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    Lara Ivory is a dazzling movie star—a woman whom every man lusts after. But at thirty-two, she has yet to find a man capable of coexisting with such a tempting object of desire. Richard Barry, Lara’s ex, is a successful film director now married to a career-driven costume designer. Nikki, Richard’s wife, is strong and stubborn, and is striving to produce her first movie, Revenge, while keeping a close eye on Richard. On the surface, the three are great friends. But when Lara consents to star in Revenge, the trio becomes entwined in a bitter struggle for control of Lara’s life. Then along comes a fourth contender—Joey Lorenzo, a stunningly handsome young actor with a mysterious past. And before she can stop herself, Lara is swept up in an affair so sensuous, wild, and passionate, that nobody can warn her of the dangers.

Critics Love JACKIE COLLINS and Her Seventeenth Spectacular New York Times Bestseller THRILL!

“[A] sexy new page-turner . . . fun, glamorous, and kinky.”

—Woman’s Own

“Rich and famous, sex and seduction . . . it’s Jackie all the way.”

—Dayton News (OH)

“Dishy dirt abounds . . . spicy secrets surprise at the end.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Reading a Jackie Collins novel is like dipping into a box of chocolates—[it] is hard to stop once you start. . . . Sex and Hollywood are center stage.”

—Booklist

“Towards the end of THRILL!, you almost want to throw the book against the wall, so frustrating is the grip of uncertainty in which the reader is held. . . .”

—LA. Today

RAVES FOR JACKIE COLLINS AND HER SIZZLING NOVELS

“Jackie Collins captures the lifestyles of the rich and famous with devastating accuracy. . . .”

—Los Angeles Times

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

—Detroit News

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

—Chicago Tribune

“Jackie Collins writes long, steamy cliffhangers . . . millions buy her books . . . impossible to put down.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“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 plume”

—Interview

“Jackie Collins is one of popular fiction’s greatest natural resources. . . . The undisputed Scheherazade of the stars.”

—New York Post

“Jackie Collins knows her readers, and wisely gives them exactly what they want . . . scary plot twists with . . . happy outcomes and good guys getting to dish out lots of satisfying revenge before they live happily ever after . . . .”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“Jackie Collins [is] one of the reigning monarchs of romantic fiction. . . .”

—Cincinnati Post

“Collins knows the Hollywood scene. . . . Her novels are always grounded in truth, laced with a bracing shot of humor. . . . Most importantly, Collins is a good storyteller.”

—Los Angeles Herald-Examiner

“The queen of glamour fiction . . . Collins’ pen has never been less than lively or created scenes below 150 degrees of heated breathing.”

—San Antonia Express-News

“Jackie Collins’ books are hot and steamy . . . enough overheated sex and action [to put] polar ice caps in danger of meltdown.”

—Houston Post

“It’s hard to put a Jackie Collins novel down.”

—The State Journal (Madison, WI)

“Jackie Collins touches down in some of the world’s most elite circles. . . .”

—United Press International
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PROLOGUE

HERE’S THE TRUTH OF IT—I can have any woman I want any time I want. No problem. Every one of them is ripe and ready, waiting to hear the magic words that’ll persuade them to do anything. Married, single, older, younger, desperate, widowed, frigid, horny—point ’em out, and they’re mine.

You see, I know what to say, I discovered the key, and believe me it opens the lock every single time.

My mother was a hot-looking natural blonde from Memphis who got herself murdered when I was seven. For a while the cops suspected my old man, they even took him into custody for a day or two. But he had an airtight alibi, he was in bed with his mistress at the time, a long-legged redhead.

My dad had a handsome face and the attitude of a gangster. He was an extremely snappy dresser—only the best for him. He wore the finest Egyptian cotton shirts, silk ties, hand-tailored suits, gold cuff links and a Rolex watch. The man could have any woman he wanted, and he did. When I was growing up I used to watch him operate. He owned a fancy restaurant, and cock-walked the room, flirting with all the female customers. Women were his for the taking, and from an early age I got an education, observing him in action. He always had plenty of pussy, but after my mom died there were more women than ever. They felt sorry for him, and he ate it up.

He was a heavy drinker. At the start of the evening he looked like dynamite, halfway through the night he was a wreck and by the time his restaurant closed he was falling down drunk.

My dad didn’t care what the women he slept with looked like, he used to say, “Get an ugly one between your legs, an’ she’ll really show you what it’s all about.”

He didn’t have much time for me, so I became a loner. Instead of having other kids over, I joined a gang at school and began getting into trouble. Running the streets stealing cars and knocking off liquor stores was more of a kick than sitting in an empty apartment waiting for my dad to stagger in whenever he felt like it.

I started following in his footsteps. Fuck ’em and leave ’em was his motto. Why shouldn’t it be mine, too?

By the time I hit fifteen and he was fifty, the restaurant was long gone and so were his looks. His handsome face was puffy and bloated. He had a big beer gut and rotten teeth—too chickenshit to visit a dentist, he simply let ’em fall out.

One memorable day I asked him something I’d wanted to for years. I demanded to know if he’d killed my mother.

He whacked me so hard he split my lip. Still got the tiny scar to prove it. “Leave my fucking house,” he screamed, his bloodshot eyes bulging with fury. “I don’t ever wanna see your ugly face again.”

Fine with me. I had two steady girlfriends and plenty of contenders.

I chose to move in with Lulu, a twenty-year-old stripper. Of course, she had no idea I was only fifteen, on account of the fact I looked about nineteen and pretended to be twenty.

The best thing about Lulu was that she didn’t care that I had no job; she was happy to indulge me. When she wasn’t working, we spent all our time at the movies, both getting off on the fantasy. Hollywood—the ultimate dreamland. “You’re so talented,” she was forever telling me. “You should be a movie star.”

Brilliant idea! As far as I could tell, movie stars didn’t have to do much except stand around looking macho, and women worshiped them. And from what I read in Lulu’s fan magazines, they made plenty of big bucks.

Lulu found out about an acting class and even sprung for the bucks for me to go. Nobody could ever accuse her of not being a sport.

After we’d been together a year, I came home early one day and caught her in bed with another guy. My dad had warned me not to trust women. I figured he was wrong on that score, but then I’d never imagined they’d screw around on me.

Big surprise. There was Lulu with her legs in the air, moaning and groaning.

I pulled the guy off her, and he ran. Lulu lay there, thighs spread, naked and scared, begging my forgiveness.

I knew then I had the power. I didn’t even slap her, although she deserved it. Instead I packed my things and made a fast exit. No woman was ever going to get one off on me again. Next time I’d make sure I did it first.

She chased me down the hallway, naked, yelling her guts out. “It was a mistake! You can’t go! Please! Don’t leave me!”

Too late. By that time I’d figured out what I wanted, and it wasn’t some cheating bitch who didn’t even know how to be faithful.

I wanted to be a movie star; then I could own the whole fucking world.

I was sixteen, what did I know?



CHAPTER

1

LARA IVORY STEPPED CAREFULLY TOWARD the camera, managing to appear cool and collected under the crushing weight of a heavy crinolined gown, her slender waist cinched in to an impossible seventeen inches, lush cleavage spilling forth above.

Lara’s fellow actor in the shot, Harry Solitaire—a young Englishman with tousled hair and droopy bedroom eyes—walked beside her, delivering his lines with an enthusiasm that belied the fact that this was their seventh take.

It was eighty-four degrees in the south of France garden setting, and the entire crew stood silently on the sidelines, sweating, as they waited impatiently for Richard Barry, the veteran director, to call cut so they could break for lunch.

Lara Ivory was, at thirty-two, an incandescent beauty with catlike green eyes, a small, straight nose, full, luscious lips, cut-glass cheekbones and honey-blond hair—right now curled to within an inch of disaster. She had been a movie star at the top of her profession for nine years, and miraculously the fame and glory had never changed her. She was still as likable and sweet as the devastatingly pretty girl who’d arrived in Hollywood at the age of twenty and been discovered by director Miles Kieffer. She’d come in to audition for a minor role in his new film. Miles took one look and decided she was the actress he had to have to play the lead. Gorgeous and fresh, she’d portrayed a naive hooker in a Pretty Woman–style movie—beguiling everyone from the critics to the public.

From that first film, Lara’s star had risen fast. It only took one special movie to grab the public’s attention. The trick was holding on to it.

Lara Ivory had managed it admirably.

At last, Richard Barry called out the words everyone was waiting to hear. “Cut! Print it! That’s the one.” Lara sighed with relief.

