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CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

The movies lie. They make it look so easy and empowering to walk away from the guy who gets your panties in a twist. In reality, you spend the whole time alternating between wanting to run back to him and berating yourself for being an idiot. I don’t feel empowered at all. Just a little nauseated, actually. And sweaty, of course.

The movies don’t usually focus much on the time after the whole “walking away” thing, either—at least not enough to prepare me for the torture of the next couple of days. In the movies, the girl makes her big exit, then she waits smugly for the man to realize what he has to lose. One grand romantic gesture later, and the two of them are free to live happily ever after.

In reality, the girl doesn’t feel so smug. In fact, she probably eats an entire sleeve of sandwich cookies by herself. And tries to distract herself with hours of cute puppy videos online. And then replays their one toe-curling kiss over and over again in her head until she’s so tingly that she can’t think straight. Eventually, she turns to her journal, and she writes a bunch of nonsense about how the guy is going to regret ever turning her down. Which inevitably turns into her doodling his picture with hearts all around it, just like some love-sick fourteen-year-old.

I’ve mentioned I’m a mess, haven’t I?

Stop being an idiot, I tell myself, staring down at my latest sketch of Orlando. The eyes are completely wrong, but I’m beginning to suspect I’ll never be able to capture them perfectly.

Leave it to you to develop a silly crush on a celebrity. He’s Orlando Fontaine, for fuck’s sake! It’s not like you ever had a real chance with him! Why would he break his policy for some ordinary girl? Take the kiss for what it is—a good story. The thing you’ll brag about to all your friends. How many women can say they caught the eye, however briefly, of one of the Fontaines? That they know how soft Orlando’s lips are, or what it feels like to have his hands in their hair?

But it’s not just a silly crush. Orlando was kind enough to pay off my parents’ debt—which is no insignificant thing—and hire a security guard to look out for me. Maybe he has no interest in seeing my panties again, but this would be a lot easier if the man were some sort of heartless bastard.

It’s been two days of this. Two days of my emotions swinging up and down, two days of trying to distract myself from my scattered daydreams. I’ve sent out another twenty resumes. Binge-watched an entire season of some terrible sitcom I found online. I even read Henry VI, Part 3, and it was every bit as brilliant as Orlando said it would be.

With a sigh, I look up and stare out through the living room window. The security guard is sitting in his car next to the curb. The sedan’s door is marked with the logo for Peach State Security, and the man has done at least two laps of the building already this morning. I pull my sketchbook closer and do a quick doodle of the car and the guard.

I’m just putting the finishing touches on the tires when my phone rings. I recognize the area code as Californian, so I suspect it’s someone from the production, calling to update me on the new schedule.

“Hello?” I say, shoving the phone beneath my ear and picking up my pencil again. “Maggie Blankenship speaking.”

“Maggie.”

I freeze, recognizing Orlando’s voice immediately.

“H-hey,” I stutter. Act cool, you idiot. “How are you?” I want to smack myself for the words as soon as they’re out of my mouth. How do I think he is? He’s scrambling to get his film back on track. And I’m the distraction, the girl with the sob story about a sick father who tried to make him forget his no-sex policy at work. If my life is complicated, then his is even worse.

“I wanted to call and tell you that we’ll be reshooting your first scene tomorrow. Back at the Peachtree building.”

“Oh, okay.” I’m not sure whether I’m relieved or disappointed that that’s the reason he called.

“You still want to be in the movie, don’t you?” he asks.

I frown. “Why wouldn’t I?”

That question hangs in the silence between us for a moment. Oh. Of course. I rush on before he can answer for me.

“There’s no reason for either of us to feel embarrassed,” I tell him. “If I survived throwing my panties at you and almost getting run over by a car, then I can survive what happened on Sunday.” I don’t even mention the whole Ford thing, but that’s an entirely different can of worms.

Orlando’s tone gives nothing away. “I never doubted your resilience, Maggie. I just wanted to make sure I hadn’t scared you off.”

“It takes more than a kiss to scare me,” I reply. “Quite the opposite.”

His response is a warm, deep chuckle that sets my blood racing.

“Oh, Panty Girl,” he says. “I should have known from the moment you walked onto my set that you’d keep me on my toes. If things were different… If you weren’t a part of my film…”

“If I weren’t a part of your film, you wouldn’t even know who I am,” I point out. “I’d just be some normal girl looking for a job and spending her Saturday nights streaming reality TV in her yoga pants. You’d still be Orlando Fontaine. You wouldn’t look twice at me if we passed on the street.”

