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Impact
Prologue

Doctors' offices all smelled the same. Alcohol, medicine, the distant smell of cleaners. It was funny he'd never noticed it before and funnier that he did now. Only not the ha-ha kind of funny. The ironic kind that twisted your insides into a sickening mass of nerves and sadness. Another day, he would have stood there in weathered jeans and faded oxford shirt analyzing the whys and whens. Today, his mind was too tired, heart too heavy, gut too angry. 

The father lifted his gaze to his eight-year-old daughter, Lauren. Sitting on the edge of the table, she looked like she might teeter off the edge. He picked her small frame up. Lauren's small arms wrapped around his neck and broke his heart that much more. Gently settled her back down against the wall, he kissed her forehead. Lauren's chubby cheeks lifted in a vague smile, then faded as she lay against the thinly padded table and closed her eyes. 

Her father paced in the far corner of the room, thoughts circling and weighted with anger and despair. Leukemia. His only child, diagnosed with a deadly cancer already ravaging her young body. A smart child. A beautiful child with blonde ringlets and bright blue eyes that used to twinkle with laughter and youth. She had friends and was a bright student. Well-behaved, most of the time. Had her whole life in front of her. How could something like this be happening? 

He knew the answer to that. He'd been shouting it at the top of his lungs for months to ears deafened by greed. 

Lauren's father glanced over one burly shoulder to his little girl. She was nearly asleep—something she'd been doing a lot lately. It was the only reason he and his wife decided to take her in for an exam weeks ago. Or was it months ago? He couldn't remember. Her mother, his wife of fifteen years, hadn't been able to get away from work for this appointment. As a cashier at the largest retail chain, time off was hard to get. And they couldn't afford another day's worth of lost pay. He grimaced. Now more than ever, they needed every penny they could pull together. Even with those pennies, he seriously doubted the meager insurance their jobs afforded would cover the treatments his bright, beautiful child needed. He ran a rough palm down the length of a face weathered by hard labor and exposure to the elements. He felt much older than his forty-two years. In the last ten minutes, since the doctor had left the room, Lauren's father felt like he'd aged twenty. 

He walked across the room and stroked Lauren's forehead as her chest rose and fell in the steady rhythm of sleep. She looked peaceful and, aside from the peaked face, no one would ever guess Lauren was the least bit sick. 

He wiped a tear from the corner of one eye. Lauren could wake at any minute and tears weren't an option. She would have enough to be scared of all too soon. His job would be to take that fear away, not feed it with his own. 

His jaw worked as he paced the floor. The job was to be daddy and protector. He'd failed at both now. 

Thoughts returned to the cause of all this turmoil. How did he think picketing would be enough to stop what everyone knew and no one wanted to admit? Hours upon hours in the sweltering sun—wasted time and energy. The danger to the community had been proven, the risk of cancer a very real threat. No one listened. No one thought it would come to their homes. Now it was in his.

"What was I thinking?" he grumbled. "Rich people don't listen to us little people. They don't care about us." A burn swelled in his stomach, replacing the despair and fueling something more. His jaw set, hands tightened into hard fists. "They don't care. Not until you bring the trouble to their door."

Cardboard signs on wooden sticks were worthless. The stakes were too high. Something more dramatic had to be done. Something that would get their attention. Lauren's father nodded. That was it. They wouldn't be able to hide behind their money, not when he was done with them. 

By the time he was done, the big man would be wishing he faced leukemia. 

The big man would be begging for mercy.  
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Paige
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Chapter One
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Paige sat on a simple stool in front of the breakfast bar and stared hard at the official document. After months of waiting, the finality felt ... foreign. She waved the paper and flipped it over once, then twice. 

It was actually real.  

Paige scanned the small living room inside the two-bedroom apartment she moved into six months earlier. Most of the belongings from the marriage remained with her ex. Possessions meant far less than dignity. The unwanted memories attached to beds and couches held no attraction. Now, the fresh and new dressed the space she called home—a small, plain loveseat, television with a stand, a coffee table. The minimal furnishings were enough.

She looked at the document. Ten years of marriage, over. Just like that. Only not really 'just like that'. The tally spanned years of battles and pain and tears followed by months of going back and forth with attorneys while enduring angry phone calls in the middle of the night. The marriage culminated in a single moment in front of a judge. 

All of it ended with two simple questions and a final decree. 

Paige gazed across the room out the glass balcony door to a drizzling southeastern Michigan afternoon. Her fingers combed through strawberry strands of hair, then braided a few strands together, unbraided them, and tousled the hair once more. Thoughts stalled, her heart numb. The hurt she'd felt for so long was gone, replaced with an odd vacancy. Where was the mourning, the emptiness, she'd heard accompanied divorce? 