Richard had been a successful director for nearly thirty years. He was a tall, well-built man in his late fifties; he had even features, a well-trimmed beard, longish brown hair, flecked with gray at the temples, and crinkly blue eyes. He also had dry humor and a sardonic smile. Women found him extremely attractive.

“Phew!” Lara repeated her sigh, her smooth cheeks flushed. “Someone get me out of this dress!”

“I’ll do it!” Harry Solitaire volunteered with a lascivious leer, flirting as usual.

“That’s okay,” Lara retorted, smiling because she liked Harry—and if he wasn’t married he might have been a contender. She considered married men strictly off limits and refused to break her rule for anyone—even though she hadn’t had a date in six months, ever since she’d broken up with Lee Randolph, a first-assistant director, who, after a year of togetherness, had been, unable to take the pressure of being with so famous a woman. The sad truth was that for a star such as Lara, no relationships were easy. What man enjoyed being background material? Relegated to second place? Attacked by crazed stalkers and fans? Referred to as Mr. Ivory by waiters and limo drivers?

It took an exceptionally strong man to cope with that kind of life—a man like Richard Barry, who’d handled it admirably for the four years he and Lara had been married.

She and Richard had been divorced three years, but they were now good friends—all three of them, including Richard’s new wife, Nikki, a costume designer he’d met while shooting a movie in Chicago.

Nikki was dark-haired, feisty and extremely pretty in a gaminelike way. She also knew how to bring out the best in Richard. Early on in their relationship, she discovered that, like most men, he was a lot of work. Before she entered his life, he’d been a smoker, a philanderer and a heavy drinker, plus he expected to get his own way at all times, and when he didn’t, he sulked. Nikki had taken stock of his strengths and weaknesses and decided he was worth the effort. Somehow she’d calmed him down, fulfilled all his needs, and now his biggest vice appeared to be work. He was a bankable director, much in demand, whose movies always made money—and in Hollywood that’s all that counts.

Lara considered Nikki her closest girlfriend. Right now they were all enjoying working together on French Summer, a beautifully scripted period film that Richard had been passionate about making. The three of them were sharing a rented villa on the six-week location. Lara hadn’t wanted to intrude, but Nikki had insisted, which secretly relieved Lara, because she sometimes found it hard to cope with the loneliness of being by herself.

“That last take was magical,” Richard said, coming to her side and squeezing her hand. “Definitely worth waiting for.”

Lara frowned; she was her own sternest critic. “Do you think so?” she asked, worrying that she could have done better.

“Sweetheart,” Richard assured her, anticipating her concerns because he knew her so well. “Seventh take perfect. Nothing to improve.”

“You’re just being kind,” she said, her frown deepening.

“Not kind—truthful,” he replied sincerely.

Her disarmingly honest green eyes met his. “Really?” she asked.

Richard regarded his exquisite ex-wife and found himself wondering if her painful insecurity had contributed to the demise of their marriage.

Maybe. Although catching the makeup girl giving him head in his trailer had been the final nail in the coffin of his infidelities—that was one he hadn’t been able to talk himself out of.

For a year after their public and somewhat acrimonious divorce, they hadn’t spoken. Then Richard met Nikki, and she had insisted in her usual no-nonsense way that it was crazy they couldn’t all be friends. As usual, she was right. The three of them had gotten together for dinner and never regretted it.

Nikki strode over, looking to Lara enviably cool in baggy linen pants and a yellow cotton shirt knotted under her breasts, exposing her well-toned midriff. She was in her early thirties, shorter than Lara, with a lithe, worked-out body, cropped dark hair worn with long bangs, direct hazel eyes and an overly ripe mouth. Nobody would guess that she had a fifteen-year-old daughter.

Richard enjoyed the fact that Nikki was smart and sassy, and most of all that she wasn’t an actress. After losing Lara, he had considered never getting involved with a woman again, because there’d never be another woman who could live up to her. Nikki and her fresh upbeat ways had changed his mind.

“Get me out of this dress!” Lara implored. “It’s cutting me in half. Worse torture than being married to Richard!”

“Nothing can be worse than that!” Nikki joked, rolling her expressive eyes.

“Wasn’t Lara great in that last take?” Richard interrupted, putting an arm around his current wife, trailing his fingers up and down her bare skin.

“He’s just being kind,” Lara said with one of her trademark deep sighs.

“I know the feeling,” Nikki responded crisply. “That’s exactly the sort of thing he says when he praises my cooking.

Lara widened her eyes. “Don’t tell me you cook for him?” she exclaimed. “/ never did.”

Nikki pulled a face. “He forces me; you know how persuasive he can be.”

“Oh, yes,” Lara agreed, as the two women laughed conspiratorially.

Richard frowned, pretending to be annoyed. “It’s really irritating that you two are such good friends,” he said. “I hate it!” Truth was he loved having both women in his life.

“No you don’t,” Nikki retorted, looking at him with the kind of expression a woman gets when she’s totally sure of her man. “You get off on it.”

With an amused shake of his head, he walked away.

Nikki signaled one of her wardrobe assistants to follow them to Lara’s trailer. “For a grown man, Richard can be such a baby,” she remarked.

“That’s why our marriage didn’t work,” Lara said lightly. “Two giant egos fighting for the best camera angle!”

“And one of them screwing around like Charlie Sheen on a bad day.”

“You’ve cured him of that.”

“I hope so!” Nikki said forcefully. “The moment he points his dick in another direction, I’m gone.”

“You’d leave him?”

“Immediately,” Nikki said without hesitation.

“I bet you would,” Lara said, wishing she had the inner strength her friend possessed.

“Hey, listen,” Nikki said, wrinkling her freckled nose. “I’d expect him to dump me if I screwed around, so why shouldn’t the same rule apply?”

Lara nodded. “You’re absolutely right.”

Why didn’t I do it? she thought. Why didn’t I tell him to take a hike the first time I suspected he was being unfaithful?

Because you’re a pushover.

No. I simply believe in second chances.

And third ones and fourth ones . . . Richard hadn’t known when to quit.

They’d met when he’d directed her in her third movie. Although by that time she was a star, she was still impressed at meeting the great Richard Barry—a man with quite a reputation. He’d moved in on her immediately. She was twenty-four and by Hollywood standards a total innocent. He was forty-six and difficult. Their wedding at her agent’s house in Malibu made headline news, with helicopters hovering overhead and paparazzi lurking in the trees. It was a media circus, which pleased neither of them. The divorce had been even worse.

“We’re going to Tetou tonight,” Nikki announced. “I hear the bouillabaisse is to die for.”

Lara shook her head. “I can’t. I have lines to learn and sleep to get, otherwise I’ll resemble an old hag in the morning.”

Nikki raised a disbelieving eyebrow. The irritating thing was that Lara acted as if she looked like any other mere mortal, even though she was certainly the most beautiful woman Nikki had ever seen. “You’re coming,” Nikki said determinedly. “I’ve already checked—you have a late call tomorrow. It’s about time you forgot about this damn movie and had some fun.”

“Fun—what’s that?” Lara said innocently.

“Exactly how long is it since you’ve gotten laid?” Nikki asked, cocking her head to one side.

“Too long,” Lara muttered.

“It doesn’t have to be a big deal, y’know,” Nikki offered. “How about a one-nighter? There’s some hot-looking guys on the crew.”

“Not my style,” Lara said softly.

“You gotta have a man’s mentality,” Nikki said, with a knowing wink. “Fuck and run. / used to—before I married again.”

Richard was Nikki’s second husband. She’d wed her first—Sheldon Weston—when she was sixteen and he was thirty-eight. “I was searching for a father figure,” she often joked. “And I got stuck with an uptight shrink.” They had a fifteen-year-old daughter, Summer, who lived in Chicago with her dad.

“You’re different,” Lara said. “You can do that and get away with it. I can’t. It has to be a committed relationship, or I’m not interested.”

“Whatever,” Nikki replied vaguely, not understanding at all. “But you’re definitely coming tonight.”



CHAPTER

2

JOEY LORENZO BURST INTO MADELAINE Francis’ Madison Avenue office as if he had every right to be there, even though he didn’t have an appointment and hadn’t seen her in six years.

An angry secretary chased after him, her ample hips encased in a too-short miniskirt.

“What the hell is going on—” Madelaine began to say. Then her bleak eyes, hidden beneath tinted prescription glasses, recognized Joey, and she quickly waved her secretary away. “It’s all right, Stella,” she said with a weary sigh. “I’ll handle this.”