“You don’t know that,” he says. “If you’d flung your panties at me in the middle of the sidewalk I’m pretty sure I would have looked twice.”

In spite of myself, I smile. “You know what I mean.”

“What I know is that I haven’t been able to forget about the taste of you since that kiss.”

My knees immediately go all wobbly. “I haven’t been able to forget it, either.”

“I shouldn’t have kissed you,” he continues. “Normally I have more self-control than that. I could blame the stress of these last few days. Or the fact that I’ve had less than ten hours’ sleep since Friday. But when you bounded in there, looking at me as if I’d hung the moon in the sky for you…I couldn’t help myself.”

I sink deeper into the couch, hardly able to breathe.

“But that doesn’t change anything,” he continues. “My personal policy still stands. It must.”

“I understand,” I tell him. And I do, mostly. But that doesn’t keep me from feeling a longing ache in my gut. Or from replaying our kiss yet again in my mind.

“Believe me, Maggie,” he continues, his voice slightly rougher than before, “under different circumstances, we’d be having a very different conversation right now.”

“What would…” I let that thought trail off as my cheeks get hot. I might have felt brazen the last time we spoke, but it’s much harder after torturing myself for the last two days.

“What?” he prompts.

“I was just wondering…” I swallow. “How would it be different under different circumstances? What would you say to me?”

He hesitates. For a moment I wonder if I’ve pushed things too far, but then I hear the long exhalation of his breath on the other end of the call.

“You don’t want to know what I’d say to you, Maggie.”

Something in his voice makes me squeeze my thighs together. “Try me.”

He chuckles again, and my heart speeds up. “You’re not going to make this easy for me, are you?”

“No.” My courage is building again. After all, I’ve already embarrassed myself plenty in front of this man—what more do I have to lose?

“Maggie…”

He says my name like a caress, and I’m glad I’m sitting down. I’m not sure my legs would support me.

“Maggie, if you weren’t working on my film, the devil himself couldn’t keep me from kissing you again.”

“Just kissing?”

Another wicked chuckle. “Far more than kissing. But we’d start there.”

I tug at the corner of one of the sofa cushions. “And then?”

He pauses. “Where are you right now?”

“At home. On the couch.”

“Are you alone?” His voice is thick, even a little rough.

“Yes,” I tell him. “All alone.”

Another pause. “You can still hang up, Maggie.”

“No,” I tell him. “I’d rather hear what you’d do to me after the kissing.”

I can sense him struggling with himself, even though his end of the line is silent. I didn’t mean for things to go this far, but now that we’re here, I don’t know how to stop.

Finally, he speaks again, and his voice is so raw he almost sounds like someone else.

“You know what I’d do, Maggie,” he tells me.

“Maybe.” My own voice sounds strangely high in my ears. “But I’d prefer if you’d spell it out for me. So I can imagine it.”

That gets me a response that sounds almost like a growl.

“You know just what you’re doing to me, don’t you?” he says, amusement warring with the hunger in his voice. “Very well—after I kissed you, I’d peel all your clothes off piece by piece, assuming you let me.”

“I’d let you.” My words sound like a sigh, and he chuckles again.

“Good. Because if circumstances were different, I’d have every intention of getting you naked.”

“As long as you let me strip you, too.” I’m feeling bolder and bolder by the second.

This time he doesn’t just chuckle, he laughs openly. But the heat remains in his voice when he speaks again.

“You can strip me,” he promises. “But I get to touch you first.”

“Mm-hmm,” I say, letting my eyes flutter closed.

“I’d kiss my way down your throat to your breasts,” he goes on. “Slowly…just to torture you a little.”

“You bastard,” I whisper back, my hand moving involuntarily across my stomach and up toward my breasts.

“I’d take my time with you.” The amusement is still thick in his voice. “I’d wait until you were already trembling and panting before I let my lips even brush one of your nipples.”

A sigh escapes me, and I stop myself just short of touching my nipple through my shirt.

“Then I’d slowly work my way down your body,” he continues in that raw voice, “exploring every inch of you. Kissing my way across your stomach, over your bellybutton, then down between—” His voice cuts off abruptly, and I hear someone say something in the background.