Maybe there was something wrong with her. 

With trembling fingers, Paige picked up the phone and dialed the one person who would understand. 

Her sister answered on the first ring. “How’d it go?”

“It’s official, Lil." Her gaze fell on the paper. "I’m divorced.” 

A long, careful pause. “How’s it feel?”

Paige chuckled. “I wasn't sure. Not until you asked. But, actually, it feels pretty darn good. Like the weight of the world is off my shoulders.”

“Then why the crackling voice?” 

She drew in a steadying breath and reread the legal jargon overstating a simple notion.

The absolution of marriage between Paige Timmerman and Drew Timmerman.

The absolution. Paige rested both elbows on the counter and closed her eyes. “It's ... strange.” She laughed. “I think I’m exhausted.” 

“You know what you need? A break. Something wild and crazy and fun.”

“I’m thirty-six years old, I don’t know wild and crazy anymore." She straightened, finger tracing a circle on the counter. "Not altogether familiar with fun these days, either.”

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You need fun. No stress, a little silliness, all with a fantastic sister.”

“And who would that be?”

Lil laughed in a melodic tone. “Very funny. I heard the filming for that new Grey Richards movie is happening in Detroit. Let’s go down there, see if we can get a glimpse of Mr. Richards.”

Paige’s face crinkled as she folded the document and shoved it into the black plastic tray at the end of the counter between other papers. Bills, so many of them, all hers now. A reliable job was more than capable of taking care of them, but the pile resisted the new addition and signaled yet another clue to her single status. She swiveled away. “What? Like teenage groupies?”

“Why not? You can’t tell me Grey Richards isn’t as sexy as they come.”

“No, I can’t say that. But still ... we’re closing in on middle-age and you want to go hang around a movie set? Grey Richards wouldn't notice us if we were the only women in the room.”

Lil snorted. “Ouch, that’s harsh. And you underestimate us. We may be nearing the age of cougar-ism, but we’re still pretty hot. Come on, what do you say? Live a little.”

“This is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard of.”

“Yes?”

“And it’s a total waste of time.”

“Yes?”

“When will Grey Richards be in town?”

A squeal forced Paige to pull the phone away from her ear. She smiled. Her single sister remained carefree. At thirty-four, Lil had yet to find the right person or be jaded by the ugliness of a relationship gone horribly wrong. Lil didn't do long-term relationships and didn't seem bothered with the built-in revolving door attached to her heart. 

Paige couldn't help but wonder if Lil had the right idea. 

“This weekend. Bright and early at seven. Pick you up at five-thirty? We’ll do donuts and coffee.”

“Breakfast of champions.”

“Right. So, why not?”

Paige shrugged. “Why not? You’re getting me up earlier than during the workweek and taking me to see someone who is more gorgeous than just about any man in existence. We'll probably never even get a glimpse of him, much less speak to him. Sugar and caffeine will be the perfect start.”

“Exactly.” An impregnable pause. “Hey, listen. Be happy. You deserve it after what that man put you through. Relax, go get a spa treatment, do something nice for yourself. Then go back to work tomorrow, and I’ll see you Saturday morning.”

Paige smiled tightly. Right. A spa treatment. Not with that pile of greetings from Mr. Bill. He demanded the majority of her hourly wage. “Okay. I’ll try. Have a good day.”

“You too, sweetie. Talk to you soon.”

Paige clicked the end button and stood, tugged the decree from the stack and walked to the back bedroom. After shoving the paper in a box on the top shelf of the closet, she settled on the bed and looked around a cluttered room. Small, unpacked boxes sat in a corner next to a dresser she'd bought the week before. The garage sale dresser was piled high with odds and ends. Clothes stuffed in a too-small closet. 

Thirty-six years old. And starting all over again. 

She pursed her lips into a thin line. Until the judge made it all final, she'd felt more like she was passing through the unpleasant little apartment. Paige wrapped long fingers around the edge of the mattress and grimaced. No sense in unpacking anything else. Only six months left on the lease then she could consider moving to something nicer. Somewhere where college-age kids didn't have nightly parties and the sounds of lovemaking didn't travel through paper-thin walls in the wee hours of morning. Not too much to ask for.

The apartment, like her marriage, was a stepping-stone to something more. She'd see to that. 

“All in the past. Now to look towards the future,” Paige whispered. 

*
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The alarm clock sounded too early for a Saturday morning. Paige rolled over, attempted to slap the button and missed twice. With a moan, she opened one green eye to hazy shouting numbers. Turning off the obnoxious buzz, she eased up, both hands wrapped around her head. “How did I let you talk me into this, Lil?” 

Four-thirty, entirely too early to play middle-aged groupie.

