wanted to lead a less public life.

He didn’t.

She wanted him not to flirt with every woman who gave him the “available” signal. And they all did. Linc was a movie star; he might as well have FUCK ME emblazoned on his forehead.

Shelby, however, was completely loyal to him. It wasn’t part of her moral code to even contemplate having an affair. Her parents had been together forty years, and they still held hands, exchanged loving looks, and indulged in secret conversations. She often dreamed of a marriage as good as theirs.

“Shelby!” screamed the photographers. “Over here! Look over here! Shelby! Shelby! Shelby!”

As their pleas grew more frantic, Shelby obliged, turning her head this way and that, holding everything in, making sure she didn’t fall out of her daringly low-cut gown. She tossed back her mane of raven hair, her hazel eyes wide and appealing. Image was incredibly important, and even though Shelby was only thirty-two, she was well aware of the hordes of up-and-coming actresses rabid for their chance at stardom. They all wanted to be her. They all wanted to have her career, be married to a movie star, and live in a magnificent Beverly Hills mansion.

Tough luck, girls, she thought, smile fixed firmly in place. Linc Blackwood is mine. All mine. And in spite of his many shortcomings, I definitely intend to hold on to him. So back off. Linc Blackwood is taken.

•  •  •

“I want Linc Blackwood,” Lola Sanchez said in her low-down, husky voice, not looking at Elliott Finerman, the producer of her upcoming movie, who sat in the back of the limo next to her, while her husband, Matt Seel, a former professional tennis player, perched opposite them, sitting beside her publicist, Faye Margolis.

“We’ve gone over this a dozen times,” Elliott said, barely able to contain his annoyance. “I was thinking Ben Affleck or Matthew Mc—”

“No!” Lola interrupted sharply. “I want Linc Blackwood. And if you can’t or won’t get him, then I suggest you find yourself another leading lady.”

Bitch! Elliott thought. Who do you think you are? Four years ago you were a waitress at Denny’s, now you’re telling me what to do. Me, Elliott Finerman, producer of over thirty successful movies.

“Well?” Lola demanded imperiously, tilting her pointed chin.

“If you insist, sweetie,” Elliott said, forcing himself to sound calm. “However, I do think—”

“Fine,” she said, cutting him off again. “Then if Linc says yes, we’re all set.”

Elliott stared out the car window. It was glaringly obvious that this diva couldn’t care less what he thought. It was all Anna Cameron’s fault. Anna, head honcho at Live Studios, had agreed to green-light his latest movie, New York State of Mind, only if he signed Lola Sanchez. And Lola had agreed to sign only if she had leading-man approval.

“Give it to her,” Anna had said. “You and I will steer her in the right direction.”

Sure, Elliott thought bitterly. Some right direction.

From the get-go Lola had started mentioning Linc Blackwood. He’d honestly believed that he could sweet-talk her out of her choice, but no, Lola wanted Linc, and she was one determined, spoiled, full-of-her-own-importance movie star.

Elliott couldn’t understand why she was so insistent. She didn’t even know Linc, and when she did get to meet him, she’d be sorry. Linc Blackwood was trouble, making outrageous demands on the set and screwing other men’s wives when he thought he could get away with it. Elliott had personal experience with the way Linc operated. He used some of the oldest lines going, and yet women still fell for them. Not that they needed much pushing—when it came to movie stars, women were open-leg city, ready to give it up for a glance, a smile. Elliott should know; his ex had been no exception. Lynsey Fraser, a pretty but easily influenced young actress. Three months after marrying her he’d foolishly given her a minor role in one of his movies that starred Linc Blackwood. A week of location later he’d caught her servicing Linc with a blow job in his trailer.

That had been ten years and one divorce ago. Needless to say, Elliott had chosen not to work with Linc since.

Elliott felt sorry for Shelby Cheney. She was a very talented actress and an extremely desirable woman, although obviously not too smart, because apparently she was completely unaware of what a cheating piece of crap her husband really was.

“If you’re absolutely sure—,” Elliott began, in an uptight voice.

“Yes!” Lola snapped, not giving him time to finish his sentence. “I’m sure.”

Elliott fumed. Diva cunt! America thought she was such a sweet and sexy piece, when in fact she was a twenty-four-year-old killer bitch who happened to have been blessed with long legs, big breasts, full sensual lips, glowing skin, and a stone-cold heart. America was in love with her legs, her lips, and her wide, appealing smile. They remained unaware of her failings as a human being.

On second thought, Elliott mused, maybe Lola and Linc deserved each other. Between the two of them they could self-destruct their way out of the business. As long as New York State of Mind was a box office smash, what did he care? Let them create chaos and garner major publicity. After the movie was launched they could ruin each other’s miserable lives.

Movie stars! A bunch of overinflated assholes with a short shelf life. Five years down the line people would be saying, “Lola who?”

Unfortunately, Linc Blackwood would probably always be around. Like Stallone, Willis, and Schwarzenegger, he was a survivor in a tough business. Plus his movies still made money, especially in foreign and video and DVD sales.

“We’re almost there,” Faye Margolis announced. Faye was a formidable woman in her late forties, with iron gray bobbed hair and an unbeatable knowledge of the P.R. business. Any celebrity in Faye’s care was guaranteed maximum exposure and copy approval. Faye protected her select list of clients with a fierce loyalty.

“How do I look?” Lola asked, exhibiting a rare flash of insecurity.

“Hot!” enthused Matt, who was quite hot himself, with his athlete’s body, long dirty-blond hair, and small Vandyke beard.

Lola ignored him. “Faye?” she asked tentatively.

“Make sure you stand up straight,” Faye ordered in her smoke-enhanced voice. “That dress is a walking hazard, and don’t you forget it, or your breast’ll fall out.”

Lola giggled. Only Faye could get away with speaking to her in such a fashion. Now that she was a big star she demanded respect from all who came in contact with her.

“If her tits fall out she’ll make every front page in France,” Matt sniggered.

“Don’t you mean the world?” Lola corrected, throwing him a withering glance.

“If you say so, honey,” Matt agreed, suitably abashed.

They had been married for five months. As far as Lola was concerned the honeymoon phase was way over, although Matt had yet to realize it.

They’d gotten married on a billionaire’s Malibu estate in a blaze of publicity, with helicopters hovering overhead, paparazzi hanging out of trees, and a starstudded guest list of people they hardly knew. An English magazine paid two million dollars for exclusive pictures of the happy couple, and Faye had made sure that everything happened exactly the way she planned it. “No mistakes” was Faye’s motto, and anyone who made one was permanently off Faye’s extensive payroll.

Lola wasn’t quite so thrilled anymore. She got bored easily, and apart from beachboy looks and a buff body, Matt did not bring a lot to the party. He’d given up professional tennis, preferring to leech off her. When she’d complained about his lack of activity, he’d assured her that he was writing a screenplay, and also planning to take acting classes.

Great! Why hadn’t he confided that he had aspirations to be in show business before she’d married him?

Here’s what he didn’t know. She married him only to preserve her public image as the sexy superstar of the new millennium. Forget about Halle Berry, Jennifer Lopez, and Angelina Jolie. Lola Sanchez was it, and she had to keep her credibility level right up there. Before her marriage to Matt, she’d been indulging in a high-profile romance with Tony Alvarez, a brilliant Latino movie director who some considered to be the Pedro Almodóvar of his generation, except Tony was a product of the Bronx, so the three movies he’d directed were pure Americana with an edge.

