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Red Carpet Romance
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Chapter 1 — Flashbulbs and First Glances
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The flashbulbs never stopped.

They exploded in rapid fire as Mike Michel stepped out of the sleek black car, the night instantly igniting around him. Cameras clicked, voices shouted his name, and a practiced smile settled onto his face as naturally as breathing. He straightened his tailored jacket, adjusted his cufflinks, and turned toward the sea of photographers waiting behind the barricades.

“Mike! Over here!”

“Look this way!”

He did. He always did.

The red carpet stretched ahead of him like a promise he’d already fulfilled a hundred times before. This was the premiere of Silver Hour, the film everyone was calling his career-defining performance. Awards buzzed in the air, thicker than the scent of expensive perfume and fresh flowers lining the venue entrance.

From the outside, he looked calm. Confident. Untouchable.

Inside, he felt... tired.

Mike moved forward, stopping when instructed, posing where he was told. Smile. Half-turn. Serious look. Laugh. Every expression had been perfected over years of repetition. Every step was expected. Controlled. Safe.

And utterly empty.

Behind the velvet ropes, just beyond the controlled chaos, Ana O’Brian adjusted the clipboard under her arm and exhaled slowly.

“Okay, remember,” her supervisor whispered, leaning close, “no wandering, no staring, and absolutely no interacting unless necessary.”

Ana nodded. She’d heard the rules at least five times already.

She wasn’t supposed to be impressed. That was the trick. If you worked these events long enough—even temporarily—you learned that glamour was mostly lighting and angles. The real work happened in the shadows: checking lists, guiding guests, fixing mistakes before anyone noticed.

Still, it was hard not to glance.

Mike Michel was closer than she expected. Much closer than the massive posters and magazine covers ever suggested. He looked... human. Taller than she imagined, yes—but there was something softer about him in person. A faint crease between his brows. A tension in his shoulders that didn’t match the relaxed smile he wore for the cameras.

Ana found herself watching him when she should’ve been checking badges.

He turned slightly, laughing at something a reporter said, and for a brief second, his gaze shifted—away from the cameras, away from the crowd.

It landed on her.

The moment was small. Barely a second. But it caught.

Mike wasn’t sure what made him look away from the lenses. Instinct, maybe. Or exhaustion. Or the strange pull of something unplanned.

Then he saw her.

She stood near the entrance, dressed simply in black, hair pulled back, holding a clipboard like a shield. She wasn’t watching him like the others—no hunger, no calculation. Just curiosity. And then, quickly, restraint, as if she realized she’d been caught looking.

Their eyes met.

Something flickered. Recognition without reason.

Ana felt her breath hitch, embarrassed at being noticed. She looked down immediately, pretending to review a list she knew by heart. Her cheeks warmed, though she wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like she’d never seen a famous person before.

But that look—

It hadn’t been polished. Or distant.

It had been... real.

“Mike,” a publicist murmured, guiding him forward again. “We need you inside in two minutes.”

“Yeah,” he replied automatically.

But as he walked past the entrance, he glanced once more toward the woman with the clipboard.

She wasn’t looking anymore.

For some reason, that disappointed him.

Inside, the venue buzzed with conversation and champagne. Mike greeted co-stars, shook hands, posed for more photos. Everyone congratulated him. Everyone told him how incredible the film was going to be.

He smiled. Thanked them. Played the role.

Yet his mind drifted—uninvited—back to the girl at the door.

Ana O’Brian finally relaxed once the main wave of arrivals passed. She stepped back, rolling her shoulders, letting the tension drain. Another premiere survived. No disasters. No misdirected celebrities.

Still, she couldn’t shake the odd feeling in her chest.

She told herself it was nothing. Just a moment. Just curiosity.

But as she watched the doors close behind Mike Michel, something tugged at her—a quiet sense that this night wasn’t as ordinary as it should have been.

For the first time in a long while, Mike sat in his seat inside the theater and felt something unexpected stir beneath the applause and anticipation.

Interest.

Not in the film.

In a woman whose name he didn’t know yet—but somehow already wanted to.

The lights dimmed. The screen flickered to life.

And somewhere beyond the glow of fame and illusion, two lives had just brushed close enough to change direction.
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Chapter 2 — Behind the Velvet Rope

[image: ]


The applause inside the theater faded into a dull murmur as guests spilled back into the lobby for the post-screening reception. Laughter echoed against marble walls, champagne glasses clinked, and the illusion of effortless glamour resumed at full volume.

Behind the velvet rope, the illusion cracked.

