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One Night in Hollywood

Chapter 1 – The Afterparty
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The flash of cameras had become so constant in Leonida Moretti’s life that sometimes she still saw bursts of white light even after she closed her eyes.

Tonight was worse than usual.

“Leonida! Over here!”

“One more smile!”

“Who are you wearing?”

“Leonida, are the dating rumors true?”

She turned gracefully toward another wall of photographers gathered outside the historic Hollywood theater, every movement polished through years of practice. The diamond earrings brushing her neck glittered beneath the lights. Her silver gown clung elegantly to her figure, dramatic without appearing desperate for attention. Every detail had been selected by a stylist hours earlier.

Nothing about her appearance belonged to chance anymore.

The photographers shouted louder as she paused at the top of the carpeted staircase.

She smiled.

Perfectly.

Not too warm. Not too distant.

Exactly the expression the public expected from one of Hollywood’s most admired actresses.

Inside, however, exhaustion pressed heavily against her ribs.

The premiere itself had been a success. Critics loved the film. Producers were already whispering about award nominations. Fans screamed her name whenever she appeared on screen.

By every Hollywood standard, Leonida Moretti was untouchable.

Yet all she could think about was how badly she wanted silence.

Her publicist, Vanessa, leaned close beside her as they entered the theater lobby.

“You’re trending everywhere already,” Vanessa said proudly while checking her phone. “The studio is thrilled.”

“I’m honored to have survived another red carpet,” Leonida replied dryly.

Vanessa laughed automatically, though Leonida could tell she wasn’t really listening.

No one truly listened anymore.

Not in Hollywood.

Assistants listened for instructions.

Journalists listened for headlines.

Executives listened for profit.

And audiences listened only long enough to decide whether they still loved you this week.

The afterparty occupied the rooftop ballroom of one of the most luxurious hotels in Los Angeles. Gold chandeliers glowed above crowded tables while waiters moved gracefully between celebrities carrying champagne towers. Music drifted through the warm evening air, polished and expensive like everything else in the room.

Leonida stepped inside to immediate attention.

Actors greeted her.

Directors kissed her cheeks.

Producers complimented her performance before subtly mentioning future projects.

Every conversation sounded strangely identical.

“You were incredible.”

“We have to work together.”

“You look stunning.”

“This movie changes everything.”

She answered politely, smiling at the right moments while internally counting minutes.

Across the ballroom, enormous windows overlooked the glittering city below. Los Angeles stretched endlessly beneath the dark sky, sparkling beautifully from a distance.

Far away enough to almost look peaceful.

Leonida accepted another glass of champagne she didn’t want.

“You disappeared during interviews earlier,” said Victor Lang, the film’s producer, approaching her with an expensive cigar between his fingers. “The press was looking for you.”

“I was in the restroom,” Leonida answered.

“For twenty minutes?”

She gave him a calm look. “Should I have invited reporters inside with me?”

Victor chuckled loudly, already distracted by another approaching investor. People always laughed around powerful men in Hollywood, even when nothing was funny.

Leonida drifted toward the quieter edge of the ballroom.

For a moment, she allowed herself to breathe.

The city lights beyond the windows reminded her of childhood trips to Los Angeles long before fame consumed her life. Back then, Hollywood had seemed magical. Endless possibility. Art. Cinema. Dreams.

Now she mostly saw contracts and carefully engineered illusions.

“You look like someone attending her own funeral.”

The voice beside her was unfamiliar.

Leonida turned slightly.

The man standing near the window held a whiskey glass loosely in one hand. Tall, dark-haired, and sharply dressed without looking arrogant, he carried the tired expression of someone who observed more than he spoke.

Unlike everyone else tonight, he didn’t appear impressed by her.

That alone caught her attention.

“Interesting opening line,” she replied.

“I considered asking who you’re wearing like everyone else.”

A small laugh escaped her before she could stop it.

The stranger noticed.

“There,” he said softly. “That sounded real.”

Leonida studied him more carefully now.

There was something unusual about him—not fame exactly, but intelligence sharpened by disappointment. His tie sat slightly crooked, as though he’d stopped caring halfway through the evening.

“You’re not an actor,” she said.

“God, no.”

“A director?”

“Screenwriter.”

The word explained the exhaustion in his eyes.

Hollywood loved actors publicly and destroyed writers privately.

“Do you have a name?” she asked.

“Francis Hale.”

Recognition flickered faintly in her memory.