Tony’s problem was that he had an ongoing drug habit, and in spite of a couple of well-publicized arrests for possession, and a lengthy probation, he still managed to get into trouble. Once his bad-boy ways began reflecting negatively on Lola’s image, her advisers had warned her that she’d better distance herself from him, as it was becoming increasingly possible that he might have to serve a few months in jail for supposedly dealing—which everyone knew was bullshit, but since Tony was a celebrity, the authorities had to look like they were doing something.

Lola, ever mindful of her public image, had reluctantly broken off their engagement and hurriedly married Matt, who could not believe his luck and had willingly signed an ironclad prenuptial agreement.

Now she was stuck with him. But not for long. Lola had plans, and those plans included Linc Blackwood.

•  •  •

Cat Harrison was not happy to be at the Cannes Film Festival. Celebrity events were so boring, full of stars with enormous egos. Not that she’d been to that many, but ever since she’d written and directed her first movie, Wild Child, a film loosely based on her own somewhat unconventional life, she’d been forced to work the circuit. And ever since her low-budget (try nonexistent-budget) movie had become a cult hit, Cat was flavor of the month.

Big freaking deal. She hated being the center of attention. She loathed having to get dressed up and play nice to the moneymen and movie big shots who were hot to finance her next project.

“Ya gotta do it, luv,” advised her Australian musician husband, Jump Jagger—no relation to Mick, although he wished.

“Why?” she’d argued.

“ ’Cause it’ll be good karma for us both. An’ I could do with a bit of karma.”

Trust Jump to put himself in the mix. He had an annoying habit of always putting himself first. It didn’t matter, though, because she was crazy about him.

The child of divorce, Cat had grown up dividing her time between an eccentric English mother and a totally insane American father, which meant that she’d spent most of her childhood drifting between the two countries, until at seventeen she’d decided she needed her own space and her own career (Daddy was a hugely successful sculptor and Mummy an award-winning photographer). So she’d moved to New York, where she eventually met Jump—who’d saved her from a downward spiral of drugs and craziness. She was heading along a bad road, and he’d managed to pull her back just in time. Then they did the conventional thing, got married, and settled into a SoHo loft.

While Jump worked on his music, Cat took various gigs as a nanny, dog walker, and personal assistant to a sullen but extremely creative theater director. One weekend, full of ideas and enthusiasm, she’d started writing a screenplay. Six weeks later she began shooting her film on an old Sony Handycam she’d taken from her father’s basement. She’d used their weird and wonderful assortment of friends as actors, while Jump had worked on putting together an edgy and interesting sound track with his group. Voilà! Instant movie.

A friend’s uncle had introduced her to a small distributor, who’d picked up her film, and from the first screening—like The Blair Witch Project before it—the buzz began. First there was a website, then there were two, then three. Within weeks there were twenty-one websites devoted to discussing Wild Child.

Cat was beyond excited, until reluctantly she was thrust into the spotlight. The media loved her. It helped that she was now nineteen, tall and agile, with short, spiky, natural blond hair, olive green eyes, and a challenging face with high cheekbones. She could’ve easily been a model or an actress. Neither profession interested her; she got her kicks out of being on the other side of the camera, the side where she was able to maintain a certain degree of control.

Merrill Zandack, head of Zandack Films, had taken over distribution of Wild Child, and now he was planning to finance her next project, Caught, a quirky film she’d written about a womanizing con man and a duplicitous female undercover cop. Hence her visit to the Cannes Film Festival.

“Be nice to everyone, kitten,” Merrill had told her when she’d arrived. “You’re on the fast track.”

“I’ll be nice if you stop calling me ‘kitten,’ ” she’d responded, a tad irritably. It pissed her off that men thought it was quite okay to call women cutesy names. How would he like it if she called him “puppy”?

Merrill, a plump, balding man, who spent most of his time sweating profusely while sucking on a large Cuban cigar, found Cat to be a refreshing presence. He admired the way she didn’t kowtow to anyone. He enjoyed her nonconformist attitude. Merrill had a gut instinct for talent, and if Cat kept her head and didn’t annoy too many people with her ballsy approach, she was destined to soar.

•  •  •

Shelby did the dance and she did it well. Linc did it better. Linc was an expert at making everyone feel they were his best friend. He had charm and then some. Shelby watched him as he flirted with a very svelte looking Sharon Stone. She got a kick out of watching him when he didn’t know she was looking. He was so damn sexy.

“You’re a beauty, hon,” Merrill Zandack said, puffing on his cigar as he lumbered up behind her. “Can’t wait to see your movie.”

“Thanks, Merrill,” she said, turning toward the powerful studio head as he planted a sweaty kiss on her cheek, leaving an irritating wet spot that she was dying to wipe off.

“You an’ me gotta work together,” Merrill continued, blowing a stream of expensive cigar smoke directly into her face. “I hear tell you’re dynamite in tonight’s flick.”

“You do?” she said, surreptitiously attempting to wipe her cheek dry with the back of her hand.

“I was supposed to give it a private screenin’,” he wheezed. “Never had time.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Naw, this way’s better,” he said, blowing more cigar smoke in her face as he managed a not-so-discreet peek down her cleavage.

She took a step back and smiled politely at Merrill’s date, a statuesque Anjelica Huston clone. Since his wife had died several years ago, Merrill had rarely been seen with the same woman twice. He appeared to favor a long line of interchangeable brunettes, women he never saw fit to introduce.

“Well . . . I do hope you enjoy it, Merrill,” Shelby said, once more glancing over at Linc, who was now in an intense conversation with Woody Allen. No rescue there.

“You look beautiful, hon,” Merrill repeated.

“Thanks,” she murmured, and to her relief, Merrill spotted Lola Sanchez making a much admired entrance, and immediately headed in her direction, his brunette date trailing regally behind him.

Shelby’s appointed P.R. person, a young Frenchwoman with her hair worn in a tight bun, and a sulky, turned-down mouth, hovered nearby. “Do you wish to meet with the reporter from Paris Match now?” the woman asked.

Shelby shook her head. The last thing she wanted to do was speak with a journalist. “Tomorrow, at the press conference,” she said.

The woman’s thin lips tightened. “He has to leave for Paris early in the morning. He will not be able to attend the press conference.”

A couple of years ago Shelby would’ve said yes to anything. Two years of therapy and she’d learned to say no.

“If he’s so anxious to speak with me,” she suggested, “then perhaps he should stay over.”

Before the P.R. woman could reply, Linc reappeared and took her arm. “C’mon, sweetheart,” he said warmly, winking at the P.R. woman. “Let’s go take our seats.”

Shelby nodded, her stomach fluttering. This was her big night and she was determined to relax and enjoy it.
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Cat was staying on Merrill Zandack’s yacht, a luxurious ninety-footer with six guest bedrooms and a staff of twenty. It was some setup. She wished Jump could see it as she prowled around her cabin getting herself together, finally taking a long look in the bathroom mirror, squinting at her full-length reflection. She’d made a supreme effort. Low-slung Juicy Couture jeans, showing off her finely toned abs and a recent diamond piercing in her navel; a black Rolling Stones cutoff tee, Loree Rodkin chains and crosses hanging around her neck; and large gold hoop earrings.

Her outfit probably wasn’t everyone’s idea of how to impress at a big film festival, but screw it, at least she was comfortable. She hadn’t worn a dress in years and she wasn’t about to start now. Besides, Jump was on tour with his band in his native Australia, and without him by her side she felt ever so slightly vulnerable.