“But, Miss Francis,” Stella said, full of outrage, “he told me to”—she hesitated for a moment, two bright red blobs coloring her chubby cheeks—“the F word off.”

“Thank you, Stella,” Madelaine said, dismissing her. “You’re excused.”

Still glaring at Joey, Stella backed out of the well-appointed office, while he threw himself into an expensive leather chair opposite Madelaine’s large antique desk, draping his long, jean-clad legs over the arm.

“I’m back,” he said, with an insolent grin.

“So I see,” said Madelaine, shifting uncomfortably, wondering what wrong deed she’d committed to have Joey Lorenzo reappear in her well-ordered life.

Six years ago they’d been living together—the forty-eight-year-old agent and the twenty-four-year-old actor. Ari unlikely combination, but for eight months it had worked. Then one night she’d arrived home to find Joey gone, along with seven thousand dollars in cash she’d kept in her safe.

Now she was fifty-four and he was thirty and the bastard was back.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice a tight coil of buried anger.

“You’re pissed, aren’t you?” Joey said, nonchalantly, as if he’d merely popped out for cigarettes and a beer. “Really pissed.”

“Yes, Joey, I am,” she said, removing her tortoiseshell glasses and staring at him bitterly. “Wouldn’t you be?”

“Guess you must have wondered what happened to me,” he mumbled.

“Yes, I wondered—about you and about my money.”

“Oh, yeah, your money,” he said, groping in the pocket of his weathered leather jacket and producing a packet of hundred-dollar bills neatly held by a rubber band. “Here’s three thou. I’ll get the rest to you in a coupla weeks.”

She couldn’t believe he was returning her money. It wasn’t all of it, but three thousand dollars was a start, and more than she’d ever expected to see again. She continued staring at him. Six years had done him nothing but favors—he was more handsome than ever. His hair, thick and black, touched the back of his collar—too long, but it didn’t matter. His body was nicely muscled, and she could detect a washboard stomach. He had grown into a man, with knowing black eyes, full, sensual lips and a smile that would melt stronger women than she. She remembered that smile. She also remembered his cock, even though she tried not to. Perfect. Like the rest of him.

Shame he was a thieving sonofabitch.

“What do you want?” she repeated, keeping her voice on the hard side, knowing time had not been as good to her as it had to him. Her reddish hair was flecked with gray. Lines and wrinkles abounded. And she’d put on fifteen pounds of disgusting fat.

“Here’s the thing,” Joey said, fixing her with his intense eyes, seeing right through her. “Before I took off, you’d gotten me two movie roles.”

“That’s right,” she said coldly. “Your career was just about to happen. You ran out on that, too.”

“Somethin’ went down that was outta my control,” he said restlessly.

She refused to give him the satisfaction of begging for an explanation. “I don’t care, Joey,” she said, shuffling a stack of papers on her messy desk. “If you return the rest of my money, we’ll leave it at that.” She paused a moment, remembering the first time he’d walked into her office—a cocky kid from the Midwest, with way too much attitude. She’d seen the potential and decided to help him. There’d followed eight months of craziness and great sex. Eight months she’d never forget.

“I didn’t go to the police,” she said slowly, “even though it’s what I should’ve done.”

He nodded, his face sincere, the faint stubble on his chin adding to his sexy look. “Y’know, Maddy,” he said, “I wouldn’t’ve taken your cash unless it was an emergency.”

She was silent. How many times could she ask him what he wanted from her now? Obviously it wasn’t money.

He broke the silence, placing his hands on her desk. Long, artistic fingers, pianist’s fingers. She noticed his nails were manicured, which surprised her, considering Joey had always favored the macho look. “I need to get back into the business,” he said. “An’ you’re the person can do it for me.”

She raised a disbelieving eyebrow.

“Here’s what I’d like,” he continued. “Another movie. Not TV. I’m not into TV. Fuck that ER shit. I gotta be back on the big screen.”

Well, nobody ever said he didn’t have nerve, Madelaine thought. But surely he didn’t expect her to resurrect a career he’d run out on?

“Joey,” she said, deliberately pacing her words, watching his face as she spoke. “You blew your career, such as it was. You had your shot and you ran.”

“No fuckin’ way!” he shouted, banging his fist on her desk, his dark eyes clouding over. “Don’t you get it? If you did it for me once, you can do it again.”

She felt a moment of pure satisfaction. “I have a reputation to uphold,” Madelaine said. “And I am not about to ruin it by sending you up for anything.”

“That’s bullshit,” he muttered.

“You’re unreliable,” she continued, quite enjoying putting him down. “And worse than that—you’re a thief. No, Joey,” she continued, shaking her head. “I’m afraid I can’t recommend you to anyone, so do yourself a big favor and get out.”

She waited for his anger to deepen, remembering his sometimes violent temper. But this time she wasn’t frightened. Besides, he wouldn’t dare lay a hand on her in her office.

Instead of more anger, he went the other way. Little boy lost. So handsome and alone. She’d never been able to resist that, and he knew it. Joey could turn it on like nobody else.

“Okay, I get it,” he said, pushing his hand through his thick hair. “I’m like yesterday’s news. Nobody’ll hire me. Guess I may as well go back to drivin’ a cab.” He got up and went to the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. “Can I buy you dinner? Try to explain what happened. I owe you that.” His intense eyes tracked her from across the room. “Can I, Maddy?”

She was well aware that, if she accepted, she’d look like a pathetic old fool . . .

It didn’t matter, because there was no way she could resist.

•  •

Joey knew exactly what he was doing, every move thought out way ahead. Dinner at a small Italian restaurant; a bottle of house red wine—three quarters of it drunk by Madelaine, who didn’t realize he wasn’t keeping up. Intimate conversation, mostly about how much he’d missed her, and how great he thought she looked.

Lies, lies, but what did she care? By the time they took a cab back to her apartment on Sixty-sixth Street, she was feeling sexy and womanly and very horny. Joey had fed her some story about a sick aunt in Montana and a family business he’d had to single-handedly save. She didn’t believe him, but so what? He was paying her more attention than anyone had shown her in six years, and she desperately wanted him to make love to her.

Joey didn’t disappoint. His lovemaking was even better than she remembered. Prolonged foreplay; leisurely oral sex; and then long, steady penetration until she cried out in a torrent of ecstasy.

She didn’t feel over fifty and fifteen pounds overweight. Joey made her feel like a beautiful, desirable woman.

He stayed overnight, making love to her again in the morning, his hard body pressing her flesh in the most incredibly exciting way. She knew she was hooked again. One night of lust made up for six years of anger.

“Why didn’t you call me? At least let me know where you were?” she asked plaintively, her fingers trailing up and down his smoothly muscled back.

“I’m here now,” he responded. “Isn’t it enough that I came back?” And his lips pressed down on hers, weakening her crumbling resistance until it ceased to exist.

Two days later he moved back in. A few days after that she asked him to drop by her office.

“I’m sending you up for a small role you could be right for,” she told him. “If you get it, that’ll be a start in the right direction.”

“You’re the best, Maddy,” he said, smiling the irresistible Joey smile.

And she knew she was probably being used, but somehow—once again—it didn’t matter.



CHAPTER

3

TETOU WAS A FAMOUS FISH restaurant perched above the sandy beach between Eden Roc and Juan-les-Pins. Popular for many years, it was an expensive hangout for rich locals and affluent tourists—but then nothing in the south of France was cheap.

Nikki had also invited Harry Solitaire and Pierre Perez to join them. Pierre was a French actor with brooding eyes and a dreamy smile—he’d flown in from Paris that morning and was due to start work on the movie in two days.

“Pierre’s not married,” Nikki whispered as they sat down. “Not even engaged. Use a condom and go for it.”

“Will you stop!” Lara said crossly.

Pierre was as charming as Harry was persistent. Richard glared at them both disapprovingly. He was extremely protective of his ex-wife; she might be a famous movie star, but she was fragile and needed nurturing—only he knew how much.

“Why did you invite these two assholes?” he muttered to Nikki, as Lara parried the attention.

“To piss you off,” Nikki muttered back, grabbing his crotch under the long tablecloth.

“Quit that!” he said sternly.

She grinned. “Why? You know you love it.”

“There’s a time and a place.”

“The time is now,” she said, attempting to unzip his fly.

He couldn’t help smiling as he shifted her hand. Nikki never gave him time to think about other women; she was always up to something.

When dinner was over and they were lingering over coffee, Harry leaped to his feet. He lived for locations. A legitimate separation from his wife was one of the perks of being an actor. “Let’s go dancing,” he suggested enthusiastically. “I know a terrific place in Monte Carlo.”