“I know that name.”

“That’s either flattering or deeply concerning.”

“You wrote Hollow Crescent.”

Now he looked genuinely surprised.

“That movie came out six years ago.”

“I watched it twice.”

“Most people barely watched it once.”

Leonida smiled slightly against her champagne glass.

Hollow Crescent had been critically praised years earlier before disappearing quietly at the box office. Beautiful writing. Emotional. Human. The kind of film Hollywood claimed to admire while refusing to finance again.

“It deserved better,” she said honestly.

Francis looked at her for a long moment.

“That may be the first sincere thing I’ve heard all evening.”

Something unexpectedly warm settled between them.

Not flirtation exactly.

Recognition.

Like two exhausted people silently realizing they were both pretending to survive the same room.

Leonida glanced across the ballroom again. A famous actor was loudly telling a story near the bar while three influencers filmed themselves beside an ice sculpture shaped like an Oscar statue.

The entire party suddenly felt absurd.

“So why are you hiding over here?” Francis asked.

“I could ask you the same thing.”

“I was dragged here by a producer who owes me an apology and possibly money.”

That earned another quiet laugh from her.

“And you?” he asked.

Leonida swirled the untouched champagne in her glass.

“Professional obligation.”

“You don’t enjoy this anymore.”

It wasn’t phrased as a question.

Her gaze shifted toward the city again.

“I used to.”

“And now?”

Leonida hesitated.

It startled her how quickly she wanted to answer honestly.

“Now it feels like performing even when the cameras stop rolling.”

Francis nodded like he understood completely.

Not pity.

Understanding.

That was rarer.

Before either of them could continue, another group approached Leonida excitedly.

“There you are!” a young actress exclaimed. “Everyone’s looking for you downstairs.”

Leonida immediately felt the fragile moment collapse.

Masks returning.

Performance resuming.

The actress barely acknowledged Francis at all.

Leonida turned politely toward the newcomers while they discussed interviews, photographers, and studio guests. By the time the conversation ended several minutes later, Francis had stepped farther toward the balcony doors, clearly preparing to disappear.

Oddly, she didn’t want him to.

“You’re leaving?” she asked as she approached again.

He lifted one shoulder casually. “I’ve reached my weekly tolerance for Hollywood.”

“That low?”

“Dangerously low.”

She smiled.

A real one this time.

For a second, neither moved.

The music behind them swelled louder as more guests filled the ballroom. Somewhere nearby, cameras flashed again. Someone called Leonida’s name from across the room.

But suddenly none of it felt important.

Francis glanced toward the elevators.

“I should go before someone mistakes me for successful.”

“That would ruin your reputation?”

“Completely.”

Leonida laughed softly again, surprising herself.

It had been a long time since someone spoke to her without wanting something attached to the conversation.

No career advantage.

No publicity.

No manipulation.

Just honesty.

And perhaps that was why she noticed something dangerous beginning to form beneath the surface of this strange encounter.

Curiosity.

The kind she hadn’t felt in years.

Before Francis could step away completely, Victor appeared again beside Leonida.

“There you are,” the producer said impatiently. “Press interviews downstairs. Five minutes.”

Leonida’s expression cooled automatically.

Of course.

Always another camera waiting.

She turned back toward Francis, already expecting him to disappear into the crowd.

Instead, he gave her a small nod.

“It was nice meeting you, Leonida.”

Not Miss Moretti.

Not the actress.

Just Leonida.

The simplicity of it lingered unexpectedly inside her chest.

“You too, Francis.”

Then he walked away toward the elevators without looking back.

Leonida watched him leave longer than she intended.

“Do you know him?” Victor asked.

“Not really.”

Victor barely glanced toward the closing elevator doors.

“Writer,” he said dismissively. “I think he had one decent script years ago.”

Something about the casual cruelty irritated her immediately.

“Maybe,” Leonida replied coolly. “Or maybe Hollywood stopped listening.”

Victor frowned slightly, surprised by her tone.

But Leonida was already walking away toward the staircase leading downstairs, toward more interviews, more cameras, more carefully rehearsed smiles.

Still, as she descended into another flood of flashing lights, she found herself thinking not about the premiere...

...but about the tired-eyed screenwriter who looked at Hollywood the same way she secretly did.

Like something beautiful that had forgotten how to be human.
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Chapter 2 – Escape Into the Night
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By the time Leonida finished the final interview downstairs, her jaw hurt from smiling.