Ana O’Brian stood near the service corridor, watching as a catering assistant whispered frantically into her headset while two security guards argued about misplaced credentials. Someone cursed under their breath. A server nearly collided with a tray of flutes, saved only by a quick hand from another staff member.

Hollywood, she realized, ran on barely controlled panic.

She adjusted her clipboard and stepped in where she could—redirecting a lost guest, calming a frazzled volunteer, pointing a producer toward the correct exit. No one noticed the small fixes, and that was the point. If everything went smoothly, it meant she’d done her job right.

Still, the noise and pressure pressed in on her. She longed for a moment of quiet, a breath away from the bright lights and expectations.

“Excuse me.”

The voice was low, calm—and unmistakable.

Ana turned, startled.

Mike Michel stood just beyond the rope, jacket unbuttoned now, the carefully arranged mask from the red carpet loosened. Up close, he looked different than he had under the cameras. Less polished. More... present.

“I’m not supposed to be back here,” he said, almost apologetically. “But I needed air.”

Ana glanced instinctively toward the corridor. No cameras. No reporters. Just staff and shadows.

“You’re fine,” she said, surprising herself with how steady her voice sounded. “Just... try not to get lost.”

A small smile tugged at his mouth. Not the practiced one. This one reached his eyes.

“I’ll do my best.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The noise of the reception blurred into background hum, as if they’d stepped into a pocket of quiet the world hadn’t noticed yet.

“I wanted to say thank you,” Mike said finally.

Ana blinked. “For what?”

“For earlier. At the entrance.” He shrugged lightly. “Most people don’t see me. They see... whatever they want me to be. You didn’t.”

She felt a strange warmth settle in her chest.

“I was just doing my job,” she said.

“Still,” he replied. “It mattered.”

A staff member rushed past them, muttering into a headset, and Ana instinctively stepped aside. Mike mirrored her movement without thinking, keeping their small circle intact.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

She hesitated, then answered. “Ana. Ana O’Brian.”

“Mike,” he said, then paused, amused. “Though I’m guessing you already knew that.”

She smiled despite herself. “I had a suspicion.”

The smile lingered between them, easy and unforced.

“I should get back,” Ana said, though she didn’t move right away. “Before someone notices you’re missing.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “I’m expected.”

Neither of them sounded eager.

Mike took a step back, then stopped. “Maybe I’ll see you again,” he said, not confident—hopeful.

Ana met his gaze. “Hollywood’s a small place,” she replied softly. “Even when it pretends not to be.”

He nodded, as if committing the moment to memory.

As he disappeared back into the glow of the reception, Ana stood still for a heartbeat longer than necessary. Her pulse felt louder than the chaos around her.

Mike rejoined the crowd, slipping the mask back on as easily as a jacket. Conversations resumed. Smiles returned. Applause followed him like an echo.

Yet something had shifted.

For the first time that night, the crowd felt less suffocating. Not because it had changed—but because somewhere behind the velvet rope, he’d been allowed to exist as just a man.

And Ana, returning to her clipboard and responsibilities, felt the strange certainty that she’d just stepped into a story far bigger than a single evening’s work.

One without scripts.

One without cameras.

And one she wasn’t sure she was ready for—but couldn’t ignore.
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Chapter 3 — Two Different Worlds
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Ana’s alarm went off at six-thirty the next morning.

No flashbulbs. No velvet ropes. Just the soft gray light of dawn slipping through the blinds of her small apartment and the distant sound of traffic beginning to wake. She rolled over, silencing the alarm with a groan, and stared at the ceiling for a moment, gathering herself.

For one strange second, the night before felt unreal—like something she’d dreamed after too much caffeine and too little sleep.

Mike Michel. Standing behind the velvet rope. Thanking her.

She shook the thought away and got up.

Her life resumed its familiar rhythm. A quick shower. Jeans and a sweater. Coffee brewed strong enough to keep her upright. She checked her phone—no messages, no headlines, no sudden viral fame. Relief washed over her.

Good. Let it stay that way.

By eight, she was on the bus, wedged between strangers, watching the city blur past the window. She liked this life. Its predictability. Its quiet dignity. No one asked anything of her beyond what she could give.

Still, her mind betrayed her.

She replayed his voice. The way he’d looked at her—not through her, not past her, but at her. As if she’d been the most interesting thing in a room full of celebrities.

It meant nothing, she told herself. A moment. A coincidence.

Across the city, Mike Michel woke to sunlight spilling over crisp white sheets and a phone already buzzing with notifications.

He ignored it.
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