“I’ll be out in just a minute,” Orlando says to the other person. “Go grab Karen and tell her to meet me there.” A moment later, he’s speaking into the phone again. “Maggie, I apologize, but—”

“You have to go,” I whisper, still trying to catch my breath. “Don’t worry. I understand.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow?” he asks.

“I can’t wait.”

He laughs softly once more before disconnecting the call. And I’m left breathless and sprawling on my brother’s couch.

What the heck just happened? My heart is still fluttering, my skin still hot all over. I basically just had the beginnings of phone sex with Orlando Fontaine. I don’t even know how to process this. Orlando Fontaine wants me. And I want him. And we can’t do a damn thing about it as long as he maintains that personal policy of his.

I wanted some excitement in my life, and I definitely got it.

 

* * *

 

When I arrive at set the next day, I tell myself I’m ready to face him. I mean, there’s no reason to be embarrassed by my crush anymore, right? There’s no longer any question that he wants me, at least on a physical level. The minute I walk into the office building, though, I feel like someone is squeezing me by the esophagus. My pulse is galloping so fast I feel like I might be having a heart attack.

Calm down, I tell myself. He’s just a man. You’ve had crushes before. None like this, though. And it has nothing to do with the fact that Orlando is rich and famous or any of that. I’ve never had such a strong physical reaction to a guy right from the start—not even with Hunter, the guy I dated all the way through grad school. Normally that’s the sort of thing that builds over time as I get to know someone. I’m the girl who waits until the end of the third date to kiss, let alone do anything more than that. Orlando and I have only seen each other a small handful of times—none of which were actually a date, not by any stretch of the imagination—but I’ve already thrown myself at him. And heard what he wants to do to my nipples.

I manage to put on a smile for the other members of the cast and crew I pass. Even Karen, who gives me the usual once-over before directing me out to the makeup tent.

Penny and the rest of her team seem genuinely excited to see me. All they want to chat about is the incident with Ford, though. Apparently the entire production is drowning in rumors about it, though thankfully no one knows many of the details. They know that Ford attacked someone, and they know that the patrol cars and extra security vehicles staked outside are watching for him, but that’s about it. I don’t offer up any additional information. I do have some questions, though.

“Did they cast a replacement?” I ask.

“Christian Tremont,” Penny says. “He’s a step up, if you ask me.”

“Mm-hmm,” Phoenix agrees. There’s a chorus of assent from the others.

I have to concur. Christian Tremont is a much bigger actor than Ford Grand—big enough that I’m surprised he stepped in on such short notice. I’m not the only one who finds that odd.

“I hear he owes Orlando a favor,” Jade puts in. “From some past project they worked on together.”

Phoenix raises an eyebrow. “Really? I heard it was more of a personal favor.”

That starts them all speculating again, but no one knows the truth.

“Are they really friends, though?” Penny asks. “I thought he might be the reason for that weird memo.”

“No way. That memo was about Ford,” Phoenix replies.

“Wait, what weird memo?” I ask.

“Oh, you’ll enjoy this,” Penny tells me. “Apparently excessive flirting is no longer permitted on this production during working hours. Whatever that means.”

“It’s stupid. Who gets to be the judge on what’s excessive?” Jade asks. “How do you even enforce that?”

“It’s infringing on our rights either way,” Phoenix adds.

Penny shrugs. “I just want to know why they felt the need to make this rule in the first place.” She gives me a meaningful look, but I just shrug back at her.

“Probably something Ford did, if I had to guess,” I tell them.

Inside, though, I’m cringing. Please let this be about Ford, and not about the way I practically threw myself at Orlando. I would just die.

They move on to other gossip while Penny finishes my makeup, and I try not to think about what this new rule might mean. It might not even come from Orlando—maybe Karen instituted it. Or maybe it has nothing to do with me at all.

Another mystery, I think as I survey my finished makeup in the mirror. I look almost exactly the same as I did on my very first day, down to the same cranberry-red lipstick. I smile at my reflection before hurrying off to set.

It’s controlled chaos, as usual. I stand near the windows, my eyes searching the bustling crowd for Orlando. I don’t see him, but I do spot Omar Walson sitting in a canvas chair off to the side. Next to him is his new costar, Christian Tremont.

Christian, all things considered, bears many similarities to Ford—height, build, brown hair. But while Ford had the too-polished look of a game show host, Christian is a little more rugged around the edges. His teeth aren’t nearly as white, his face not as perfectly symmetrical, but somehow those imperfections make him far more attractive.