The entertainment reporter standing across from her adjusted an earpiece while maintaining the exaggerated enthusiasm television demanded.

“One last question,” he said brightly. “Fans are calling this your most emotional performance yet. What inspired you while preparing for the role?”

Leonida delivered the answer automatically.

“The character’s loneliness really resonated with me. I wanted to explore how people hide pain behind strength.”

The reporter nodded dramatically as if she had revealed something profound rather than repeating a polished sentence crafted earlier with studio publicists.

“Beautifully said.”

Of course it was.

Everything in Hollywood was beautifully said.

As soon as the cameras stopped recording, assistants rushed around the set dismantling lights while another publicist hurried toward Leonida holding a tablet.

“Two more quick interviews upstairs,” Vanessa announced. “Then the studio dinner.”

Leonida stared at her.

“For how long?”

Vanessa blinked. “The dinner?”

“No. My life.”

Vanessa gave a nervous laugh. “You’re exhausted. Come on.”

But Leonida wasn’t listening anymore.

Across the lobby entrance, flashes from paparazzi cameras burst constantly through the glass doors. Fans crowded behind security barriers outside the hotel, hoping for photographs of celebrities leaving the party.

Waiting.

Watching.

Recording.

Always.

Something inside her suddenly tightened with unbearable exhaustion.

“I need five minutes,” she said quietly.

Vanessa looked horrified. “Leonida—”

“Five.”

Before anyone could stop her, Leonida turned and walked quickly through the crowded hallway leading away from the ballroom. She ignored confused assistants calling after her. Past kitchens. Past storage corridors. Past exhausted hotel employees too busy working to care about celebrity drama.

The farther she walked from the party, the easier breathing became.

At the end of a narrow hallway, she spotted a dimly lit service exit.

Perfect.

Leonida pushed open the heavy metal door and stepped outside into cool night air.

Silence greeted her.

Not complete silence—Los Angeles never truly slept—but compared to the suffocating noise inside the hotel, the quiet side street felt almost unreal.

The city stretched dark and calm around her. Streetlights reflected faintly against parked cars while distant music echoed from somewhere several blocks away.

No cameras.

No handlers.

No one shouting her name.

Leonida exhaled slowly.

For the first time all evening, she felt like a person instead of a performance.

She slipped off her high heels and carried them in one hand, wincing slightly as her bare feet touched cool pavement. The expensive silver gown suddenly seemed absurd in the empty alley behind the glamorous hotel.

A world-famous actress standing barefoot beside overflowing trash bins at midnight.

If photographers saw her now, headlines would probably describe it as mysterious elegance.

Hollywood could romanticize anything.

Leonida began walking.

No destination.

Just movement.

The farther she moved from the hotel, the lighter she felt. Neon signs glowed above nearly empty sidewalks while late-night traffic hummed through distant intersections. A warm breeze carried traces of cigarette smoke, expensive perfume, and the faint scent of rain lingering from earlier that evening.

Los Angeles looked different after midnight.

More honest somehow.

Less desperate to impress.

Leonida turned onto a quieter street lined with closed bookstores and dark cafés. Most people passing barely glanced at her. Without cameras and red carpets surrounding her, she became surprisingly invisible.

She loved it immediately.

“You know most actresses hire entire security teams to avoid walking around downtown alone.”

Leonida stopped abruptly.

The familiar voice came from several feet behind her.

Francis Hale stood near a streetlamp with his jacket slung casually over one shoulder, hands tucked into his pockets. He looked mildly amused rather than surprised to find her wandering alone at midnight.

Leonida stared at him.

“Are you following me?”

“Technically, I was walking first.”

“That sounds legally questionable.”

“I can leave if you prefer.”

Oddly, she didn’t.

Francis stepped closer beneath the streetlight, his expression softening slightly as he noticed the shoes dangling from her fingers.

“You escaped.”

The simple understanding in his voice made her laugh quietly.

“Yes.”

“How many publicists are currently panicking?”

“At least three.”

“Impressive.”

Leonida studied him carefully.

He had loosened his tie since leaving the party earlier, and the top button of his dress shirt now hung open. Without the ballroom lighting and crowded celebrity atmosphere surrounding him, he looked more relaxed. More real.

“What are you doing out here?” she asked.

Francis lifted one shoulder.

“Walking. Thinking. Regretting free champagne.”

“That bad?”

“It was expensive champagne, which somehow makes
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