Whenever she went anywhere by herself, guys came on to her. She did not get off on the attention. Cat was a one-man girl, and in spite of her fiery independence she kind of missed having Jump beside her. They did everything together. Or at least they used to, before her career took off at such a startling pace and Jump decided to hit the road. Not that she minded him getting out there; it was something they’d both been working toward, and the success of his sound track had thankfully helped him score a few good gigs. Opening for mega rock legend Kris Phoenix in Sydney was a real break. Jump and his band were totally psyched. She was happy for him, although she still couldn’t help wishing he was with her tonight.

A knock, and Jonas Brown, Merrill Zandack’s diligent assistant, put his head around the door.

“The tender is ready to take us to shore,” Jonas announced.

“Where’s Merrill?” she asked, staring at Jonas, who was the complete opposite of his loudmouthed, somewhat uncouth boss. For a start, Jonas was young—probably still in his late twenties. And quite good looking in a low-key, not at all her type, way.

“Mr. Zandack has already left,” Jonas said. “He asked me to tell you that he’ll meet you at the premiere.”

“You mean I’ve got to go there on my own?” she complained, hating the thought of walking in by herself.

“I will accompany you,” Jonas said.

“I don’t know why he wants me there,” she grumbled, reaching for her fringed purse.

“Mr. Zandack feels it is important for you to be seen,” Jonas said, his narrow gray eyes inspecting her outfit. “Is that what you’re wearing?” he asked, unable to conceal the note of disapproval in his tone.

“No,” she snapped, annoyed that he seemed to be judging her sense of style. “I’m planning on changing into a black Prada uniform so I can look exactly like you.”

“I wasn’t criticizing,” he said quickly.

“Yes, you were,” she retorted, adding an airy “That’s okay, I’m totally secure in the way I dress. Who needs affirmation?”

“Then we should go,” Jonas said unblinkingly. “Mr. Zandack does not appreciate being kept waiting.”

“Glad you shared that with me,” she drawled with a sarcastic edge. “Wouldn’t want to be the one who kept the big man waiting.”

•  •  •

Lola spotted the back of Linc walking into the theater. Damn! She’d wanted to impress him. And who wouldn’t be impressed with the way the cameras were flashing just for her, while every journalist in the place clamored for her attention?

Linc Blackwood might be married to a movie star, but she, Lola Sanchez, was the movie star of the moment. Nobody was hotter or more desirable.

A big difference from her last encounter with Mr. Blackwood. Oh yes, things were very different then.

Flash Back Six Years

Lucia Conchita Sanchez. A pretty girl of eighteen. A would-be actress-singer-dancer getting nowhere fast. Waitressing by day and playing records by night—helping out Carlos, her disc jockey boyfriend, who worked three nights a week at a Hollywood club. Lucia had long, chestnut brown hair that reached below her waist, and a curvaceous body. She lived at home, in Silverlake, with Claudine, her half-black, half-Native American mother, and her philandering Mexican father, Louis Sanchez, a small-time boxer who considered himself a regular stud. She had two older, married sisters, Isabelle and Selma, and a lazy, out-of-work brother, Louis Junior, who aspired to be exactly like his dad. Lucia couldn’t wait to leave home.

At school she had excelled at singing, dancing, and drama class. Acting was her passion, so as soon as she graduated high school she had set out to pursue an acting career. She was very ambitious and quite determined to break into show business. Problem was, nobody wanted to hire her. She couldn’t even get an agent to take her on. “You’re too ethnic looking” seemed to be the general opinion.

Ethnic looking? As far as she was concerned she was gorgeous, with her sultry looks, smooth olive skin, and voluptuous body. Okay, so she wasn’t cookiecutter pretty, but she had her own particular style.

After numerous rejections and no callbacks on the auditions she did manage to get into, she tried approaching a modeling agency. “Too fat,” announced a skinny bitch with legs like a couple of twigs and no ass.

Too fat. Ridiculous! Just because she did not conform to Hollywood’s obsession with thinness. She went on a diet anyway—eschewing Claudine’s delicious fried chicken and her dad’s favorite enchiladas.

Her parents thought she was crazy. Her papa sat her down one night and told her that she had absolutely no chance of making it, and since she’d been quite good at math in school, she should get herself a proper job, working in a bank like Selma, where she had a chance of eventual promotion. “Waitressin’ ain’t gonna take you nowhere,” Louis informed her.

Like boxing was such a big deal. Louis Sanchez had two cauliflower ears, scars all over his face, and a permanent limp. It certainly didn’t seem to stop women from throwing themselves at him.

Her mother was a real beauty, with exotic features, waist-length hair, and a sexy, rounded figure—maintained in spite of having given birth to four children.

Lucia liked to think she’d inherited the best of both her parents in the looks department. She had her mama’s long legs, big bosom, and thick chestnut hair. And her papa’s slightly flat nose, seductive brown eyes, and full lips. “Lover’s lips,” Louis was fond of saying. “They run in the family.”

Yeah, Lucia thought. Those lips of yours have run all over the neighborhood.

Sex was not an open subject in the Sanchez household. Although everyone knew about Louis’s indiscretions, they were never mentioned. When Lucia was old enough to hear the stories about her unfaithful dad, she was shocked. It always amazed her that Claudine allowed him to get away with it, and never said anything.

As soon as Lucia hit puberty, boys were all over her. They coveted her big breasts, fine ass, and the flirtatious attitude she’d inherited from her dad.

“Do not give it up,” Mama had warned her, wagging a skinny finger in Lucia’s face. “Let ’em look, watch the poor fools drool, then let ’em beg for more. You give it up, girl, an’ you’ll be good an’ sorry. The last thing you want is a baby growin’ in your belly.”

Those ominous words were enough to frighten her off sex, until at sixteen she fell for a bad-boy rapper who lived down the street, and after several delirious months with him she did get pregnant. Claudine was so mad that she refused to speak to her daughter for weeks. Louis was more understanding. He took her for an abortion at the local clinic. Selma came too. It was one of the worst days of her life.

After that experience she swore off sex, taking it no further than an occasional blow job—and that took place only if she really liked the boy.

Oral sex was a two-way street with Carlos, and although, when he had her skirt around her waist and her bra off in the back of his car, he pleaded with her to let him take it further, she held fast. No more abortions for Lucia Conchita Sanchez. She’d learned her lesson.

One night Carlos informed her that he’d scored a gig disc-jockeying at a fancy party in Bel Air, and he wanted her to assist him. For a moment she was too excited to speak. Bel Air. Stomping ground of the rich and famous. Maybe she’d finally be discovered, or at the very least meet an agent who was prepared to represent her.

She did not let on to Carlos how psyched she was. Carlos was kind of laid-back, with long greasy hair and gaunt rock star looks. Music was his thing; he was a master at putting together the sounds that everyone wanted to hear. According to all their friends, Carlos had a future.

The party, thrown by megaproducer Freddy Krane, was taking place in Freddy’s magnificent old mansion at the top of Bel Air. It was reached by driving up a long, winding, palm-lined driveway.

Lucia sat next to Carlos in his 1968 souped-up silver Mustang, savoring every moment. When they arrived, she helped him set up his equipment out by the enormous black-bottomed swimming pool. There were servants and caterers, bartenders and waiters swarming everywhere, preparing for the evening’s festivities.