Paige dragged her heavy body from bed, stumbled into the hall, and rounded the corner to a tiny bathroom. One hand hovered on the switch, unwilling to turn on the glare of bright lights. Returning to bed would take less effort than jumping in the shower, and would likely feel a whole lot nicer, too. She shook her head at the ragged, shadowed reflection staring back from the mirror. Early or not, Lil would arrive soon, and there was no time for more beauty sleep.  

Paige showered, applied a trace of makeup, then towel-dried long curls. She slipped into clothes as a hollow knock resounded through the apartment. On time. She didn't expect anything less from her sister. 

She jogged to the living room and opened the door with a tired smile. 

"Good morning, lady.” Lil greeted her with a quick hug. 

“Aren’t you a bit too bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this time of morning?” 

Lil laughed. “You should be too. We’re going to meet Grey Richards today. What could be better than that?”

"Like he’s really going to notice us through the sea of people." Paige chuckled as she grabbed a purse from the armrest of the pale tan loveseat. "Past the starlet co-stars, past whoever's caught his eye for the moment.” She smiled softly. He was sure not to notice, but she was certain they'd notice him. “I guess it’ll be fun, anyway.”

“That’s it. Think positive. It’s going to be a blast. You’ll see. It’s going to be exactly what the doctor ordered.”

Paige raked a hand through still damp hair and followed Lil into a brightly lit hallway lined with ugly orange fire doors. “I should have gotten a trim yesterday, cleaned this mop up a little.”

“I thought we wouldn’t be spotted through the sea of people.” Lil giggled as they made their way down the flight of steps. 

“We won’t, but it’d be nice not to feel frumpy.”

Lil bumped a shoulder against one of Paige’s arms. “Sweetie, there is nothing frumpy about you. Just because Drew couldn’t see that, don’t sell yourself short.” They stepped out into the early morning air teasing with mid-year warmth and promising a clear Michigan day.

"Now, come on, gorgeous. Let’s have some fun.”

Thirty minutes later, Paige took a bite into the chocolate frosted cake donut, closed both eyes and chewed slowly. A little taste of perfection. Swallowing, she opened her eyes and glanced at Lil in the driver’s seat, then giggled. 

Lil smiled. “Tastes pretty good, doesn’t it? When’s the last time you had a breakfast like this?”

"You know," Paige shrugged, wiping the corner of her full lips with a paper napkin, "A while. Drew didn’t like donuts. The expectation was a big breakfast, or else fruit and cereal, maybe toast.”

“Creep.”

She turned the chocolate iced ring over with a shrug. “It’s just who he is. It was life.”

“Sounds like surviving to me.” Lil parallel parked along the curb. “Anyway, I couldn’t be happier for you now. And that’s the last time we’re going to talk about that today, or at all, or, just whenever you need. But not today. Today is all about Grey Richards.”

Paige grinned. “Thanks, Lil. I don’t hate Drew. Not really. I just ... couldn’t do it anymore.”

“Abuse is abuse, emotional, mental, physical, it’s all the same animal in different stripes. And Drew was abusive. Just not in the way that everyone else could see.” She clapped. “Enough of the heavy. Ready to get this show on the road?”

Paige’s eyebrows knitted together as she scanned parked cars on quiet streets. The words struck an uncomfortable chord somewhere between the realms of anger and hurt. The urge to agree with Lil and a well-engrained knee-jerk reaction to defend Drew battled to lay claim on familiar holes in a healing heart. Teeth clenched, she pushed the impulses aside and stepped out of the car. The life with Drew lay in the past. 

"How far do we have to walk?” Paige asked with a raised brow.

Lil pointed west with a toss of long ginger locks. “A few blocks. Got to get past the road barriers and up to the ropes. You know, we should have thought of this sooner. We could have tried for walk-on roles. Be sexy townswomen or something.”

Paige laughed. “No, I think this is enough, thank you very much.” She took a last sip of coffee and tossed the cup into a nearby trash can. Fingers wrapped protectively around the purse strap. “Let’s do this.”

Heels clicked against the concrete sidewalks as they walked in unison across near-empty city blocks. The crowds thickened and Paige huddled closer to her sister. "How close do you think we can get?"

"Don't know," Lil leaned in, the sides of the women's heads touching. "I say let's push our way up to the ropes. I want a personal glimpse of his hotness for myself."

Paige giggled and rolled her eyes. "This is ridiculous."

"Yep. But how many times in life do you get a chance to see American Royalty in person?"

Paige edged around a couple holding hands and a man propping a camera high in the air as she considered Lil's words. How many times? Not often. She never cared one way or another. Actors were actors, Hollywood a foreign land, and gossip columns rarely caught Paige's attention. Movies were a nice escape for a couple of hours and that was the end of her interest in Tinsel Town. At least since she was fourteen, riddling the bedroom walls with posters of all the "it" guys of the mid-eighties. 