“Count me out,” Lara said quickly.

“Why?” Harry persisted, his eyes saying, You like me, don’t you? You’re attracted to me—so come on, let’s get down and dirty.

“I have lines to go over,” she demurred.

“Perhaps five minutes in the casino?” Pierre suggested.

She glanced at Richard for help. He rallied immediately. Now that he wasn’t her husband he was forever her knight in slightly tarnished armor. “As Lara’s director,” he said, sounding a tad pompous, “I have to agree with her. We’re taking her home.”

“Christ!” Nikki muttered under her breath. “Why?”

“What?” Richard said irritably.

“Let her go,” Nikki insisted, glaring at him.

He returned her glare with one of his own. “Lara’s free to do as she likes. She wants to come home with us.”

“Don’t talk about me as if I’m not here,” Lara interrupted, sensing tension.

“You have an early call,” Richard said possessively. “You should come home.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Lara retorted, a glint of annoyance suddenly surfacing.

Harry got the picture and quickly helped her up, gallantly escorting her to the door. “Your ex still has a hard-on for you,” he said in a half-amused, half-pissed-off voice.

“Excuse me?” she said coolly.

“It’s obvious,” he said as they stood outside the restaurant, the warm Mediterranean air ruffling her honey-colored hair, now freed from the excruciating curls she’d worn earlier.

She shook her head. “You’re wrong.”

“Oh no I’m not,” he said, grabbing her hand and running her across the busy coast road to the parking lot.

“I am not going dancing, Harry,” she said firmly.

“Don’t be foolish, Lara,” he said, still flirting. “I give you my word as an Englishman that I will not attack you.”

“I’m so relieved,” she replied with a sarcastic edge. They held a long, steady look, then the others joined them.

“Come along, sweetheart,” Richard said, taking her arm and hustling her toward his car.

Lara didn’t like his proprietary attitude, and she noticed Nikki was not thrilled either.

“You know what,” she said, loosening Richard’s grip. “I’m taking Pierre up on the casino idea. Not that I gamble, but I’d enjoy seeing the inside of a French casino. Is it like Vegas?”

Pierre smiled his dreamy smile. Harry scowled. Richard began to object, but Nikki stopped him. “Have a good time,” she said with an encouraging wink, giving Lara a little shove toward Pierre’s car. “And don’t worry, we won’t wait up!”

•  •

The casino in Monte Carlo was not like Vegas at all, it was an imposing building located in a busy square close to the sea. Accompanied by Pierre and Harry, who’d insisted on coming too, Lara walked around, watching the avid players intent on losing their money. Old women in beaded evening gowns, bedecked with expensive jewels, played next to obvious rogues busy piling stacks of chips on their lucky numbers as the roulette wheel turned; steely eyed card sharks sat next to stone-faced blondes at the blackjack tables; craps, chemin de fer and other games abounded.

“It’s so . . . unbelievably grand,” Lara said, groping for the right description. “Almost from another era.”

“Rather decadent,” Harry said with a jolly laugh. “I like it!”

An alert floor manager with shoe-polish black hair and a matching dinner jacket swooped down, landing on Lara with an ingratiating smile. “Mademoiselle Ivory, it is a pleasure to welcome you to our casino,” he said in velvety tones. “Would you and your friends care for a drink?”

“No, thank you,” she said, introducing Harry and Pierre.

The manager’s whiter-than-white smile was in overdrive. “Anything at all we can get for you, please do not hesitate to ask.”

She smiled back.

“You are a wonderful actress, Mademoiselle Ivory,” the manager added, his English impeccable.

Lara dazzled him with another smile. “Thank you.”

He was on a roll. “And may I say that in person you are even more beautiful.”

Excessive compliments bothered her. Even after all this time, she still felt a deep flush of embarrassment when people singled her out. They had no idea who she really was. Nobody knew the true story—not even Richard, and he’d gotten closer to her than anybody.

“She certainly is,” Harry said, hanging in because only he knew the way to her villa, so good-bye, Pierre.

“Will you be playing tonight?” the casino manager asked. Finished with her beauty and talent, he now wanted her money.

She smiled sweetly. “Perhaps another time.” The manager drifted away. She turned to Pierre. “Shall we go?”

Pierre took her arm. Harry moved protectively in on her other side. Together they escorted her to the door.

Lurking on the steps outside the casino were several paparazzi. They sprang into action, yelling her name, flashguns bursting with light all around her.

Automatically she shielded her eyes, as Harry quickly distanced himself, making it appear that she and Pierre were a couple.

Great, Lara thought, now I’ll be all over the tabloids. She hated being linked to someone she hardly knew. Last month she’d been in the same restaurant as Kevin Costner, and the supermarket rags had written they were planning marriage!

The paparazzi chased them all the way to their cars. Harry was furious; he couldn’t make his move without being photographed. His wife was a jealous woman who wouldn’t appreciate late-night photos of him and the delectable Ms. Ivory getting into a car together, while she sat at home in Fulham with two under-five children and his seventy-six-year-old mother. He had no choice but to allow Lara to go with Pierre.

However, all was not lost. He had a plan. Jumping in his rented Renault, he stuck close behind Pierre’s car as they moved off into traffic.

As soon as he was sure they were not being followed, he began honking his horn and flashing his lights, forcing Pierre to pull over.

“What’s the matter?” Lara asked, as Harry leaned in the window.

“Richard insisted I drive you home,” he said. “I promised I would.”

“Why?”

“Because Pierre will never find the house.”

“Of course he will.”

“Do you have the address?”

“No . . .” she said, hesitating for a moment. “But it’s in St. Paul de Vence. I’m sure I can direct him.”

“There’s a hundred twists and turns up there. You’ll have to come with me, otherwise you’ll be driving around all night.”

“Harry—”

He shrugged as if he didn’t care. “Listen, luv, whatever you want.”

What she didn’t want was to be lost in the hills with a French actor she hardly knew. “You’re right,” she said, reluctantly getting out of Pierre’s car and into Harry’s.

Pierre was not upset. It was late and he was tired—too tired to try scoring with an exquisite American movie star who would probably reject him anyway. Besides, his real preference was men—a secret he’d managed to keep to himself, not wanting to ruin his blossoming career as a leading man.

Lara waved good-bye to Pierre, settling back in the passenger seat of Harry’s Renault. She closed her eyes and decided she must have been crazy to leave the security of Nikki and Richard to run around Monte Carlo with a couple of actors. Why did she always manage to do the wrong thing?

For a moment her mind drifted and she thought about Lee Randolph, her former boyfriend. Lee was a genuinely nice guy—admittedly not the most exciting man in the world, but he’d satisfied her needs.

What were her needs?

Someone to cuddle up with. A warm body in the middle of the night. Occasional sex. Companionship.

Christ, Lara, you sound as if you’re seventy-five!

She frowned.

Harry glanced over at her. “Don’t look so happy,” he chided.

“I was thinking.”

“What about?”

“My ex-lover, if you must know.”

“Did you dump him?”

“He dumped me, actually.”

Harry laughed disbelievingly. “That’s impossible.”

“Told me he couldn’t take the heat.”

“You have to be joking.”

A long, deep sigh. “I’m not.”

Harry considered the possibilities of a red-blooded male actually dumping Lara Ivory. It seemed highly unlikely. “Why would he do a thing like that?” he asked at last. “Was the fool brain-dead?”

“Too much attention,” Lara said wryly. “And all directed at me.”

“You need to be with a fellow actor,” Harry said confidently. “We know how to share.”

Sure, Lara thought. The only thing actors know how to share is a scene, and then they’ll kill for the close-ups.

She’d met enough megalomaniac actors in her time—all different and all the same.

The movie star with the polished pecs and the wry humor. He was addicted to steroids and only slept with models.

The macho action hero with the slit eyes and thin smile. He got off beating up on women and sexually abusing them—but only if they were below the line and couldn’t fight back.

The popular black star who only considered busty blondes candidates for his extremely large waterbed.

The charismatic king of comedy with the enormous dick who was currently screwing his children’s nanny.

And the “serious” New York actor who could only get it up for transvestites.

Ah yes, movie stars, a charming, well-adjusted bunch.

While she was busy with her thoughts, Harry seized his opportunity. Swerving the car to the side of the road, he leaned over, pressing his warm lips down on hers.