Lucia took it all in—the hundreds of votive candles in exquisite crystal holders surrounding the pool, the lavish flower centerpieces on every table, the white-and-silver tablecloths and black silk napkins. She willed herself to remember every detail so that she could tell Mama, Isabelle, and Selma.

Although quite impressed, she forced herself to maintain a cool exterior as she sorted through Carlos’s extensive CD and record collection, setting everything out in neat piles. Carlos was very particular; he liked things just right.

There were times she daydreamed that if she didn’t get a break in show business soon, perhaps she should consider marrying Carlos. He was hot to screw her, so she knew it would be no problem nudging him into a proposal, if that’s what she decided she wanted.

Would marrying Carlos be such a bad thing?

Maybe not.

Once the party got going it was a blast, full of faces Lucia recognized from the popular entertainment magazines she devoured each week. It could be her imagination, but after a while she began to think that Freddy Krane kept glancing her way. Freddy, a big, sloppy-looking man, with an unruly reddish beard and small piggy eyes, was old, at least fifty, and that was ten years older than her dad.

Lucia had dressed for the occasion in a short brown fake-leather skirt (unfortunately the real thing was far too expensive) and a midriff-baring white tee shirt that showed off her large breasts, encased in a flimsy bra, her nipples at attention through the thin material. Her long chestnut hair hung below her ass—she hadn’t cut it since she was eight.

She knew she looked hot. A couple of the waiters sniffed around trying to get her phone number. She politely declined, although she was secretly pleased they’d asked.

Carlos played and she swayed, moving her body in an undulating, provocative way. The sounds were primo, everything from N.W.A. to Santana to Mötley Crüe, with plenty of Marvin Gaye and Smokey Robinson thrown in for the nostalgia junkies.

Yes, Freddy Krane was definitely taking notice, even though he was surrounded by a bevy of blond beauties. Earlier in the evening one of the waiters (a would-be actor) had given her a list of the host’s credits. According to the waiter, Freddy Krane specialized in high-budget action movies and had worked with all the macho stars from Eastwood to Schwarzenegger. “He’s the real deal,” the waiter confided. “Word one from him, an’ you’re in his movie. You should go for it.”

“No thanks,” Lucia retorted. She craved stardom, but not at any price.

Just before midnight she spotted Linc Blackwood walking in. Linc Blackwood! Her favorite movie star! She’d seen all his movies at least three times. She could hardly believe it!

She nudged Carlos, who could have cared less. Carlos wasn’t into movie stars, he was into his record collection, his precious Mustang, smoking a little weed, and getting a lot of head.

“Look who it is,” she said in a low, excited voice.

“Stay cool,” Carlos responded, throwing her an irritable look.

“I can’t stay cool!” she wanted to scream. “It’s Linc Blackwood—recently voted the Sexiest Man Alive by People magazine. How can I possibly stay cool?”

She was breathless, in awe, her stomach churning. There were other famous faces at the party, but as far as she was concerned they meant nothing. Linc Blackwood was it.

She kept her eyes on him, checking out his every move. Women began swarming all over him, silicone-breasted blondes with overteased hair and all-American smiles. He didn’t seem to take much notice. He sat at a poolside table drinking and holding court. After a while he was joined by Freddy Krane and several more gorgeous girls. Freddy kept patting him on the back and howling with laughter.

Lucia moved her body to the sounds, giving a raw and sexy performance, the music sweeping away her inhibitions. She saw Freddy nudge Linc and gesture in her direction. Then, to her delight, the two men began watching her. She glanced at Carlos, who didn’t appear to have noticed. Her heart started beating fast—she was about to be discovered! After a few minutes Linc Blackwood was on his feet, holding a drink, pointing her out to one of the many girls who surrounded him.

The chosen girl nodded, then circumvented the pool and hurried over. “Hi,” the girl said.

“Hi,” Lucia replied. She wasn’t stupid; she knew the girl had been sent on a mission.

“I’m Zara Light,” the girl said in a distinctly English accent. “And you are . . . ?”

“Lucia.”

“Okay, Lucia,” Zara said briskly. “It’s your lucky night. Linc and Freddy have requested that you join them for a drink.”

“They did?” she responded breathlessly.

“That’s why I’m here,” said Zara, a pretty girl with dark curly hair.

“When?” Lucia asked blankly.

“Now,” Zara said, rolling her eyes.

Lucia glanced at Carlos. He was spinning away—caught up in an extended track of Ja Rule. Did she have to ask his permission?

No. It wasn’t as if they were married or anything. She was free to do whatever she wanted. And she wanted to go meet Linc Blackwood—her living, breathing fantasy.

She grabbed Carlos’s arm, causing a nasty glitch on the record.

“Fuck!” he exclaimed.

“I’ll be back,” she said quickly, and without any further explanation she was on her way to meet her favorite movie star.

Twenty-five minutes later, Lucia Conchita Sanchez and Linc Blackwood were rolling around on top of the king-size water bed in Freddy Krane’s master bedroom, clothes half off.

“I . . . I can hardly believe this is happening,” she murmured, completely starstruck.

“Believe it, kiddo,” Linc responded, pulling off her tee shirt. “You got great tits,” he added, expertly unclipping her bra and flinging it across the room. “They’re real, aren’t they?” She nodded speechlessly. “You got any idea how hard it is to come across real tits in this town?” he complained, caressing her nipples with his fingertips.

She didn’t know and she didn’t care. She only knew that from the moment she’d met him, her destiny was about to be fulfilled, and nothing else mattered.

When Linc wanted to, he could handle a woman in bed exactly the way he knew they all craved. He gave Lucia his full attention, enjoying her full, ripe breasts, the silky mound of black pubic hair between her long legs, the smooth curve of her generous ass.

He didn’t go for the gold immediately; many women along the way had taught him that plenty of foreplay led to real pleasure. So he got her hot first, spending time on her breasts, sucking on her large, erect nipples until she began moaning aloud.

Then he spread her legs, going down on her as if he really enjoyed it—which he didn’t. But what the hell, this one tasted sweeter than most.

Lucia was dazed and confused. How had this happened? She was not the kind of girl to jump into bed with someone on a first date. And this was not even a date. And she had a boyfriend, so obviously this was total insanity.

Or was it? Linc Blackwood was her hero, and how many times would she get an opportunity to be with the man of her dreams? An opportunity to be with a man who had the tongue of an angel or a devil . . . or . . . She gasped, struggling for breath, grabbing a pillow to cover her face as he went down on her. She was half embarrassed, half thrilled, half ashamed, half ecstatic.

What was she doing?

What was he doing?

Whatever it was, she was not stopping him.

They stayed in Freddy Krane’s bed all night, indulging in everything Lucia had ever dreamed of doing with Linc Blackwood. He made love to her every way imaginable, and he did not use a condom.

“You’re clean, aren’t you?” he asked at one point. “A virgin, right?”

If that’s what he wanted to think, it was okay with her. And she didn’t even care if he made her pregnant, because this time things were different, this time he would marry her and they’d live happily ever after in a big Hollywood mansion—the one she’d seen photographs of in People. And she’d become a movie star too. All her dreams would be realized.

Eventually she fell asleep in his arms, sticky and naked and satisfied.

The next morning she was awakened by someone shaking her shoulder. She opened her eyes. The events of the night before came flooding back. “Linc,” she murmured, rolling over to greet him.

Only it wasn’t Linc, it was Freddy Krane, standing beside the bed, bleary-eyed in a striped toweling bathrobe that flapped open, revealing that he had nothing on underneath.

“Ohmigod!” she muttered, grabbing a sheet to cover herself. “Why are you here?”