Then she learned the hard way storybook endings didn't exist. Drew taught her well.

The ten-year marriage wasn't fraught with danger. No black eyes, no broken bones, but was full of waiting on a man's every whim and whistle. He practiced subtle control—seclusion from friends or family, the loneliness of never getting things right and being awarded nights alone in a cold bed. Life with Drew wasn't scary. It was merely existing. 

Either way, it meant the faces on TV may have well been a true fantasy. 

The corners of her mouth perked, and her step quickened. Drew would have busted something if she'd done anything like this during the marriage. The threat, silly as it would have been, would have driven him stone crazy. 

All the more reason to enjoy the experience.

Paige filed behind Lil, pushing past a sea of people standing on tiptoes, boyfriends balancing eager girlfriends on their shoulders, children crying and bored. A couple men voiced irritation at Lil's aggressiveness. Others catcalled at Lil's lithe frame dressed in a black mini-skirt and busty white button-down rolled up at the sleeves. At thirty-four, the woman still rivaled many a decade younger. Lil was oblivious. She had fashion sense and enjoyed manicures as much as the next woman, but that's where Lil's self-absorption ended. She enjoyed men and the idea of a relationship yet didn't care if they came or went. Somewhere along the line, Lil's biological clock stopped ticking. 

Paige fidgeted with her formfitting jeans and beige eyelet shirt, a shadow to Lil's beauty, at least in her own eyes. She was shorter. Plain compared to her sister. Men didn't catcall at her. That was the hardest thing about leaving Drew. He was the only one who thought she was beautiful, and he reminded her of that fact often. He was likely right, she thought as she pressed both shoulders down. Even if he wasn't, only time could drown out Drew's voice in her head. 

Two security guards dressed in bulging muscle and painted on white shirts with earpieces stood at the metal waist-high barrier. Lil pushed past the last line of onlookers. Paige edged to her side. The security guard to the right twitched an eye at the two ladies and held out a hand. "That will be far enough. We ask for absolute silence or we will have to remove you from the set."

Paige nodded absently, staring past the six-foot masses. The scene was chaotic. Cameras, vans, ladders, and two-story floodlights perched on top of thin rods, screens, and road signs. A sea of cords and cables serpentined in every direction. She looked left to a different kind of sea filled with a dozen or so whitewashed unmarked trailers. 

A short rail ran the visible length of North Street beyond all the clutter. Beyond it, an empty square appeared largely out of place in front of a cluster of buildings. A few people wandered the set, but Paige didn't see any faces she recognized. Certainly not Grey Richards. 

Lil tugged on Paige's hand, and she turned to see her sister pointing to a corner of the set. A man sat in a black director's chair, back to the women. Something familiar about the profile caught her attention and Paige narrowed her eyes. 

"It's him!" Lil whispered into her ear. "It has to be. No one looks like that."

"You think so? Wouldn't he be acting or..."

Security stared hard at the women as a voice boomed from somewhere behind him. "Quiet on the set!"

Chaos swept in from the western corners of the street. A cart with two men and a camera zoomed up the road. Behind them, a black Mustang and red Corvette peeled around the corner. Tires screeched to a stop in front of the towering office buildings as a third Mustang raced forward, wailing as it circled donuts before the camera. As it stopped, a man leaped from the driver's side with a gun drawn on the Corvette. Three pops rang out, and Paige covered her ears, heart leaping. Lil nudged a shoulder and Paige smiled sheepishly, pressing a hand to her chest. The man stopped, holstered the gun, and faced the crowd for a frontal shot from the camera. Lil squeezed her arm tight. Paige nodded. There was no mistaking the face. 

Grey Richards. 

He turned and darted across the grass towards the closest building. Someone yelled out, "Cut!"

The tension in the air eased, and Grey crossed the lawn to the cameraman. Paige's brows furrowed as she shifted the gaze back to the man in the director's chair. He remained seated, watching the bustling activity, with a more than slight resemblance to the actor. A stunt double? With a raised eyebrow, she turned away. Who he was shouldn't matter to her. 

"We'll take a fifteen-minute break and then take two." 

Paige leaned and caught a glimpse of the director near the camera. The man looked to be in his forties, inconspicuous glasses perched on a narrow nose, black thinning hair trimmed short. Thoughts faltered and Paige dropped her shoulders as she fought to remember a name she knew and couldn't place. She leaned closer to Lil. "Who's directing this?"

She shrugged, eyes locked on Grey. He moved closer to the cameras and waiting props, slapped a couple guys on the back, then stopped to chat with the man in the chair. "Some David or Michael, or something like that."