“Harry!” she exclaimed, managing to push him away. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Words tumbled from his mouth in a senseless torrent as his hands went for her breasts. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Lara . . . so gorgeous . . . the first time I saw you . . . my wife’s a cold fish . . . we never sleep together . . . maybe a couple of times in the last year . . . my cock bums for you . . .”

She slapped him hard across the face—a theatrical gesture, but one that seemed to work.

“Good God!” he exclaimed, stopping his extended grope.

“Harry,” she said, sounding more calm than she felt. “Get control of yourself. I do not get involved with married men, so kindly start the car and take me home.” He slumped away from her like a rejected fool. “It’s not that I don’t find you attractive,” she continued, her voice softening. “But everyone has to stick to their principles.”

Her smooth words soothed him. “Sorry, Lara,” he muttered, quite abashed. “It won’t happen again.”

You bet it won’t, she thought. ’Cause this is the one and only time I’ll find myself alone in a car with you.

“I’ll forget if you will,” she said quietly, saving his damaged pride.

“Thanks,” he mumbled, and drove her to the villa, where Richard waited at the front gate, standing outside like a protective father.

“Wasn’t sure you had your keys,” Richard said, glaring at Harry.

Lara marched into the villa without a word to either of them.

Men! If only she could find one worth keeping, then maybe she’d be happy.

Or would she?

Could anyone make her forget the dark memories of her past?

Could anyone make everything all right?
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ALISON SEWELL WAS NEVER A pretty girl, never the one the boys wanted to party with. She was always the outcast, a loner with no friends. Hefty and round faced, by the time she was fourteen, she already weighed over a hundred and sixty pounds. The kids at school taunted her, calling her all sorts of names. “Sewer” was a favorite; “The Dump” and “Big Boy,” two others. Just because her mother made her cut her hair in a manly crop, it wasn’t fair to call her Big Boy—that was downright mean. But Alison didn’t care, she knew she was smarter than all of them, even though she managed to flunk most subjects.

“You’re an idiot,” her father often said to her.

Then one day he fell off a ladder, hitting his head and suffering an untimely death. Who was the idiot now? she thought.

Shortly after her father passed away, Alison and her mother, Rita, a small sparrow of a woman who worked as a laundress at a downtown hotel, moved in with Rita’s brother, Cyril. He lived in a small, ramshackle house a short walk from the seediest part of Hollywood Boulevard. He was divorced and childless, and since he had recently broken his leg while “on the job,” he needed help.

On the job for Cyril was photographing celebrities—usually when they didn’t care to be photographed. He hung around outside popular restaurants and clubs, camera at the ready, grabbing any shots he could. His big claim to fame was catching Madonna and Sean Penn in a steamy embrace before anyone knew they were a couple. Pure luck, really. But he made plenty of money from those particular photos, and garnered a modicum of respect from the other freelancers, who couldn’t believe Cyril had finally scored.

Alison was fascinated by Uncle Cyril; to her he was a celebrity himself. As soon as he recovered from his broken leg, she began following him around, watching in awe as he went about his job. Since Cyril had no children of his own, he didn’t mind Alison trailing him, especially as she was strong enough to carry his equipment and big enough to shove other photographers out of his way—a task she seemed to relish.

By the time she reached the age of twenty, Alison was taking pictures too. She knew where to go to catch the famous faces, and she didn’t care what she had to do to get the shot. She proved herself more tenacious than Uncle Cyril, aggressively chasing her famous subjects into their cars and limos if they failed to cooperate, taunting them with insults—and getting away with it because she was a female, and they didn’t dare fight back.

Uncle Cyril said she was a natural, but the other photographers loathed her. They nicknamed her “The Hun” and steered clear.

Over the years, Alison made some good scores. Whitney Houston screaming at Bobby Brown outside The Peninsula. Charlie Sheen screaming at her as she chased him and his sexy date to his limo. A disheveled Jack Nicholson exiting a club. A drunken Charlie Dollar falling down a flight of stairs. An abashed Hugh Grant outside the police station after being arrested for dallying with a prostitute. And Kim and Alec with their baby—a rare sighting.

And then, one day, Lara Ivory came into her life, and everything changed.

Obsession wasn’t the word for it.
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FRENCH SUMMER WAS ALMOST FINISHED, and Lara felt the usual sadness that always came over her when filming ended. Making a movie, especially on location, was like becoming part of an extended family. The family she didn’t have. The nice thing was that everyone—from the hair and makeup people to the teamsters and grips—looked out for her. She was a special favorite with film crews, because even though she was an enormous star, she wasn’t a prima donna, and she knew how to treat everyone with fairness and respect. Most of the male members of the crew usually fell in love with her. And why not? She was exquisitely beautiful with a gorgeous body, and as if that wasn’t enough, she was smart, friendly and a good sport.

Nikki had organized a lavish wrap party to take place at the rented villa. There were huge tables of food set up in the garden, and plenty of beer, wine and spirits to accommodate the mostly English crew. The tennis court had been transformed into a flashy disco, complete with a dreadlocked disc jockey who was into sixties soul.

“Everything looks wonderful,” Lara exclaimed, emerging from her room, dressed in a filmy white sleeveless dress and flat sandals. Her skin glowed, and her shoulder-length hair was freshly washed.

“Enough with the wonderful shit,” Nikki responded, hands on black-leather-clad hips. “I worked my butt off to make damn sure it’s the wrap of the year. I want everyone to know that when they work on a Richard Barry movie, they know they’re appreciated.”

“I hope Richard appreciates you,” Lara remarked.

“He’d better,” Nikki said with a grin.

“You’ve been so good for him,” Lara continued. “He’s a much nicer person.”

“Want him back?” Nikki asked jokingly.

Lara laughed. “No, thank you.”

“That’s good,” Nikki said with another wide grin. “ ’Cause he’s totally unavailable.”

As if he sensed he was the subject of discussion, Richard appeared, strolling out to the garden, wearing beige linen pants and a casual silk shirt.

“Hmm . . . He even dresses better now,” Lara remarked.

“Of course,” Nikki said. “I drag him to Neiman’s twice a year and make him spend all his money!”

“Are you two talking about me again?” he asked, as usual pretending not to enjoy the attention.

“You know, Richard,” Lara said, lightly touching his arm, “you’re incredibly lucky to have found a woman who cares so much about you.”

“Hey—” Richard objected. “What about her? She got me!”

“Ah . . . the ego gets bigger and bigger,” Lara murmured.

“And that’s not all,” Nikki said with a lewd wink, flinging her arms around Richard’s waist and hugging him.

“Seriously though,” Lara said. “I couldn’t be happier for the two of you.”

“Now all we have to do is find the right guy for you,” Nikki said.

“I keep telling you,” Lara said patiently. “I’m perfectly content by myself.”

“Bullshit!” snorted Nikki. “Everyone needs somebody.”

“I’m sure Lara is quite capable of finding him on her own,” Richard said, irritated that Nikki was so intent on setting Lara up.

Lara wished they’d both leave her in peace. She was happy by herself—most of the time. “I’m going to miss you guys,” she said wistfully. “It won’t be the same without you.”

“You’ll be slaving so hard on The Dreamer you won’t even notice we’re gone,” Nikki said, referring to Lara’s next movie, which started principal photography in the Hamptons in a week.

“I want to work with you two again,” Lara said. “This was a memorable experience.”

“Tell your agent,” Nikki said crisply. “According to him, you’re booked for the next three years.”

“Nonsense!”

“Richard,” Nikki nudged her husband, excitement lighting her face. “Shall I tell Lara about the book I took an option on?”

“What book?” Lara asked curiously. “And why are you mentioning it now when I’m practically out of here?”

“It’s called Revenge,” Nikki said, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. “A true story about a schoolteacher who gets gang-raped, nearly dies, then recovers and exacts her own form of punishment.”

“Sounds exciting.”

“I’m producing,” Nikki announced proudly. “My first attempt.”

“That’s great!”

“Richard’s promised to help—which means he’ll be keeping a steely eye on everything I do. I’m going for a hot young director. Unfortunately, it’s a depressingly low budget. But the lead’s a fantastic role for an actress.”

“I don’t get it,” Lara said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Nikki shot a baleful glare at Richard. “He said I shouldn’t bug you.”

“Which is exactly what you’re doing now,” Richard interrupted, with a what-am-I-going-to-do-with-you look. “I’ve told you, Nikki, this is not the kind of movie Lara would be interested in.”

“Do you have a script yet?” Lara asked.

“Nothing I’m satisfied with.”

“I’d love to read it.”

“Just for fun?” Nikki asked hopefully.