“Hate ta tell ya, doll,” Freddy said, pulling his robe closed. “Ya happen t’ be sleepin’ in my bed.”

“Where’s Linc?” she asked, alarmed.

“He hadda go, some kinda early meeting. Asked me t’ tell ya he had fun last night.”

She sat up abruptly, her mind racing in a hundred different directions. “Is that all he said?”

“Ya gotta realize Linc’s a busy man,” Freddy said, eyeing her as if she were prey and he were a hungry tiger.

“So . . . so you mean he’s gone?”

“That’s what I said.”

Suddenly realization dawned, the ramifications of what she’d done becoming horribly clear. She’d made love to a man she hardly knew. She’d spent the night with him. She’d done everything with him, opening up sexually in a way she never had before. And now he was gone. God! He might be a movie star, but what kind of man left her in a strange bed without a word?

“Hate ta rush you, only ya gotta move it,” Freddy said. “You can use the shower in the guest room, then hustle your cute ass outta here.”

“Where’s my . . . boyfriend?” she asked hesitantly.

“You got a boyfriend?” he said disbelievingly.

“The disc jockey, Carlos. Where is he?”

“Oh yeah, that’s the dude who was askin’ ’bout you,” Freddy said, yawning. “Told him you were with Linc.”

“What did he say?”

“Guess he was pissed.”

“Oh God!” she moaned, shaking her head.

“Don’t sweat it, he got paid cash for last night’s gig,” Freddy said, clearing his throat. “Ya gotta get goin’, puss. I’m a busy man.”

She was too embarrassed to look at him. “Can you turn your back?” she muttered.

“Sure, doll, only you don’t got nothin’ I ain’t seen before.” He turned around, whistling tunelessly.

She quickly grabbed the sheet, twisting it around her body. Then she gathered her clothes, which were scattered across the floor.

“What’s Linc’s phone number?” she asked, pausing at the door, convinced there must be some mistake.

“Ya ain’t gonna get through, honey,” Freddy said sympathetically. “Linc’s got assistants an’ minders up the kazoo.”

“Then I’ll give you my number, and you can ask him to call me,” she said, knowing she probably sounded like some desperate fan, only she couldn’t help herself, she’d honestly thought Linc cared.

“Look, sweetie,” Freddy said in a kindly tone. “Ya had a great time. Why doncha leave it at that?”

“Excuse me?” she said, her cheeks blazing with embarrassment. “I’m sure Linc wants to see me again.”

“Yeah, yeah, doll, I’m sure too,” Freddy said quickly. “But in the meantime, why don’t I take ya ta dinner tonight? Who knows—you an’ I might hit it off.”

“Linc wouldn’t like that,” she said, fighting back tears, still living with the hope that this was all some big misunderstanding and that Linc would come walking into the room.

“S’matter of fact, he suggested it,” Freddy said casually. “Y’know, seein’ as he’s so busy an’ all.”

“I can’t believe he’d do that,” she said miserably.

“Hey—what’s wrong with me?” Freddy said indignantly.

“Nothing,” she muttered.

“Then let’s get together for dinner. You an’ I can have our own party.” He winked knowingly. “If ya know what I mean.”

She knew what he meant only too well. “No thank you,” she said stiffly.

“Suit yourself,” he said, shrugging. “Guest room’s first on the left. Give me a holler when you’re finished an’ I’ll get the maid t’ call you a cab.”

She marched from the room with as much dignity as she could muster.

So this was Linc’s deal—he’d used and discarded her like a disposable doll, then passed her on to his friend as if she was nothing. What a bastard! How could he treat her in such a way?

Her parents were furious that she’d stayed out all night. She’d had to make up some lame excuse about getting sick and sleeping over at a friend’s house. As for Carlos, he wanted nothing more to do with her, and quite frankly she couldn’t blame him.

A few weeks later, to her horror, she discovered she was pregnant. How could this happen to her again? Well, she knew how, only it simply wasn’t fair.

For several days she contemplated trying to reach Linc Blackwood to tell him. Finally she decided she had too much pride to do that. Her once-favorite movie star had treated her like a one-night whore, and she was not about to beg for his assistance.

Petrified that her parents would find out, she managed to pull a double shift at her waitress job. The extra money allowed her to move from her family’s home into a small apartment with her best girlfriend, Cindi Hernandez, who was also trying to break into show business.

Her parents were not pleased. They didn’t like Cindi; they considered her a bad influence. Lucia pointed out to them that she was eighteen and they couldn’t stop her.

As soon as she could, she scraped together enough money for a cheap abortion. It turned out to be a horrifying experience. No clean clinic. No one to help her. Just some old gnarly Mexican man in a back room who forced her to lie on a table, spread her legs, and treated her as if he was doing her a big favor.

She’d bled for days afterward, until Cindi forced her to go see a legitimate doctor. The doctor cleaned up the botched job, and before she left his office, the doctor callously informed her that she could never get pregnant again.

His words still haunted her.

•  •  •

In her heart, Lola had always known that one day she would get her revenge on Linc Blackwood.

Now, as she watched him enter the theater, she realized that day was enticingly near.
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“We’re late,” Jonas said, hurrying Cat up the red carpet, steering her by the elbow.

“Not my fault,” she responded.

“I wasn’t blaming you,” he said, still fuming because they’d had to wait for the tender to bring them to shore, even though he’d informed the purser exactly what time they needed it. Once Mr. Zandack left the yacht, the crew seemed to have no regard for anyone else.

“Perhaps you should’ve picked me up earlier,” Cat suggested, trying to shake free from Jonas’s firm grip.

“Mr. Zandack will not be pleased,” Jonas said, almost talking to himself.

“What’s he gonna do—eat you?” Cat said mockingly, thinking that Jonas was obviously some sort of drama queen who threw a shit fit if everything didn’t go his way.

Jonas gave her a blank stare. This girl had a mouth on her and he wasn’t sure he liked it. He had long ago decided she was annoying. She had an I-don’t-give-a-shit attitude and a definite lack of respect toward Merrill Zandack. Mr. Zandack was a powerful force in the film industry, and Jonas felt lucky to be working for him. He was getting an education that would help him tremendously when he struck out on his own, which he planned on doing as soon as he felt he’d learned enough.

A couple of lingering photographers recognized Cat and began calling her name. She didn’t know how to react; the whole posing thing was such a downer, she found it plain embarrassing.

“Stop and smile,” Jonas commanded, letting go of her elbow and taking a couple of steps back so he was not included in the picture.

Cat offered the photographers a fake smile and an awkward wave before hurrying up the steps of the Palais des Festivals. Jonas had to sprint to keep up with her.

“I hope the movie hasn’t started,” he said, worrying.

“Bet it has,” Cat said, irritating him even further.

“Maybe not.”

“Shit!” she exclaimed, stopping short.

“What now?”

“My diamond stud popped out of my navel.”

“Jesus!”

“We have to go back and look.”

“Look where?” he asked, exasperated.

“On that dumb red carpet. I must’ve lost it there.”

“No,” he said firmly, attempting to move her forward.

“It’s my first diamond,” she complained.

“You’re late,” he said abruptly. “I’ll show you to your seat, then I’ll go back and look.”

“And what if you don’t find it?” she demanded, challenging him with her green eyes.

“Mr. Zandack will buy you another one,” he said, hurrying her along.

“He will?”

“I’ll make sure.”

“Didn’t know you had that much influence.”