"Right, because the names David and Michael are so similar."

Lil elbowed her with a toss of her head. "Oh, shut up. Look! There he is. Maybe he'll come and sign an autograph. Do you have paper and a pen?"

She chuckled and patted her legs. "Right. Sure. Like anything else is going to fit in these jeans with the thunder thighs."

"As if. Oh, my goodness, he's coming. Look!"

Paige lifted her eyes to see Grey sauntering to the rails. The charcoal suit he wore flowed with each step. The top few buttons were opened to hint at the definition beneath his shirt. He flashed a small smile. Perfect smile, perfect Hollywood body. Paige tilted her head in consideration. No one's perfect, she knew that all too well. What flaws did this role model and fantasy carry with him? With eyebrows raised, she was sure she'd never know and equally sure he was as human as the next guy. Just better looking. 

"Hi, Mr. Richards."

"Good day, Sully. Quite a crowd we've gathered here." He turned from the closest bodyguard and shouted in the smooth voice everyone recognized, "Everyone having a good time today? Wasn't that last scene wild?"

Cheers rose across the sea of onlookers. Beside Paige, Lil jumped a few times, arm high in the air. Paige shook her head and chuckled, then blushed as he stepped to the railing and stood before her. "And how about you, Miss? Are you enjoying yourself this morning?"

She nodded, voice trapped inside bars of intimidation. 

The grin widened. "I'm happy to hear that. Can I sign something for you? Do you have paper and a pen, or marker, or something?"

Paige shook her head. 

He turned to the security guard Sully. "Do you have anything on hand, man?"

The giant of a man shook his head, and Grey shrugged. "I'm sorry, Miss. How about a picture? You do have a phone on you, right?"

She nodded. Reaching into a back pocket, Paige pulled out the device and handed it to Lil's trembling fingers, whose smile and quivering voice spoke volumes. 

"Smile."

Grey Richards leaned over the railing, head soft against Paige's as she struggled to curl her lips. Lil snapped the photo and handed the phone back. 

With a wide grin, he wagged a finger between the two women. "Are you friends?" 

"Sisters," Lil said, a trace of seductive allure teasing the single word. She had that gift, Paige thought sourly. Any word could sound sexy if Lil wanted it to. Lucky girl.

Grey nodded as another man approached him from the set. He tapped Grey's shoulder, and the actor held up a single finger. The man stepped back with his hands folded together. Just like that. 

"Would you like a picture too?"

"Oh yes." Lil's eyes were bright. "Definitely." 

Paige smiled, shot the picture then nodded. "Got it."

He smiled at them both. "Have a great day. Enjoy the shoot."

Grey pivoted and met with the man who fell into step with the actor, their conversation lost in the wind and swirls of fanfare. 

Lil giggled like a child at Paige's side as she eased on her toes. The man in the director's chair stood and walked to Grey's side, plainly at ease with the actor. He glanced toward the crowd. Heat rose up Paige's neck. She ducked her head and glanced over at Lil. 

"Enjoying yourself more than you thought you would?"

She shrugged. "Can't say I was expecting him to come over here. That's something you can brag about at work on Monday."

"And what about you? He talked to you first. Maybe he's interested—"

"You can just stop right there. He's got the majority of the female race chasing after him, and I'm sure more than that in Hollywood alone. Someone like him wouldn't be interested in an ordinary divorcee like me, out of shape, flailing on the bottom-most rung when he could have..."

"You are such a drag sometimes, Paige." Lil sighed. "Do you want to stay for another take?"

She glanced down at the phone. Still an hour left to the morning, yet with a surreal picture of Grey Richards on the phone and her sister as bouncy as a child, she felt ridiculous. Paige shook her head. "I probably need to head back."

Lil shrugged, glanced at the craziness of people on set as they rushed back and forth. "Well, it can't get more exciting than a picture with Grey."

On the way home, Paige hit the button for the radio while Lil lay back on the headrest, eyes closed. A finger tapped against the steering wheel and Paige's lips curved softly upward. The morning had been unbelievable, fantastic. And fun. More fun than she'd had in ... years. She smirked and leaned an arm against the door of the small sedan. The morning was a once-in-a-lifetime experience well worth any hints of exhaustion. 

Exits passed in a haze and Paige sighed. Worth the exhaustion, maybe, but she needed a nap. 

The warm voice of a familiar male DJ filled the sound waves. "Hey, hey, hey. We have a surprise for all our listeners out there. As I'm sure most of you know, Grey Richards is in town filming his latest movie." 

Lil's eyes popped open as she leaned to turn the dial. The DJ's voice boomed in the confines of the car and Paige giggled. "I thought you were sleeping," she shouted over the radio personality.