Omar and Christian chat quietly with each other, and though I consider creeping closer and eavesdropping on them, I don’t get the chance. Just as I take a step in their direction, Orlando’s voice carries through the lobby.

“Okay, everyone. We’ve got a long day ahead of us, so let’s get this started.”

My heart leaps at the sound of his voice. I turn, scanning the crowd for him, and that fist-squeezing-my-esophagus feeling returns when I see him striding through the cameras and crew. He glances my way only briefly, but the heat in his gaze is so strong that I’m surprised the rest of the room doesn’t feel it.

Well, at least that answers the question of whether or not I-wanna-fuck-you looks are still allowed, I think. Go, Panty Girl! But he’s already looking away from me again, walking over to where Omar and Christian are sitting. He chats with them briefly, then gestures for them to come over in front of the cameras.

I try not to be too obvious about the fact that my gaze is following Orlando’s every move. He glances at me once more before taking his seat in the director’s chair, and the shadow of a smile appears on his lips before his usual intensity takes over.

And then it’s time to begin.

The scene goes well this time around. Christian is a much better actor than Ford ever was, and I wonder again what induced him to join this production on such short notice. Does he owe Orlando something? Orlando doesn’t seem to be treating him any different than anyone else.

Even though things are going well, though, the scene still takes most of the morning. And I end up making a lot of doodles on the tablet in my hands. A few of Christian, of course—new subjects are always fun—and then several of a silly masked girl wearing a pair of frilly underwear over a leotard marked with a giant “P.” Panty Girl to the rescue!

By the time the lunch break rolls around, I’ve drawn Panty Girl in a number of ridiculous situations. In one she’s saving a cat from a tree. In another she’s using a giant pair of panties as a parachute after jumping out of a burning plane. In still another she’s cutting off Ford Grand’s balls with a chainsaw. I’m a little creatively exhausted.

Omar and Christian seem just as ready for a break. They turn around so quickly that Christian runs right into me. The tablet falls from my hands to the tiled floor.

Crap, I think, bending down and praying it isn’t broken. Karen will kill me if it is.

Unfortunately, Christian bends over at the same time. I pull back just short of banging my head against his, but that just leaves us awkwardly close to each other, face-to-face as we’re both halfway crouched.

If this were a romantic comedy—and if I weren’t head-over-heels lusting after Orlando—this would be the moment where the music swelled and our eyes sparkled and we both knew we were destined to be in love. Instead, it’s just incredibly awkward. Especially considering the strange way Christian is looking at me.

“Sorry about that,” he says. “I didn’t see you there.”

“That’s okay. I wasn’t looking either.”

Christian reaches out to help me up, and I take his hand gratefully. Every woman knows that straightening from a crouch in heels is the hardest leg workout known to mankind. I wobble slightly, but Christian is there, steadying me.

And suddenly Orlando is there, too. With fury in his eyes.

He’s not furious with me, though. Instead, all that anger is focused on Christian. If looks could kill, then Christian Tremont would be on the ground, bleeding from a dozen stab wounds. And also on fire.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Orlando demands.

Christian, no surprise, just blinks at him in confusion. “What?”

“I asked what you were doing,” Orlando repeats, his voice hard. “I thought I made my policy about flirting very clear.”

Flirting? Christian and I haven’t even said two words to each other. Who the hell is flirting?

Christian seems to think the whole thing just as ridiculous. He actually laughs.

“Look, Orlando,” he says calmly. “We just bumped into each other, that’s all.”

His flippancy seems to make Orlando even angrier. “I warned you, Christian. I told you what sort of behavior I expected. And yet you still—”

“He’s telling the truth,” I cut in before Orlando jumps to any more conclusions. “We just bumped into each other and I dropped the tablet.” Which, I see with relief, appears completely unharmed.

Maybe it’s my words—or my sudden grip on Orlando’s arm—but his eyes soften. Slightly. It takes him a minute to compose himself, though, and when he does, his murderous look has been downgraded to a mere glare.

“You need to be more careful,” Orlando tells the other man. “Pay attention to your surroundings. I won’t have you running over the other actors.” He glances at me. “I’m sure Ms. Blankenship would like an apology.”

I shake my head. “Really, I’m fi—”

“Apologize to her,” Orlando orders the other man.