“You’d be surprised.”

Hmm, she thought, Jonas isn’t as bland as I imagined.

She wondered if he was gay. Could be. It was difficult to tell—although he was rather well groomed for a straight man, with his perfect haircut, Prada outfit, and well-manicured nails.

Gay?

Definitely.

The movie had started, which put Jonas in a foul mood. He indulged in a quick verbal argument with an uptight French usher who tried to prevent Cat from entering the theater. Jonas spoke excellent French and won the battle.

“This man will show you to your seat,” he said to her, giving her a quick shove toward the usher. “I’ll see you after the movie. Oh yes, and try not to speak while the film is running. Mr. Zandack doesn’t appreciate noise.”

“Fine,” she said irritably. “And don’t come back without my diamond.”

“I’ll find it,” he said, adding a snarly “That’s if you had one in the first place.”

“Well,” she answered slowly, “I guess you weren’t staring at my belly button like every other guy in the place. But don’t you worry—I totally understand why.”

“Oh please,” Jonas retorted, getting her drift and not liking it one bit.

The uptight usher led her to her seat with the help of a flashlight.

“Where were you?” Merrill growled.

“Shhh,” said a large woman sitting in the row of seats behind him.

Cat settled back to watch the movie. She didn’t have to explain anything to anyone; that was Jonas’s job.

Flash Back Six Years

When Cat Harrison was thirteen, she found herself alone in a villa in the south of France with one of her father’s acquaintances, a seventy-three-year-old, extremely famous artist. Her father had left her there while he went to Paris for a few days. They were supposed to be on vacation together—only it never happened.

“What age are you?” the old man asked, peering at her with rheumy eyes.

“What age do you want me to be?” she replied challengingly, tall and tanned and blond and lovely.

“The younger the better,” the old man said, leering lasciviously.

She knew what was coming next. Men had been on her case since she was a lot younger than thirteen.

The old man reached for her. She backed away. Even though she was young, she knew how to handle horny old leches—kick him in the balls and run. Only this one was no threat, so she didn’t bother. Instead she agreed to his request to pose nude for him, but only if he paid her an exorbitant fee for the privilege of doing so.

The painting he did of her was an enormous success and ended up hanging in the National Gallery. It was called Girl on the Brink. Her father, the renowned sculptor Gable Harrison, was quite amused. Her mother, Bethany Harrison, the photographer critically acclaimed worldwide and legendary beauty, was not.

“If you’re going to pose naked, at least get your pubic hair groomed,” was her mother’s only comment.

Negative! Negative! Negative! When it came to her daughter from her first marriage, Bethany never had anything positive to say. Five times married, Bethany Harrison was jealous of her daughter’s burgeoning beauty. She loved Cat, but only on her own terms.

Cat understood. She was an old soul, wise beyond her years. She’d had to grow up fast because both her parents were too busy with their extremely successful, all-consuming careers to pay her much notice.

As an only child, Cat was left very much to her own devices. Discipline from either parent was nonexistent. They both spoiled her with money and material goods, when all she really craved was their love and attention.

She attended school in London, where more often than not she played truant. She’d stuff her book bag with jeans and a tee shirt, make her way to the nearest underground station, change out of her uniform, and hit the movie theaters in the West End. Movies were her passion. She devoured everything, from out-of-control teen gross-out movies to films by Tarantino and Scorsese.

Since she looked at least four or five years older than her actual age, she had no trouble attracting men, and picking them up was a habit she soon got used to. Getting them hot was an adventure. The game was to get them out of control, then reveal her true age. Ha! The horrified looks on their faces as they backed off were classic!

She was not interested in boys her own age, finding them to be crass and inexperienced. Not that she went all the way with her conquests. Oh no. Men were not to be trusted. Her father was an example of that. Gable Harrison, an imposing-looking man with his long, snow white hair, frivolous beard, and flirtatious eyes. Cat resembled her mother; she had that tall, blond, perfect thing going. Sometimes she wished she was short and dark and Italian looking, but she had to go with what she had.

By the age of thirteen she’d absolutely perfected the art of sexually doing everything but. She was totally adept at driving grown men crazy—a teenage nymphet with a hot body, a ton of curiosity, and no desire to get knocked up. She felt wise way beyond her years, and was much traveled—vacations in the south of France, Sardinia, and Capri with her father’s famous and exotic friends; safaris in Africa and trips through India with her much-married traveling mother and whatever husband Bethany was married to at the time.

Ah . . . Bethany’s husbands. They were a trip indeed, each one younger than the last. At least three of them came on to her. Fortunately she knew how to handle horny men—especially horny men married to her mother.

By the age of fourteen she was bored with almost everything. “Been there, done that” was her motto. Then one day, while staying with her father in New York, she met Brad Kravitz, a twenty-something Internet whiz kid who’d made millions of dollars in a very short period of time. She was about to celebrate her fifteenth birthday. Brad was twenty-two. With her father’s blessing and her mother’s encouragement she moved in with Brad, and it wasn’t long before he introduced her to the wonderful world of real sex and recreational drugs.

Goodbye, boredom.

Hello, ecstasy and speed.

•  •  •

Cat wished she had a bag of popcorn to munch on. Jonas would’ve probably thrown a fit if she’d asked him to find some.

Too bad. The movie was riveting—and good movies and popcorn absolutely went together.

•  •  •

Shelby was nervous. Following her image on the screen was quite an ordeal; all she could see was her faults. Half the time she wanted to cover her eyes, because viewing herself larger than life was never something she enjoyed.

Staring at the screen, she had to admit that Rapture was an extraordinarily powerful movie, and that the performance her director, Russell Savage, had gotten out of her was excellent—quite possibly her best work yet, and certainly her biggest opportunity.

She shot a sideways glance at Linc. His eyes were closed.

How insulting! Her own husband was napping his way through her movie. Sometimes he could be the most selfish man in the world.

She nudged him. “What?” he muttered, startled.

“You were sleeping,” she whispered accusingly.

“I wasn’t,” he responded, covering a yawn with his hand.

She shook her head in exasperation before refocusing her attention on the screen. Soon it would be over, and people would either love her performance or hate it.

She shivered in anticipation.

•  •  •

Matt’s hand descended on his wife’s thigh. Lola promptly removed it. She was doing her best to concentrate, studying Shelby Cheney on the big screen, wondering what Linc had seen in her that had made him place a ring on her finger. Shelby wasn’t that hot, kind of ordinary looking. There were hundreds of girls who looked exactly like her in Hollywood. I’m sexier and younger, Lola thought. Why did he choose her and not me? She’s too white-bread. No spice. Not exciting like me.

In spite of all her success, Lola could not get Linc Blackwood off her mind. And the surprising thing was that she had never run into him. Quite remarkable, considering the number of award ceremonies, parties, and premieres she’d attended. A few times she’d spotted him from a distance, and that was it. No face-to-face confrontation.

One night, lying in bed, she’d come up with a plan. She’d recently read an interview in Premiere magazine about how Linc was looking to do something different. “I’m getting too old for action movies,” he’d said to the female interviewer, self-deprecating grin firmly in place. “So I was thinking of changing directions. Maybe try a romantic comedy.” Elliott Finerman’s new movie—New York State of Mind—was a big-budget romantic comedy with an excellent role for her male co-star, who had not yet been cast. It occurred to her that Linc might accept the role if it was offered to him. The only thing she didn’t know was how he’d react the fateful moment when they did come face-to-face. Surely he must know that she was now this famous creature, a fantasy goddess to millions of men? She was actually quite surprised that he’d never attempted to contact her; perhaps he was too embarrassed.