Lil waved a hand impatiently in the air, brows furrowed. 

"Two of our lucky listeners can win tickets to tonight's cast party. All you have to do is be the fourth..."

Paige's eyes dashed back and forth between the road and her sister as Lil grabbed her phone and frantically punched the touchscreen with a single knuckle. "What are you doing?"

"Winning those tickets."

"I thought you were tired. Isn't that why I'm driving back?" Paige shook her head and returned her gaze back to the ebbing traffic. "You are seriously acting like a star-struck teenager."

"Oh, hush. If I win those tickets, you won't—" She paused, and Paige glanced over to find Lil's mouth gaping open. "Seriously? I am?"

Paige's mouth dropped, cocked in a lop-sided grin. "Shut up. You are not."

Lil plugged an ear with one finger and bent over as she spoke into the phone. "We'll be there soon. We're on the other side of town, but we can easily pick them up by four."

Paige's eyes widened as her head bobbed back and forth from the road to Lil, then to the phone as she laid it back in the console. "You can't be serious?"

"We won!" Lil squealed. "We have to get to WKIL by four."

A car horn blared, and Paige's eyes darted back to the road. "Ohmigosh. I'm going to kill us with this craziness."

"No, you're not. He was in our lane anyway. We've got to pick up those tickets."

"No. No way."

"Seriously. So, can you step on it? Or do you want me to drive?"

"I can't go to some party tonight. I'm exhausted. A nap on the couch is the only thing I have in mind right now."

Lil rolled her eyes. "Really, Paige? We may not be teenagers anymore, but you want to spend your first Saturday night as an officially single woman on a couch, sleeping your life away? We're talking about Grey Richards, up close and personal."

"We did up close and personal already, remember?" Paige turned a corner and shook her head as she eased into a parking space. "What we're talking about now is going to a party where they probably bring Grey and the cast out for five or ten minutes. They'll do a little spiel and then we'll spend the rest of the time watching," she shrugged and shook her head. "I don't know. Movie clips and commercials."

"Get real. This is a Grey Richards production. It's probably going to be first class all the way. And who cares? Drew never let you come out. Now we get to rub elbows with celebrities and you're ducking out on me?"

Her shoulders dropped and she bit the inside of one cheek. Glancing out the side window, she couldn't fight the wave of excitement building in her stomach. A cast party. A night out. Lil was right. It was the least she could do for herself, and for a sister who was more like a best friend. 

Paige put the car into gear and pulled back into traffic. "Okay. Let's do it. WKIL? That's, what, on Jefferson?"
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Chapter Two
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Paige stood in the small bedroom, hands on hips, staring down at the navy cocktail dress draped across the bed. The little number cost two hours at a small boutique shop on the east side of town and three hundred dollars. A hefty hit to the bank account guaranteed to take more than one paycheck to recover from the impulsive purchase. Now, a couple of hard sought-after tickets and no nap later, she was nearly ready for a night out she would never have dreamt possible. Paige pulled on one ear and bit her lower lip, unable to remember the last time she'd worn a cocktail dress. Before the marriage, probably, since Drew would never have approved of the outfit. 

With a deep breath, Paige removed the hanger and pulled the knit fabric over her head to drape seductively over her hips. She stepped into matching heels, then pulled the final touch—a rhinestone necklace—from another, smaller bag. The stones, arranged in large flower clusters, sparkled as she lifted it from the tissue. Paige smiled. Stunning, even if it was just costume jewelry. 

Necklace clasped around her neck, Paige moved in front of the full-length mirror hanging behind the bedroom door. She turned to one side, then the other, craning her neck to see all angles. The mid-thigh length dress was tight and elegant in the simplest of ways. More provocative than anything she'd owned. Ever, she thought with a roll of her eyes. 

Eyes fixed on the reflection, she ran a hand above the long strawberry hair done up in a French roll and dressed in a jewel-encrusted comb. Fingers ran along the jaw line and curled in front of her lips in consideration. Makeup or no makeup? Paige was comfortable with or without cosmetics, and Drew preferred she didn't wear any when he wasn't around. Something about her enticing other men. 

"Makeup. A dress like this requires makeup." 

Paige crossed the hall and turned into the corner bath. A quick application of earthy tones to creamy skin, she carefully concealed freckles she'd never outgrown. The ones Drew hated so much. Concealment wasn't perfect but better than the dark spots which blared from her rounded cheeks. Satisfied, she swallowed hard and inched back to the full-length mirror. The breathtaking image staring back lacked familiarity. Her hands ran down her sides. The smooth fabric accentuated every curve. "Huh." 

A knock on the door announced Lil's arrival. Paige's stomach turned as the woman in the mirror grimaced. A night surrounded by beautiful people she couldn't hold a candle to. The butterflies inside should be excited. Instead, they fluttered with nerves.