“I’m curious to see what you’re letting yourself in for.”

“She has no idea,” Richard said dryly. “Try stopping her—I can’t.”

“Isn’t that what life’s all about?” Lara said gently. “Helping other people achieve their dreams?”

“Right on!” agreed Nikki, squeezing Richard’s arm. “And when I’m a big, fat mega-rich producer with an out-of-control coke habit, a live-in stud and a majorly inflated budget, the first person I’ll hire will be Richard Barry—who by that time will be an ancient, out-of-shape drunk, living in Santa Barbara with nothing but his memories and a couple of senile old dogs.”

“Thanks, darling,” Richard said ruefully. “You sure know how to make a person feel good about himself.”

“Only joking.”

“Like I didn’t know that?”

“Don’t get uptight.”

“Who’s uptight?”

“You two,” Lara said, shaking her head and laughing. “You’re acting like a road-show version of Virginia Woolf!”

“Let’s go get a drink,” said Richard. “We may as well be first.”

•  •

Much later in the evening, Harry Solitaire grabbed Lara on the dance floor. He was sweating through his red polo shirt, and his hands were clammy as he placed them clumsily on her shoulders. His wife, a pleasant-looking English girl who had arrived in time to spend the last weekend with her husband, sat in a corner conversing with the first A.D. Lara felt sorry for the poor girl. After Harry’s aborted attempt at making it with Lara, he’d had a series of one-nighters that had included her stand-in, the continuity woman and two extras. There was no such thing as a secret fuck on location; everyone knew the moment it happened.

“I want to thank you for not saying anything about the other night,” he said, shooting a furtive glance at his wife, feverishly hoping the first A.D. was not saying anything he shouldn’t.

“Why don’t you try being a gentleman and stop cheating on your wife?” Lara suggested. “What would you do if she carried on the same way?”

“She wouldn’t,” Harry said gruffly.

“Maybe she should,” Lara retorted crisply. “See how you’d like it.”

“My wife’s not that kind of woman,” he said, sweat beading his upper lip.

“What makes you so sure?”

“It’s different for men,” he said, as if she should understand. “Everyone knows that.”

“No,” Lara said unwaveringly, “that’s where you’re wrong.”

Harry was not about to argue. He had the delectable Lara Ivory in his arms, and this was his last chance to score. He pulled her so close she could feel his erection pressing against her thigh. Before she could move away, he managed a sly “I’d give my left ball to make love to you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, grow up, Harry,” she said, pushing him away and leaving the dance floor.

Wrap parties. Sometimes they were too much of a good thing.

•  •

The next morning, Lara departed early for the airport. Nikki and Richard came to the door of the villa to see her off, both clad in terry-cloth bathrobes, bleary-eyed with monster hangovers.

“Can’t believe it’s over,” Nikki said, stretching her arms high above her head.

“I know what you mean,” Lara agreed. “I feel the same way.”

“Be sure to look after yourself, sweetheart,” Richard said, squeezing her hand. “Anything you need—call me. You know I’m always here for you. Day or night.”

“I hate good-byes,” Lara said, giving them each a quick hug and jumping in the car. She didn’t look back as the car left the driveway.

Her loyal assistant, Cassie, met her at Nice airport. Cassie was an overweight woman in her mid-thirties who bore a fleeting resemblance to Elizabeth Taylor in her Larry Fortensky years. She’d worked for Lara for six years and made sure everything went smoothly. Today she was anxious to get Lara on the plane to Paris, where they would make a connection to New York.

“I’m tired,” Lara said, yawning.

“You don’t look it.”

A man from the airline fell all over himself to help them aboard. Another airline representative met them in Paris and escorted them to their Air France flight to New York. Lara settled into her first-class window seat. Cassie handed her the script of The Dreamer and a large plastic bottle of Evian water.

“Thanks,” she said, taking an unladylike swig. “If I fall asleep, don’t wake me.”

“Not even for food?”

“No, Cassie, especially not for food!”

A businessman across the aisle was stretching his neck to get a better look at her. Finally he couldn’t stand it any longer and came over. “Lara Ivory,” he said, his middle-aged voice filled with a mixture of awe and admiration.

“That’s me,” she said brightly, knowing exactly what he would say next.

She was right. “You’re far more beautiful in the flesh,” he managed.

She smiled, dazzling him—even though it was still morning and she had on casual clothes and hardly any makeup. “Thank you,” she murmured.

Cassie ran interference, placing her considerable bulk between Lara and her admiring fan.

He took the hint and returned to his seat.

“Civilians!” Cassie muttered.

Lara wondered what it would be like to go out with a civilian. The only men she came in contact with were connected to movies—actors, producers, directors, the crew. She’d met Lee while working on a film. Richard had set up their first date. Lee had been painfully shy, a condition not helped by being thrust into the limelight as her boyfriend. They’d spent a year together, mostly at her house in L.A. She’d known two months before the breakup that the end was coming. There was no passion left in their relationship, and Lee clearly wasn’t happy living in her shadow. Plus she was being tracked obsessively by a stalker, which made him crazy. Eventually they’d agreed to part, amicably, and she hadn’t heard from him since.

“The steward wondered if he could get your autograph,” Cassie said.

“Sure,” she replied. “Tell him to come over.”

A few minutes later, the steward—a gay guy with impossibly long eyelashes and gentle eyes, knelt beside her seat. “I’m so sorry to disturb you, Ms. Ivory,” he said in reverent tones. “Only my friend would draw and quarter me if I dared to come home without your signature. Is it a terrible imposition if I ask you to sign his book?”

“Of course not,” she replied, with a faint smile. “Do you have a pen?”

“Right here,” he said, fumbling in his pocket.

“What’s your friend’s name?” she asked, taking the blue leather-bound book from him.

“Put ‘To Sam, the man of my dreams.’ ”

Graciously she did as he requested. Some stars wouldn’t sign autographs at all, others made their fans pay for it. Lara felt privileged that she got asked. Being a movie star was a big responsibility—people looked up to her. She remembered seeing Demi Moore on David Letterman once, stripping down to an almost nonexistent bikini. At the time, Demi was the highest-paid female star in the world, and it seemed so dumb that she would get up and blow her image in front of millions of viewers, becoming just another babe with a body. Of course, she’d redeemed herself with a stellar performance in G.I. Jane, but was that enough?

Lara slept most of the journey, waking half an hour before their arrival in New York. She’d hoped to get to L.A., to spend a few days at her house, but there wasn’t time. Three frantic days of costume fittings and interviews in New York, and then she had to leave for the house the studio had rented for her in the Hamptons. Cassie had flown in several weeks earlier to check the place out. “It’s absolutely your style,” Cassie had assured her. “Very Martha Stewart—comfortable, with a pretty garden and beach access. Oh yes, and you’ll love this. It’s extremely private.”

Cassie knew her well, when she wasn’t working she loved seclusion. Parties and nightlife were not for her.

A limo took her straight to the St. Regis Hotel, where she was booked into the Oriental Suite—courtesy of Orpheus Studios, who were in charge of her for the next seven weeks while she shot The Dreamer, a light comedy about two divorced people who meet, fall in love, fall out of love and finally get together for good. It was a contemporary piece, a welcome change from Richard’s film, where day after day she’d been locked into excruciatingly uncomfortable period gowns. She’d loved making the movie—hated wearing the clothes.

Her costar in The Dreamer was Kyle Carson—a bankable star who’d recently separated from his wife of seventeen years. Lara had met Kyle briefly at several industry events, and he’d seemed attractive and charming. She hoped his recent separation hadn’t changed him.

The director was Miles Kieffer, an old friend, who’d directed her in her first movie.

The hotel staff greeted her with welcoming smiles, remembering her last visit. She was gracious to everyone, it wasn’t in her nature to be otherwise.

The manager personally ushered her upstairs to the sumptuous suite, making sure she had everything she required.

She often reflected on the strangeness of her life. Limos and rented houses, first-class travel, everybody ready to grant her slightest whim. It was understandable that movie stars grew to believe their own publicity and in their own importance. They were so protected and cosseted that reality ceased to exist.

She’d been thinking about Nikki’s project and wanted to read the book. She called out to Cassie, who was in the bedroom, busily unpacking for her. “Do me a favor, Cass,” she said, wandering into the room. “Call Barnes & Noble and have them send over a copy of Revenge.”

“It’s done,” Cassie said, heading for the phone.

The book arrived within the hour. After eating a light room-service dinner, she sat down to read.