Christian still looks confused. But as his gaze passes from Orlando to me, understanding seems to flicker in his eyes.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Blankenship,” he says, as calmly as ever. “I’ll be more careful in the future.” His eyes drop to the tablet in my hands. “And I’ll pay for the tablet if it’s broken in any way.” If he’s upset by any of this, he doesn’t show it. If anything, he looks…curious.

“Good,” Orlando replies, but a flame continues to flicker in his eyes. One of his hands still grips my arm, and he seems to realize it at the same time I realize I’m still gripping his. We both drop our hands simultaneously.

 “I’m going to go grab some lunch,” Christian says. He strides off as if he doesn’t have a care in the world, leaving Orlando and me alone by the windows.

I’m not really good in situations like this. And by “situations like this” I mean “occasions where my super-hot celebrity crush is telling off a guy for accidentally touching me.” Because, you know, things like this don’t usually happen to girls like me. There’s no playbook for these sorts of things.

Finally, I settle on being indignant. It only seems appropriate. I prop my hands on my hips and turn to face him head-on.

“What the hell was all that about?” I demand in an aggressive whisper.

Orlando looks slightly abashed—but only slightly. And his eyes still bear that startling intensity as he stares me down.

“I’m protecting you,” he says, keeping his voice as low as mine. “I made it clear to every member of the cast and crew that I wouldn’t tolerate behavior like Ford’s, not from anyone.”

“Did you honestly think Christian was trying something with me?” I demand. “Those were the first words he said to me all day!”

“I wasn’t going to take any chances,” he replies. “Not with this.”

“Why did you even hire him if you thought he was capable of what Ford did?” I ask. “Or are the two of you not actually friends like everyone says?”

“I have no idea what ‘everyone’ is saying.” He frowns. “But I wouldn’t have called him in if I thought he’d cross any lines. But—”

“Then you’re just jealous.” I cross my arms. “Is that it? You don’t want any other man to talk to me?”

The resulting flash in his eyes makes me suspect I’m pretty dang close to the mark. It’s all I can do not to burst out laughing.

“You’re jealous,” I say, more sure of myself this time. If he’s jealous, that means something. “I don’t know why. You know you can have me whenever you want.”

There’s another flash in his eyes, only this one sends a delicious jolt of anticipation through me.

“Don’t tempt me, Maggie,” he growls. “You know why I can’t.”

He draws himself up straight, as if with great effort, and forcibly relaxes the muscles in his arms and shoulders. His jaw remains rigid, though, as if he can’t quite ease all the tension in his body. He glances over his shoulder, making sure no one is close enough to overhear.

“While I have you here…” he says, dropping his voice even more. “Yesterday was fun, but I shouldn’t have let that happen.”

“I didn’t mind,” I tell him sweetly.

“Mind it or not, it can’t happen again. Not during this production. And before you say anything, I’m not letting you quit. We just need to establish some boundaries.”

The only one worried about boundaries is him. But I want to respect his decision.

“Do what you think is best,” I tell him. “But you know where I stand on this.” Hopefully my actions have made it clear enough.

The look he gives me confirms it.

“You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?” he says.

I shrug. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He shakes his head, but there’s humor in his expression.

“I have work to do,” he tells me. “You should grab some lunch while you have the chance.” His words are dismissive, but there’s something in his eyes—a promise—that makes me smile.

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll see you later.”

I sense him watching me walk away, but no matter how much I want to—and I really, really want to—I don’t let myself look back. I’m enjoying this sense of power I feel around him.

I’d enjoy it more if he weren’t stuck on that stupid rule of his, I think. After the last couple of days, though, I’m wondering if it would be very hard to wear him down. He’s made his desire known in a dozen ways, after all. Does he really have that much self-control?

Finally, I can’t take it anymore. I stop and glance back toward the crew. Orlando has already moved on, and he’s discussing something with one of his assistants. Another assistant jogs up and shoves a sandwich into his hand, which he takes without even glancing her way. He’s already switched back into director mode, already let his work consume him once more. Has he forgotten me again so quickly? Some of my feminine confidence from a moment ago deflates.

But then I feel guilty. Here I am, internally whining about the fact that Orlando Fontaine isn’t completely absorbed with me, while the poor guy is just trying to make his movie. He’s worked his whole life for this, and he’s pouring his heart and soul into this film, while I’m just standing here, selfishly thinking about nothing beyond my own physical needs. What kind of girl am I?