One night, that was all. And why would she have to hold a match to them? She shook her head and laughed. "Coming."

Paige opened the thick metal door to the hallway. Lil stood in a black dress with thick floral patterns, sexy and elegant. "You look stunning."

"Me? Goodness, woman, you clean up nice. Wouldn't Drew be drooling all over himself if he saw you like that? What great revenge."

Paige shrugged. "He'd probably have a coronary. And not in a good way. But thanks. I feel..."

"Beautiful? You are, you know. It's Grey Richards who'll have that coronary tonight, and in a very good way, when he sees you."

Paige flicked off the nearest light and giggled. "You need help. Professional. I guess we better go."

"Let's go knock 'em dead."

Lil handed her keys to the valet at the Adolphus, an exclusive club hidden in the heart of affluent Grosse Pointe. With the suburb's old money mansions, the Adolphus had a catered clientele—one Paige never came close to rubbing shoulders with. Butterflies transformed into knots as she and Lil walked up the tiled entryway past manicured spiraled bushes into a rich foyer. 

The doorman, dressed in an immaculate tuxedo, asked for the pearl tickets trimmed in a glittering gold. Paige produced both slips. He looked them over and handed them back. "Enjoy the evening."

She nodded and looked to Lil's beaming face. Her sister gestured to a hallway adorned in black side tables, elegant wall sconces, and an ivory runner. "Ready?" 

They followed a small gathering to a pair of French doors opened to an intimate banquet room. A second door greeter checked the tickets once more. He smiled with a near-perfect practiced grin. "And your names?"

"I'm Lil Reed, and this is my sister, Paige Reed."

The greeter nodded, eyed the tickets once more, and escorted both ladies to a table in the back of the room. "Have a wonderful evening, ladies."

Paige nodded and placed her handbag next to a salad plate. Dim candlelight cast a cozy, subtle glow across two dozen white linen tables scattered across a carpeted floor in a haphazard pattern. Clusters of people stood, drinks in hand, chatting quietly. Average faces, non-Hollywood types. No Grey Richards, or any of the remaining cast: Troy Castle, Becca Tryne, Bill Gretes, Gina Hackles, as best as she could remember. Paige raised a brow. Just like she suspected. The actors would make a quick appearance, nothing more. With a shrug, she eased into a chair draped in a black cover. 

Lil placed a black cloth napkin in her lap and rested both elbows on the table, fingers curled together. "The room is gorgeous."

Paige nodded. "Yes, it is. Do you recognize anyone?"

She looked over one shoulder, made a half circle and looked over the other shoulder. "I don't think so." She shrugged. "Guess they haven't arrived yet."

She fidgeted with a napkin. 

"What's the matter?" Lil leaned closer, laughter dancing in her eyes. "Are you nervous?"

"I guess so." Paige giggled. "It's a little intimidating, isn't it? Being around so many big names. What if soup spills on my dress, or I get, I don't know, ketchup on my chin."

Lil chuckled. "I doubt they'll be serving anything with ketchup."

"You think?" Paige shook her head with a soft smile. "I know that. I'm just ... you know me. I'm not into the whole 'worship the rich and famous' thing."

Lil slighted her chair in Paige's direction. "No. Can't say you're that. Why the nerves then?"

Paige shook her head and shrugged. "I guess being out like this, around people like this..."

Lil nodded. "You didn't get out much, and now you're out around people where image is everything."

With a raised eyebrow, she tucked the napkin on her lap and concentrated on a glass of ice water moist with beaded droplets. Her sister was right without saying a word. She sounded silly, being so insecure. Drew trained her better than she liked to admit. The jerk.

Lil wrinkled her nose and patted Paige's arm. "Don't worry so much. Everyone's eyes will be on Grey and Becca and Troy. Little people like us won't matter much."

The butterflies faded. A good dose of reality from a carefree sister. These people didn't care about nobodies from a troubled city. The stars of the night were none other than shining Hollywood royalty. Paige scanned the room once more, blind to people and taking in the splendor. Flower arrangements trimmed tables clothed in hues of whites, purples, and blacks. The lighting shone softly overhead from chandeliers dressed in beads. She craned her neck to one side and caught a glance of a large centerpiece table at the head of the room. She smiled. That's where the actors would be. On the opposite end of the room. Paige breathed easier. The chances of anyone coming to the WKIL table were slim.

A waiter joined Paige and Lil, gloved hands tucked behind his back. "Can I offer something to drink? We offer a full beverage list including imported beers, high-end wines, soft drinks, water."

"The water is fine for me, thank you."

The waiter nodded and regarded Lil. "And for you, ma'am?"