Tonight should be interesting. Linc was at the screening, so no doubt he’d be at the party after, and they were bound to be introduced. She couldn’t wait to savor the look of surprise on his face, or perhaps the look of lust when he saw her.

Ha! He could lust away, because he was never getting anywhere near her again. And when he accepted the role in her movie, she would torture him with her quite considerable charms.

She would not be satisfied until she brought Linc Blackwood to his fucking knees.

Matt’s hand was investigating her thigh again. This time she gave him a sharp slap on the wrist.

“Wassamatter?” he mumbled.

“Don’t,” she hissed.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want you to.”

Faye, sitting on the other side of her, leaned forward. “Something wrong?” Faye whispered.

“No, everything’s fine,” Lola said, returning her gaze to the screen. “In fact, everything’s perfect.”

•  •  •

Cat had to admit that Rapture was good. Russell Savage was a stylish and talented director, and the writing was sharp, if slightly overwrought at times. She wasn’t sure that she would’ve cast someone as pretty as Shelby Cheney in the lead role, but the actress was doing an excellent job.

Cat was psyched about making the leap into the big time. It was one thing shooting Wild Child on the streets of New York, but now Merrill Zandack had promised her a fat budget for her second film, Caught, which was exciting, because this time she’d be able to hire a proper crew, a decent cinematographer, and pick and choose who would star. She kind of entertained the idea of going with unknown actors again. Stars always came with all kinds of baggage. Although Angelina Jolie would be sensational as the undercover cop. And she wouldn’t say no to Colin Farrell as the womanizing con man. He was certainly sexy enough, with plenty of macho heat.

“You’d better be nice to Merrill,” Jump had warned her before he’d left for Australia. “Zandack’s the money guy. Don’t piss him off.”

“How nice do you want me to be?” she’d asked, teasing him.

“Not that nice,” Jump had replied with a dirty laugh. “The geezer’s old enough to be your fuckin’ granddad.”

So what? In Hollywood age didn’t seem to matter. Men of sixty often married girls of twenty. The age difference appeared to bother people only in reverse. Older women were reviled for being with younger men, although it was certainly getting easier. She’d read a long piece about it in the New York Times. Women like Demi Moore and Madonna were setting a new trend.

Women who don’t give a crap, Cat thought, smiling to herself. My favorite people.

She returned her attention to the screen. The more she watched, the more she learned.

•  •  •

When Rapture reached its conclusion, the audience rose to its feet, indulging in a hearty round of applause.

Shelby experienced a flurry of butterflies in her stomach. She had never been in such a quality film before; it was an exhilarating feeling.

Linc put his arm around her, squeezing her waist. “Not bad, sweetie,” he whispered.

Not bad, sweetie. Well, what did she expect from Linc?

Merrill Zandack, sitting in the row behind, tapped her on the shoulder. “You an’ I gotta talk,” he wheezed, recognizing a great performance when he saw one. “You’ll meet my new discovery, Cat. I’ll have my people messenger her latest script to your people. It’s dynamite. Could be right for you.”

Overhearing this conversation, Cat was shocked. She did not see Shelby Cheney in her movie at all. Especially as she’d been thinking along the lines of an Angelina Jolie. The role called for somebody younger and tougher than Shelby Cheney. Not that Shelby wasn’t a terrific actress; she’d just proven so in Rapture. However, no way did that make her the perfect choice for a sexy, savvy, American undercover cop.

How dare Merrill Zandack start offering actresses a role in her movie?

One thing Cat intended to keep, and that was control.
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At the after party, Shelby found herself swept up in a sea of congratulations. The French P.R. woman hovered by her side. Linc immediately drifted off on his own.

For a moment Shelby felt lost, then she took a deep, life-affirming breath and decided she’d better start embracing the compliments that were coming her way. What actress wouldn’t appreciate hearing how great she was?

Russell Savage hurried over to kiss and hug her. So did Beck Carson. The photographers jostled for position.

For once Shelby relaxed, posing with her director and co-star, allowing herself the pleasure of basking in the adulation. She’d worked hard for a reception like this. It was every actress’s dream to appear in such a fine movie.

She smiled her dazzling smile, while continuing to enjoy every satisfying minute.

•  •  •

Lola was creating her own circle of excitement. The French loved her. They loved her lips, they loved her legs, and they especially loved her fine ass. She was a huge star in France.

“I wish I talked French,” she grumbled to Matt.

“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” he said with a stupid smirk on his bland face.

“Oh great,” she said disparagingly. “Is that all the French you know?”

“Learned it at school,” he boasted, like it was some huge achievement.

She had to do something about Matt. He wasn’t up to her standards. Divorce was definitely in their future. Thank God her lawyer had gotten him to sign that prenup, because as soon as they got back to America she planned on dumping him fast. The thrill was definitely gone.

Elliott Finerman was standing nearby. “Elliott,” she said imperiously, beckoning him over. “Isn’t that Linc Blackwood? Don’t you think I should meet him?”

“You’ve never met him?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Then how come you’re so hot to have him in our movie?”

“I’m not hot to have him in my movie,” she said, tossing back her hair. “He’s a huge star who’s looking to do something different, and this might be the perfect opportunity. Besides, I think the two of us have chemistry.”

“How would you know that?” Elliott asked.

“So many actors today are just boys. Brad Pitt and Leonardo DiCaprio are sexy, but they’re not men. I like men. And that’s what I like about Linc Blackwood. Believe me, Elliott, we’ll have plenty of chemistry.”

You’re not looking for a co-star, Elliott thought. You’re looking for a convenient fuck.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he said.

“He’s right there,” Lola said, pointing. “Bring him over.”

What kind of balls did this broad have? Who did she think she was dealing with? A lackey? An errand boy? He was one of the biggest producers in Hollywood and this bitch was trying to tell him what to do.

He attempted to remain calm because the smart move was to keep her happy. No happy star, no movie.

He walked over to Linc, who was busy knocking back a hefty glass of scotch while flirting with an attractive Frenchwoman. Naturally.

“Hello, Linc,” Elliott said, falsely jovial.

Linc didn’t take a beat. “Had a hunch you and I weren’t talking,” he said offhandedly.

“That was then, this is now,” Elliott said. “Time passes, so I . . . uh . . . figured it was time to forgive and forget.”

“Can’t say I blame you,” Linc replied with an easy grin. “After all, you were married to her, so maybe there should be an apology.”

“I agree,” Elliott said, relieved that Linc was ready to move on. “I think there should.”

“Okay, Elliott,” Linc said magnanimously. “Then I accept your apology.”

Elliott was outraged. Once a jerk, always a jerk. The asshole was supposed to be apologizing to him.

He cleared his throat and glanced over at Lola, who was waiting impatiently for him to bring her the arrogant prick.

“Uh, listen, Linc—there’s someone who wants to meet you,” he said in a strangled voice.

“Yeah?” Linc said. He didn’t like Elliott Finerman, never had. “And who might that be?”

“Lola Sanchez.”

“Yeah?” Linc said, his interest perking. Everyone knew who Lola Sanchez was. The hot Latino actress with the body to die for.

“She’s over by the bar.”

Linc’s eyes swiveled, checking her out. “See you later, sweetheart,” he said to the woman he’d been talking to, and accompanied Elliott to the bar.

“Lola, Linc Blackwood,” Elliott said, making the requested introduction.