She read way into the night, finally falling asleep with the book in her lap. She awoke early, and at 9:00 A.M. New York time, called her agent in L.A.

“Quinn,” she said. “Is it true I’m booked for the next three years?”

“You’re as busy as you want to be, Lara,” Quinn replied, struggling to wake up. “I could have you working steadily for three, four, five years—take your pick.”

“What if I felt like making a small, low-budget movie?”

That really woke him. “Why would you even consider such a thing?” he asked, alarm creeping into his voice.

“Could I do it?” she persisted.

“It’s possible.” A pause. “Is there something I should know about?”

“Not right now.”

“Good,” he said, relieved. “Can I go back to sleep?”

“You certainly can.” Thoughtfully she replaced the receiver. Quinn was an excellent agent, but like most agents, his prime interest was making money.

She pictured his face if she told him she wished to do Nikki’s film.

And if the script turned out to be as powerful as the book, there was a strong possibility that’s exactly what she might do.
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THEY FORMED A GROUP IN the corner of the room—two casting women, the male director and a female producer. Joey concentrated on the women. One by one, he made eye contact with them, giving each a powerful stare—penetrating looks that signaled If this were another time—another place—I’d like to fuck you until you screamed for mercy. Women could always read his silent looks; it worked every time.

The female producer—Joey found her pretty in an older bimbo kind of way—cleared her throat. He knew she must have humped some poor schmuck to get this gig. Maybe she was even married to the geezer.

The two casting women were opposites. One young, one old. One fair, one dark. One short, the other tall. What they had in common was that they were both unattractive. No matter. He gave them the treatment anyway.

The director was a white male, apparently straight, married, with a shiny gold wedding ring to prove it.

“Are you prepared to read?” the female producer asked.

Joey nodded, glancing briefly at the pages he’d been studying in the waiting room. Then he placed them, typed-side down, on a table and performed the scene from memory, with the younger casting woman reading the other role. He gave it his best, and when he was finished he knew that he’d managed to impress them.

The older casting woman lowered her spectacles, staring directly at him. “Weren’t you in Solid?” she asked.

“S’right,” he responded, pleased she remembered.

“That was—”

“Six years ago,” he interrupted, saying it first so it didn’t seem as if he had anything to hide.

“What have you done since then?” asked the director, twisting his wedding ring as if he wanted to wrench it off his finger.

“My mother got sick,” Joey said, turning on the sincerity full voltage. “Hadda go home and look after the family.”

“I’m so sorry,” gushed the female producer, playing with a strand of stringy, blond hair. “I do hope she’s better now.”

“No,” Joey replied in his best little-boy-lost voice. “She uh . . . died. I stayed to see my little sister through school.”

“That’s so caring you would do that,” exclaimed the younger casting woman, hungry eyes coming on to him.

“Well . . .” he said modestly. “Now I’m back, an’ I gotta get my career goin’ again.”

“This is a very small role,” warned the director.

“Can’t expect the lead every time,” Joey quipped.

“Nice reading,” said the female producer.

“Thanks for coming in,” said the director.

“We’ll be in touch with your agent,” said the older casting woman.

Joey knew dismissal when it was staring him in the face. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t get hired. They liked him. He could tell.

He exited the office with a jaunty swagger. Outside, in the waiting room, were a dozen young actors sweating their turn. “Don’t bother,” he informed them, cracking his knuckles. “I nailed it.”

Nothing like making them feel insecure.

Three days later he got the part.

“It’s decent money,” Madelaine informed him. “Three days’ work spread out over two weeks’ location in the Hamptons—they’ll pay for your hotel and a reasonable per diem. Don’t let me down, Joey.”

“Would I do that, Maddy?” he asked, his tone innocent.

That night he satisfied her in bed, sending her to sleep with a smile on her face. He’d slipped a Halcion into her decaf cappuccino, causing her to sleep so soundly that she was unaware of his going when he left the apartment.

He roamed the streets restlessly, finally going into a strip club and paying a cheap-looking girl with large, silicone-enhanced breasts to perform a private lap dance. She did nothing for him. She was a whore. He hated her. Why did he keep on punishing himself with fast, cheap sex that meant nothing?

He took a cab back to Madelaine’s apartment and eased into bed beside her. He thought about the nights ahead of him, before the shoot started. He’d never had a relationship that meant a damn thing. Never. In this life you had to use or get used. Sex was power. That was it, and that was all.

He lay on his back, eyes wide open, unable to sleep.

Sometimes the screaming in his head was so loud it was impossible to live with.

•  •

Madelaine took out insurance and paid for Joey to go to an acting coach. Even though he’d let her down once, she was so pathetically grateful to have him back, she convinced herself he would never leave her again. Somehow she managed to ignore the nagging voice of her subconscious that kept assuring her he would.

Patsy Boon, Joey’s acting coach, was a big, brassy Australian blonde who favored billowy caftans and addressed him as “sweetie”: “Do it this way, sweetie.” “Never slouch, sweetie.” “Pitch is everything, sweetie.”

Patsy chain-drank tea and spent half her time in the bathroom, but she gave him confidence. He hadn’t acted in six years and he needed the reassurance that he could still do it.

Of course he immediately charmed Patsy, and she soon offered extra coaching for free.

By the time he set off on location, he felt pretty secure and ready to deliver a worthy performance—one that might get him noticed and back on track. Fuck it. He had no time to waste.

As soon as he arrived in the Hamptons, Madelaine called. “What’s the hotel like?” she asked.

“Small, nothin’ fancy.”

“I thought I might come down for the weekend—spend a couple of days.”

“That’d be great, Maddy.”

No. It wouldn’t. He didn’t want the cast and crew knowing he was schtupping an old bag. Even worse—an old-bag agent. They’d all think she’d gotten him the part. Truth was, she hadn’t. His talent had gotten him the part. His presence.

He was smart enough not to put her off, though. At the last minute he’d think of something to keep her safely in New York.

He was supposed to go straight to the wardrobe trailer and get fitted for his clothes. Instead he took a stroll around, getting his bearings. Parked behind the hotel were the huge mobile movie trailers, lined up like a long circus procession. Clothes, makeup, camera equipment, props, lighting, the stars’ trailers and a scattering of trucks and cars driven by union men who sat around swapping dirty jokes and playing cards. Joey checked out the names on the stars’ trailers. Kyle Carson. Lara Ivory. One of these days maybe his name would be on the side of a trailer. Joey Lorenzo. That would be a day to make him proud.

After exploring, he went back to his room and took a shot of vodka from the minibar. It wasn’t like he had a drinking problem, he simply wanted to be as relaxed and charming as possible when he hit the set.

The truth was he wanted everyone to love him.



CHAPTER

7

“I WANT TO READ THE script before anyone else,” Lara said, holding the phone away from her ear as Roxy, her hair person, attempted to streak her hair, folding thin strands of honey-blond locks into skinny strips of tinfoil.

“You loved the book that much?” Nikki exclaimed excitedly.

“Couldn’t put it down. I was up all night reading. I look like Quasimodo today.”

“Yeah, sure,” muttered Roxy. “In a freakin’ pig’s ear.” Roxy was a Brooklyn girl with razor-cut bright red hair, a skinny body and several fierce-looking body piercings. She’d done Lara’s hair on three movies, and they had a congenial working relationship.

“I should have something I’m happy with soon,” Nikki said. “Maybe I’ll deliver it myself, spend a day or two.”

“Will Richard allow you to do that?”

“Allow me!” Nikki said, laughing. “Are you serious? Besides, when we get back to L.A. he’ll be shut in the editing rooms eighteen hours a day—you know what he’s like when he’s finishing a movie.”

“Yes, I remember,” Lara said, recalling many long and lonely nights.

“I’m completely psyched you like the book!” Nikki said.

“It’s very empowering.”

“True story. I met the woman it happened to; she’s a real survivor.”

“Get me a script as soon as possible,” Lara said. “If it’s as strong as the book, we’re in business.”

“Oh, wow! This is crazy.”

“Why?”

“ ’Cause there’s no way we can afford you.”

“How about scale and a piece of the action?”

“Quinn would never let you do that.”

“I spoke to him this morning.”

“You did?”

“He may think he controls my career—the truth is, I’m in charge.”

“Tell me about it,” Nikki said knowingly. “Everybody imagines you’re this delicate little flower, but underneath the sweetness lies a heart of stone, right?”

Lara chuckled. “Right.”

“And talking of your stony heart, you’d better find someone to date on this movie. You’re definitely in need of thawing out.”