"A Coke, please."

He turned in military form and left as a voice broke across the room. "Ladies and gentlemen, at this time, we ask that you please take your seats. Dinner will be served shortly, and we'll be joined by some special guests from the film Renegade."

Lil glanced at Paige, eyes widened. "So it begins." 

She nodded, unable to peel her attention from the center table and the unfamiliar familiarity of a man sitting alone, ankle to knee, back to her. Leaning closer to Lil, she whispered, "There he is."

"Who?" she shifted in her seat, stretched to see over the sea of heads. "Grey?"

Paige shook her head. "No, I don't think so. I saw him at the shoot earlier today. He looks like..." Realization hit her. "He looks like Grey."

"You lost me."

"He looks like Grey but isn't him. He was sitting in a director's chair while Grey talked to us. Maybe a brother?"

"Hmm. Could be. I think Grey has a couple of 'em, but they don't act. A sister too, it seems I heard somewhere. Hang on." Retrieving her phone, she tapped the screen. Before she could finish, the voice filled the room again. "Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the stars of Renegade. Introducing Grey Richards."

Applause broke across the room as he appeared from a side door, casually waving to the audience, dressed in an impeccable black tuxedo. The stride, hand in the air in an easy greeting, made the formality of dress appear more casual and something in Paige's stomach fluttered once more.  

"Oh," Lil breathed, hand fanning her face, "look at that swagger. That man is electric."

Paige stifled a giggle and handed a napkin to her sister, whispering in Lil's ear, "Wipe the drool. And I thought I'd make a fool out of myself."

Lil rolled her eyes as Paige laid the napkin on the table. She rested her chin on weaved fingers and grinned. A night out with Lil. She hadn't realized how much she'd missed them. 

Mr. Richards stood at the table next to the man already in place as the voice announced the remaining actors, one by one, until all were standing together. The applause faded and everyone took their seats. 

"You think that's all that will happen tonight? We dine, breathing the same air as them?"

Lil shook her head. "Sometimes I don't know what to say about you, Paige Nicole Reed. You've gotten so cynical."

Had she? She didn't realize. "Sorry." 

The waiter returned with drinks as two more ladies joined Paige and Lil at the table. Dressed in cute dresses from national chains, Paige guessed they were in their early twenties at best. They nearly bounced in their seats, flipping hair and pointing to the table of actors, squealing in recognition. 

Lil would get along with them beautifully. 

The announcer stated that dinner would be served in ten minutes, and a dessert table would be set up in the back of the room. As they waited for the server to bring the Tenderloin tips, glazed carrots, and roasted red skin potatoes, Lil and Paige spoke to the twenty-somethings. Jennifer and Melissa were college students from Wayne State and infatuated with Grey Richards. They bantered back and forth with Lil as Paige eased back in the chair and relaxed. They talked Hollywood gossip and movie trivia, neither of which she was interested in. She shifted her attention to the center table, cocked her head to one side. The man next to Grey looked across the assembly, turned to Grey and the two nodded. Mild curiosity tickled her, Paige grinned and returned her attention to the table mates.  

Dinner plates were placed in front of them and Paige bowed her head, then took a bite of the tenderloin. Heavenly. Another bite and she paused, feeling eyes from somewhere in the room fixed on her. Paige looked up, searched the crowd, but saw no one. She poked at the food for a moment, then glanced at Lil. As her sister grinned, Paige smiled and eyed the room once more. 

Someone was looking at her, she could feel it. 

"This food is amazing! Even if we don't talk to Grey, coming was worth it. A culinary heaven!"

"Hmm?" she looked to Lil. "Did you say something?"

Lil laid her fork on the table, then dabbed the corner of her lips and stared Paige down. "What has you so distracted tonight? I know you're not thinking about Drew."

Paige scratched a cheek. "Drew?" She shook her head with a smile. "No, he's the furthest thing from my mind, believe me." 

"Then what is it?"

"Nothing." She shrugged, took another bite of glazed carrots. "Truly. How could there be anything be wrong here?"

Lil looked around with a wide grin. "Oh! I get it. Admiring the," she cleared her throat, "beauty of the room."

"Something like that." Paige grinned. "How's work going?"

Lil took another bite of tenderloin and shrugged. "It's good, mostly. The builder is putting up houses faster than I can help clients decorate." She swallowed. "My word, I didn't know tips could taste like this."

Paige chuckled, mind circling back. In all the last ten years, she never realized how much she missed hanging out with someone other than her husband. The relationship with Lil had suffered from distance and loss of participation on Paige's part. Drew was more important. Too important. Just the way he liked it. 

Just the way he liked it. 

"I'm going to get some punch," she said. "Do you want some?"

Lil nodded. "I'm going to run and
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