“This is a real pleasure,” Linc said, taking her hand and bringing it to his lips.

“Uh . . . me too,” she murmured, waiting for him to recognize her.

“I’m a big fan,” he continued, eyes roaming all over her spectacular body.

“You are?”

“Yup,” he said, his eyes coming to rest on her partially exposed breasts. “I’ve been following your career.”

“You’ve been following my career?” she said, utterly dumbfounded. Was it possible that Linc didn’t remember her? That he was actually under the impression they were meeting for the first time? Unless, of course, he was playing it cool because her husband was standing right next to her.

“Sure have,” Linc said, easy grin in place.

No, she decided, he wasn’t being cool—the bastard simply did not remember her. Unbelievable! Not to mention insulting. She was the same girl, wasn’t she? Certainly more polished, but the same girl. Her hair was shorter, her nose a touch thinner—thanks to an excellent plastic surgeon who’d also given her more pronounced cheekbones. Her figure was still luscious, although she was fifteen pounds lighter. How could he forget her? How could he not remember the girl he’d taken to bed, made love to all night long, then dumped in the morning?

Matt decided it was time to jump in. “Hi,” he said, proffering his hand. “I’m Matt Seel, Lola’s husband.”

“Lucky man,” Linc said, not taking his eyes off her.

This was the final insult. The sonofabitch obviously had no memory of their one long, steamy night of passion.

She decided to put him to the test. “I’ve a feeling we have met before,” she said, toying with the stem of her martini glass.

“Do you honestly imagine I’d forget someone who looks like you?” Linc replied, turning up the charm. “You’re more beautiful in the flesh than on the screen.”

She swallowed hard, licking her suddenly dry lips. This man was responsible for her being barren. And he did not remember her! How she hated him.

Sensing that the famous movie star was coming on too strong, Matt once again joined in. “How long are you in Cannes for?” he asked, inserting himself between them.

“Not long,” Linc replied, completely uninterested in anything Matt might have to say.

“We’re leaving soon,” Matt announced, placing a possessory arm around Lola, who did not appreciate his show of affection. “We can’t wait to get back to our house in Bel Air.”

“That makes us almost neighbors,” Linc remarked.

“Where do you live?”

“Beverly Hills.”

“You should come over sometime with your wife,” Matt said. “Play some tennis. We’ll make up a foursome.”

Linc continued staring straight at Lola. “Do you play?”

She returned his gaze, edging away from Matt, who was continuing to irritate her. “I certainly do,” she purred. “And I’m very good.”

Linc smiled. “I bet you are.”

•  •  •

Merrill Zandack did not stay long at parties. Once he’d circled the room and spoken to everyone he deemed worthy of his attention, he was out of there.

Jonas was waiting outside.

“Did you find my diamond?” Cat asked, pouncing on him.

“Yes I did.”

“Where is it?”

“Why? Are you planning on sticking it back in your navel now?”

“What are you two talking about?” Merrill asked, lighting up his usual strong-smelling Cuban cigar.

“Nothing important,” Jonas said. “How was the movie?”

“Shelby Cheney’s got a great rack,” Merrill remarked, exhaling smoke. “Told her she’d be right for Caught. Messenger her people a script.”

“I’d like to speak to you about that, Mr. Zandack,” Cat said quickly.

“How many times I gotta tell you? Call me Merrill. ‘Mr. Zandack’ makes me sound like I’m a hundred years old.”

“Okay, Merrill,” she said, fuming. “We have to discuss it.”

“Sure, kitten. We’re on our way to the Carlton Terrace for a drink, we’ll talk about it there.”

“I asked you not to call me kitten,” she muttered.

He didn’t hear her; he was already heading for the waiting car.

Cat turned to his dark-haired date, who was lingering. She felt sorry for the woman tagging along behind the fat man. “Do you have a name?” she asked.

“She doesn’t speak English,” Jonas said.

“What nationality is she? Perhaps I can talk to her in her own language.”

“Russian,” Jonas said, giving Cat a superior look. “Do you speak Russian?”

“No,” Cat retorted, returning his look with one of her own. “Does your boss?”

“They communicate in other ways,” Jonas said, ushering them both into the car.

“Let’s go,” Merrill said, filling the backseat with cigar fumes. “It’s champagne time.”

•  •  •

The crowd was thinning out. Shelby looked around for her husband. He was easy to spot, muscular, tanned, and rugged. Linc was an extremely masculine looking man and every woman picked up on his macho scent. Fact of life. If he wasn’t a movie star, they’d still be all over him.

She hoped he was sober. She needed him tonight. She had an urge to cuddle up in bed and have him look after her. Compliments from her husband would make such a welcome change.

On the other hand, she knew how painful intimacy was for Linc. He’d had such a tough childhood, full of beatings and rejection. Giving unconditional love was extremely difficult for him.

“No more interviews tonight,” she said to the RR. woman. “I’d like to go back to the hotel now.”

“Very well,” the woman said. “I’ll make sure your car is waiting.”

“Please tell my husband I’m ready to leave.”

“Certainly.”

She watched as the woman crossed the room toward Linc. What kind of life was it for someone like that? Looking after celebrities, putting up with their outrageous demands, dealing with the press. It must be so unfulfilling.

I want a baby. The thought popped into her head out of nowhere. I want Linc’s baby.

Maybe tonight was the night. The south of France. Her movie triumph. A luxurious hotel suite overlooking the Mediterranean. She’d waited long enough. Why not?

Here came why not. Linc. Her husband. Smirking like an idiot. Unsteady on his feet.

Damn! He was loaded.

“Hi, baby,” he drawled, pawing her arm. “You havin’ a good time?”

“Actually I’m quite tired,” she said quickly. “Can we go back to the hotel?”

“No way!” he said in a loud voice. “The evening’s just beginning. There’s parties all over town. We gotta celebrate, sweetheart. We gotta celebrate you takin’ it all off.”

“Linc, it’s late,” she said, trying not to lose it. “You’ve had a lot to drink. I think—”

“C’mon, sweetie, relax,” he cajoled. “We’re on vacation.”

“This is not a vacation,” she reminded him. “It’s work.”

“Some work, sitting on your ass watching a movie,” he said, his lip curling. “Although,” he added, “I gotta admit—it’s a cute ass.”

“Not a movie, my movie,” she corrected. “And I’ve done a ton of interviews today, with more tomorrow. Plus I’m jet-lagged, and don’t forget that we’re still on L.A. time.”

“You’re on L.A. time,” he said pointedly. “I’m ready to party.”

She had a choice. She could go back to the hotel and get some well-needed rest, or she could accompany her husband on his prowl around town.

There was no choice—she couldn’t leave Linc to his own devices. He was drunk and on his way to being out of control. She had to stay by his side to protect him.

It was too bad. He’d faithfully promised her that he wasn’t going to drink on this trip, and now look at him. Linc was fast turning into the king of empty promises.

“Okay,” she sighed. “One party, and then bed. Is that a deal?”

“Deal,” he said, grabbing her and twirling her around. “I got me the best little wife in the world.”
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The group sitting around a table on the terrace of the Carlton Hotel included Merrill Zandack with his mystery date; Lola Sanchez and her husband, Matt; Jonas; Elliott Finerman; and Cat. There were stars, producers, investors, and directors congregating at all the surrounding tables. The Carlton Terrace was a popular meeting place, especially at the end of the evening, when everyone was ready to wind down and catch up on all the day’s gossip.
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