Not the kind who’s worth risking a dream for, I remind myself. I have no real prospects in life, no savings account, and up until this week, no money coming in. I wish I could say I’m hot enough to make up for all of that, but it’s simply not true. Yeah, Orlando said I made him laugh. And he’s made it clear he would screw me if given the chance, but both of those things prove that I’m simply a diversion, a way to relieve a little stress.

Face flaming, I turn away and head over to the craft services table. How could I let myself think, even for a moment, that there was any more to this thing with Orlando than that? What right do I have to get impatient with a guy who, by all accounts, shouldn’t have given me a second glance in the first place?

As usual, the craft services table is piled with sandwiches, bags of chips, and pieces of fruit. I grab two bags of chips and a soda and turn to go outside. Unfortunately, that puts me right in the path of Christian Tremont.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say, stopping just shy of running into him. “I should probably pay more attention to where I’m going, especially now.” I throw another glance in Orlando’s direction, but he’s still absorbed in his conversation. “And I apologize for what just happened.”

Christian’s gaze follows mine.

“Orlando gets a little intense during filming,” he says. “Don’t worry—I’m used to it by now. It’s one of the guy’s few faults.” Christian doesn’t sound the least bit bitter or angry. Maybe they’re good friends after all. “He doesn’t usually fly off the handle about little things like that, though.” His eyes return to me. “I’m curious—do you know anything about this no-flirting rule of his? He said there was an incident?”

“I’m sure the crew can tell you all sorts of rumors,” I say dismissively.

“Maybe,” Christian replies. “But I don’t know…I got the sense that it was a little more personal than that.” He raises his eyebrow in a question, and my already-pink face probably gets a few shades darker.

“I wouldn’t know,” I tell him.

“On the contrary, I think you do. I won’t press you, though.” His smile is friendly. “Orlando is a good man, but when he’s in the middle of a project, he’s married to his work. I’ve never seen him this distracted.”

“This is Orlando distracted?” I’d hate to see what he’s like when he’s focused.

Christian laughs. “Sometimes I think he’s two different people. When at home with his friends or family, he’s one of the friendliest people you’ll ever meet. But when he’s in the director’s chair, he’s like a mountain, hard and serious. It’s like night and day. This, though…” He gestures toward Orlando. “I don’t know what this is.”

He looks at me again. “I suspect you know something about that, too.”

“I’m just an extra,” I tell him.

“Maybe you are.” His smile reminds me that I’m not a very good actress. “Apparently you draw comics, too?”

“Huh?”

He points at the tablet I’m still holding.

Crap. I need to start remembering to erase this the moment we’re done shooting.

“It’s just some doodles I did between takes,” I tell him. He doesn’t need to witness the full exploits of Panty Girl.

“Funny, it reminded me of something.” He shrugs. “Well, my poor assistant is trying to wave me down. I’ll let you enjoy your lunch.” He gives me one more friendly smile before strolling off, and as I watch him walk away, I happen to glance back at Orlando. His brow is furrowed, his eyes dark as they follow his friend.

He can push me away all he wants, but he’s still jealous, I think with satisfaction. Maybe I can work with that.

Hope renewed, I grin and run off to find a place to eat my lunch and make a plan.

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

My approach ends up being fairly simple.

I avoid speaking with Orlando the rest of the day. Avoid even looking at him. As far as I’m concerned for the time being, he doesn’t even exist.

But I’m overly friendly with everyone else. I chat with the crew, even if it’s just asking about how certain pieces of equipment work. Between takes, I talk to Omar and Christian. Omar seems more interested in his phone than in holding a conversation, but Christian is willing to speak with me. He throws a few wary glances toward Orlando the first time, but to my disappointment—and Christian’s obvious relief—our director isn’t intending to charge over here every time a man talks to me, despite his earlier behavior.

Damn it, I think as Christian tells me about some upcoming project he’s excited about. I was hoping this would be enough. It’s really, really hard not to look around for Orlando, to see if he’s watching us. It would be encouraging if he were glaring or something.

As the day wears on, though, I’m forced to acknowledge that he’s not going to take the bait. And when we finally stop for the day and I finally risk a glance at him, he’s so deeply absorbed in a conversation with Karen that he doesn’t even seem to notice me walking by.

Well, that was a bust. Here I was, thinking he’d be cornering me in a broom closet by the end of the day, and instead I’ve only made it easier for him to ignore me. Good job, Panty Girl. Looks like you failed to save the day this time.