“How many times must I tell you?” Lara sighed. “I’m perfectly happy on my own.”

“In that case I’m buying you a vibrator for your birthday.”

“You’re vulgar, you know that?”

“What’s vulgar about a vibrator? It’s better than a man any day, and vibrators don’t give you any shit. They’re reliable, always on time and you don’t have to look your best.”

Lara laughed and hung up.

“Did I hear the word ‘vibrator’?” Roxy asked, skillfully folding tinfoil.

“My friend Nikki,” Lara replied. “All she’s interested in is fixing me up.”

“Nikki . . . Nikki . . . isn’t she the costume designer who married your ex-husband?”

“That’s her.”

“Jeez—you’re understanding,” Roxy said, rolling her eyes. “I got two exes, an’ if I see either of ’em walkin’ down the street, I cross over to avoid ’em. They’re both bastards. One of ’em was screwin’ my sister—an’ the other one I caught wearin’ my best black dress along with my gold evening shoes. How’s that for balls of steel?”

“I’m sure you handled it perfectly.”

“You bet! I raced into Bloomingdale’s, charged five thousand bucks’ worth of designer clothes on his credit card, then divorced the cross-dressing sonofabitch.” She shrieked with laughter. “I wasn’t around to see his face when he got the bill—gotta hunch he’s still payin’ it off.”

Lara smiled. For as long as she’d known Roxy there had always been tales of dastardly men who’d done her wrong. Yoko, her regular makeup person, also had man problems, as did Angie, her stand-in. It was nice that on this movie she’d be surrounded by familiar faces—women she’d worked with before and enjoyed having around.

“Did you run into Mr. Carson yet?” Roxy asked, standing back to admire her work.

“Not yet.”

“Major babe,” Roxy said, sucking in her cheeks.

“What’s his reputation?” Lara asked, knowing that Roxy always had the inside story.

Roxy spoke and worked at the same time. “His wife threw him out on account of the fact she found him playin’ you show me yours, I’ll show you mine with some bimbo TV anchor. I should be so lucky. A week later she ran off with her trainer. Word is, Kyle wants wifey pie back, ’cause she’s goin’ for half his fortune. An’ since he’s made like, a jillion movies in the last ten years, she could score big.”

“Very big.”

“You know what surprises me about guys?” Roxy said, raising her thinly penciled eyebrows.

“What?” Lara asked, amused.

“They’re always ready to give up their pissy little dicks, but when it comes to money, they hang on like we’re nailin’ their precious balls to the hood of a 1965 Cadillac!”

“You’re so eloquent,” Lara said, still smiling.

“Yeah, that’s what my date said the other night—right after I told him to screw off on account of the fact he came all over my new Anne Klein skirt.”

“Roxy!”

“Well, he did,” she said indignantly. “What was I supposed to do? Kiss him? I don’t think so.”

As Roxy finished twisting the last strip of tinfoil, there was a knock on the trailer door.

“Who is it?” Roxy yelled out.

The door opened a few inches and Kyle Carson stuck his head in. He was good-looking in a laid-back way—kind of a latter-day Gary Cooper. He had an easygoing smile and fine brown hair that seemed to be thinning in the front, although a cunning hairpiece hid this fact from his adoring fans.

“Hello,” he said. “Is Lara Ivory around?”

Lara twisted in her chair. “You’ve caught me in my tinfoil,” she said, pulling a rueful face.

“Will it embarrass you if I come in?”

“Not at all.”

“Hi,” he said, ambling inside. “I’ve heard nothing but good things about working with you. I’m delighted we’re finally doing it.”

“So am I,” she said, as he moved over to shake her hand. “And meet Roxy, she’s the hair genius who always makes me look good.”

“Oh, yeah,” Roxy muttered. “It takes a lot of geniuses to make you look good.”

“Thought I should come find you,” Kyle said. “Since we’re starting work tomorrow.” He was staring. Her beauty was very evident in spite of her tinfoiled hair. “Uh . . . if there’s anything I can do for you—if you’d like to run lines before we get together in front of the camera, that’s fine with me. Maybe dinner at the hotel tonight?”

“I’m not staying at the hotel,” Lara replied. “The studio’s rented me a house.”

“That’s what they were going to do for me,” he said. “Only I figured since I recently separated from my wife, I wouldn’t enjoy being stuck alone in a house. Thought a hotel might make things easier.”

“I’m sure you’re right,” she agreed.

“You do know I’m separated?” he asked, making sure she was aware he was semiavailable.

“I heard.”

“About tonight—I could drop by your house if that makes it easier for you.”

“You know, Kyle, I just got back from Europe, and I’m still jet-lagged. Would you mind if we rehearsed on the set tomorrow?”

“Hey,” he shrugged. “Simply trying to accommodate you.”

“That’s very sweet, I appreciate it.”

He gave her another easygoing smile before exiting the trailer.

“Oh boy,” Roxy said.

“Has he got a hot nut for you!” “He’s being polite,” Lara said.

“Polite my ass—he was drooling all over you.” Roxy sighed wistfully. “But then, they all do, don’t they? You ever get sick of it?”

“It’s the image they drool over,” Lara replied thoughtfully. “As an actress I create characters on the screen people fall in love with.”

“You call it love—I call it lust!” Roxy said with a dirty laugh. “I gotta tell you, there’s not a guy I know that doesn’t wanna screw you.”

“Thanks, Roxy,” Lara said dryly. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

“Honey, the truth is the truth. Wake up and smell the hard-on.”

A few minutes later, Miles, the director, appeared. He was a tall man in his early fifties with a mane of longish silver hair, steel-rimmed glasses and an animated expression.

“I guess this is my day for getting caught with my hair in a mess,” Lara said as he bent down, kissing her on the cheek.

“You’re always exquisite, my dear. I’ll never forget the first time you walked into my office.”

“I’ll never forget it either, Miles. You started me on this road.”

“And you’ve traveled it well, my sweet.”

“Thanks,” she said, indicating her hair. “I thought the lighter blond streaks would work for the character.”

He squinted at her hair. “You were right.”

“It’s Roxy’s idea—she’s doing a great job.”

“I can see.” He perched on the edge of the counter, facing her. “So, how was it, working with Richard now that you’re divorced?”

“Absolutely a great experience. I love him and Nikki.”

“That’s a healthy attitude.”

“Being married to him was a nightmare. Having him as a friend is a whole other deal.”

Miles nodded as if he totally understood. “I hear good things about the movie.”

“Yes?”

“The word is excellent.”

“Richard’s a marvelous director. He knows exactly what he’s doing.”

“So do you.”

“I’m looking forward to working with you again, Miles.”

“We’ll have a splendid time.”

“How’s Ginny?”

“Still into her charity thing in L.A. I’m sure she’ll try and visit. Oh, and she sends you her love.”

“Send mine back.”

“How about dinner tonight?”

“Do you mind if I pass? I’m planning on getting a good night’s sleep so I’ll be bright and camera ready in the morning.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” He blew her a kiss and left the trailer.

“Another one with a crush on you,” Roxy remarked.

“You think everybody has a crush on me,” Lara said, exasperated. “Miles is a married man.”

“The worst kind,” Roxy said with a knowing wink. “Show me a married man and I’ll show you a hard-on in full bloom, only it ain’t pointed in the wife’s direction.”

“You’re such a cynic.”

Roxy laughed, “You got that right.”

Later, back at Lara’s rented house, Cassie had arranged for the Filipino cook to fix them a light salad. They sat out on the back deck, overlooking a stretch of white sand and the sea. There were wooden steps leading down to the beach, edged with a profusion of evergreens and colorful wildflowers.

Lara took a deep breath. “I know I’m going to love it here,” she said, gazing out at the ocean. “You picked a winner, Cass.”

“I’ll do my best to keep out of your way,” Cassie said. “All you have to do is yell when you want me around.”

“Hey—I asked you to stay here with me. I’d be nervous on my own.”

“Not much crime here,” Cassie remarked.

“It’s not crime I’m worried about,” Lara retorted. “Ever since I was stalked by that crazy woman last year, I feel more comfortable not being by myself.”

“At least your stalker’s in jail.”

“She’ll be out,” Lara said, her beautiful face grim for once.

“That’s stardom,” Cassie said with a flippant laugh. “Your own personal stalker!”

“Something I can definitely do without,” Lara said, thinking briefly of the obnoxious and frightening woman who’d followed her everywhere for several scary months, taking photographs, sending numerous letters and gifts and—worst of all—turning up at her front door on countless occasions.
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