I’m in a sour mood when I get home, but thankfully Justin is out for dinner with some new girl he’s seeing. I heat up a frozen dinner in the microwave and then retreat to my room for the night. They don’t need me on set again for another few days. I’m just going to watch some bad TV and then go to sleep.

I’m getting comfortable on my bed when my phone rings. My heart stops when I recognize the number.

“Hey,” I say with forced casualness, propping the phone beneath my ear.

Orlando doesn’t bother with niceties. “You knew what you were doing today.”

“What do you mean?” I ask with feigned innocence.

“Maggie…”

“One minute you want me to back off, the next you’re upset I’ve been ignoring you. You’re sending me mixed signals, Mr. Fontaine.”

He sighs heavily. “You’re doing this to me on purpose.”

“If you’re that upset, you can always fire me.”

He pauses for a beat, and I wonder if he’s actually considering the idea.

“We can’t keep doing this,” he says finally.

“From where I’m standing, we haven’t done much of anything,” I point out. “And you’re the one who called me, not the other way around.”

He chuckles, though the sound is strained. “God, sometimes I wish I were a different man. One without principles.”

He sounds tortured enough that I start to feel bad again. Maybe I should end the call. Give him some peace.

But I’m not quite strong enough.

“We don’t have to do anything,” I tell him. “We can just talk.”

He actually seems surprised by that. “About what?”

“Anything. We could talk about Shakespeare.”

I can almost hear his smile. “Of course. But I warn you—once I get started, I could talk about Shakespeare all night.”

“I finished Henry VI, Part 3,” I tell him. “I loved it.”

“His best work,” Orlando says. “The Bard had a way with drama, didn’t he? Have you read or seen any of his other plays?”

With that opening, I launch into a spiel about my hatred of both Hamlet and Romeo and Juliet, and he tells me I need to read Cymbeline, one I’ve never even heard of even though the Complete Works of Shakespeare is still sitting right on my nightstand. Now that I’ve got him talking about his passion, he doesn’t want to stop—he tells me about his favorite passages of Shakespeare, the first time he ever saw Othello performed, even about one of his early screenplays that was based on Macbeth.

“But you don’t want to see that,” he adds with a laugh. “It was awful. Horrible. It’s better for everyone if that manuscript never sees the light of day. I’ll just leave the screenwriting to Dante.”

“You don’t think you’ll ever make a movie you wrote yourself?”

“I did. My very first film, actually. And it was not very well received.” There’s a tightness to his voice now. “I learned my lesson then. Sometimes you can just be too close to a script, and I’ve never been particularly good with words. I helped Cameron with the plot and story for Death and Deadly Night, but he did all the writing. He’s nearly as good as Dante, but don’t tell my brother that. Sometimes you just have to learn where your real talent lies. We can’t all be good at everything.”

“True.” I tug at the corner of my pillow. “Then I’ve got another question for you. Why didn’t you work with Dante for this movie? Or Luca? I’m pretty sure the whole world is dying for you and your brothers to do something together.”

He pauses much longer than usual, and I sit up a little straighter, worried. Did I say something wrong? Did I press too far?

But after a moment, Orlando sighs. “You’re not afraid of getting right to the heart of it, are you? Yeah, I admit that having my brothers involved with this film might have garnered it some additional buzz, but…I needed to do it on my own. My whole life I’ve been in the shadow of the rest of my family—not just my father, but my brothers, too. I don’t want a career like that. I want to be known as one of the great directors simply on my own merits. It might take years before I reach that point, but I will do it.”

And I don’t doubt for a second that he will. I can only sit here in stunned silence, soaking in his words. I don’t think I’ve ever met someone so alive, so driven. It’s like he’s vibrating at a frequency high above that of us ordinary folk, and just listening to him speak fills me with an energy I can’t name. The sort of energy that makes me want to climb mountains and swim across oceans and conquer the world. It’s amazing and overwhelming and I’ve never wanted him more than I do right now.

But I stifle that desire for the moment. I want him to keep talking. Orlando has other ideas, though.

“That’s enough about me,” he says. “Christian tells me you drew quite the comic on your tablet today.”

I should have known Christian wouldn’t keep that to himself.

“It was just a few quick sketches,” I say. “About a beautiful and intelligent hero named Panty Girl.”

Orlando laughs so long and so loud that I’m shocked he doesn’t run out of air.

“Tell me about her adventures,” he says.

I do. Mostly because I want him to keep laughing. After that, we chat about lots of things—his favorite films, my favorite cheesy reality shows, whether Atlanta or L.A. has worse traffic. Eventually, I glance at the time and realize we’ve been talking for two hours.

“Shit,” I say. “You probably need to get to bed. You probably have to be on set in like four hours.”

“Four and a half, actually,” he says, and he sounds strangely disappointed by that. “You’re right, I should go. Goodnight, Panty Girl.”

I smile dreamily. “Goodnight, Mr. Fontaine.”

“Orlando.”

When we hang up, I fall back on my bed with a contented sigh. I could have talked to him for hours more.

Maybe this is not just a physical thing, I think. Maybe it’s something more.

And with that magical thought, I curl up and go to sleep.

 

* * *

 

That isn’t the last time Orlando and I speak on the phone. He starts calling me every night after filming wraps up for the day. We talk about everything—our favorite books, favorite foods, favorite music. I learn that Orlando is a surprisingly good swimmer, and that he takes camping trips up in Northern California a few times a year. I tell him about my acting debut in Peter Pan and confess that I don’t know how to ride a bicycle.

More than once, I find myself thinking about what Christian said about Orlando being two different people. He laughs so often during our calls that I’m beginning to wonder how he could ever turn off that humor, even at work. His intensity is still there, though. Every so often he’ll say something that launches a surge of heat through me, and my body sends me constant reminders of how much I want him. I start having some pretty wild dreams about him after those calls—dreams that leave me panting and dizzy when I wake in the morning.

Sadly, the day I finally return to set—the day we film my big line—is rather anticlimactic. Christian is so much better than Ford at the scene that we finish the whole thing in only a handful of takes first thing in the morning, and Karen sends me home when we break for lunch. I was hoping for the chance to speak with Orlando for a moment—just a moment!—but he’s caught up in other things. I don’t want to distract him from his work, but after the connection we’ve had these past few nights, I’m disappointed that I don’t get the chance to say even a couple of words to him in person.

Especially since this might be the last time I ever see him. I didn’t let myself think about that until this moment, but it’s true. My scenes are done.

“What are you still doing here?” Karen demands. “I told you to go home.”

And that’s how I end up on the couch in my pajamas in the middle of the afternoon, eating a pint of ice cream straight from the carton.

Is this it? I lament into my fudge ripple. Is my little fantasy crush over? I turn on a marathon of some home-buying show and try not to think about it.

When, sometime after nine o’clock, my phone goes off, I feel like heaven has opened up and the angels are singing just for me. My brother gives me a weird look as I leap up off the couch and hurry into my room. I accept the call as I close the door behind me.

“Hello?” I say.

“You sound out of breath.” Orlando’s voice is rich and deep, the sort of voice that can get a girl into a whole lot of trouble. “Did I interrupt something?”

“Not at all.” I drop down onto my bed. “I didn’t know if you’d call.”

“You didn’t?” He chuckles, the same suggestive chuckle that gets me all twisted up every time I hear it. “It was your last day on set.”

“I know. And I was disappointed I didn’t get to talk to you.”

“We can talk now.”

“Yes, but it’s more fun in person.” I smile. In person I can gaze into those golden eyes.

“True, it is.” His voice is filled with desire, and I rearrange myself on the bed. Something has just occurred to me.

“If I’m done with my last scene,” I say slowly, “does that mean I no longer work for you?”

“Technically,” he says, his tone just as careful and measured as mine, “you haven’t been given your final paycheck yet. And usually, if someone has worked on any part of a production, I consider them as working for me until—”

“Does that mean you still want to keep things platonic?” I ask.

He laughs. “Maggie, this has never been platonic. And yes, we should probably avoid doing anything physical until production is complete.” He pauses. “But it’s not technically physical if we aren’t actually touching, is it?”

I’m pretty sure all my blood has just rushed between my legs. “You mean…”

“I mean I think we should finish what we started a few nights ago.” His voice lowers. “Are you alone?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Then I want you to take off all your clothes for me.”

I sit upright. “What?” This went from zero to a hundred really fast.

“You heard me,” he says, and his tone indicates that he won’t tolerate being disobeyed. “Take off all your clothes. All of them. Don’t speak again until you’re completely naked.”

Maybe I should argue with him, but I don’t. I want this. I climb up off the bed and peel off my pajamas and underwear, leaving them in a
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