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      Cassie Carroll rolled over and burrowed her cheek back into her pillow. She sighed. Nothing felt better than waking up on a Saturday morning, knowing she could catch a few more⁠—

      “No!”

      Her eyes flew open. It wasn’t Saturday. It was Friday. She had to be at work in . . . when did she have to be at work? The clock beside her beside blinked 4:47 in large numbers. The electricity had gone out. Again. She knew she’d paid the last bill, late maybe, but it got paid. At least she thought it was last month’s. And that she’d paid it. Or had it been Jolene’s turn and her roommate had forgotten again?

      It didn’t matter. The power had come back on, else the clock wouldn’t be flashing now. It had to be later than 4:47 with the strong light streaming into her bedroom.

      She threw back the covers and heard a muffled sound, something between a yawn and a growl. Cassie stood and yanked the comforter away, unearthing TJ. The orange tabby looked at her with disdain and closed his eyes before resting his face atop his front paws.

      “You always wake me up for breakfast at six-fifteen, TJ. Always. Except this morning, of all mornings.” She wasn’t going to work this morning. She had a job interview. “Why did you decide to catnap this one time?” she accused the cat.

      Grabbing her cell from the battered nightstand, she saw it was 8:15. Normally, she’d set her phone alarm but the battery had been draining fast lately and she didn’t have the extra money to buy a new one, much less invest in a new phone. Which was why she’d depended upon the clock alarm—or TJ—to wake her in time. She needed to move. Fast. Scurrying from the bedroom, she stripped off her man’s XL army green T-shirt. As she reached the apartment’s only bathroom, a man with a scraggly beard walked out, scratching his head with one hand and his crotch with the other. He gaped at her.

      “Out of my way!” she commanded, pushing the stranger aside and slamming the door. She started the shower, squeezed artificial tears into each eye to wake up, and grabbed her toothbrush. Cassie muttered under her breath about Jolene bringing another strange guy home as she jumped into the still-cold shower and shouted an expletive when the freezing water hit her in the face.

      Squirting shampoo into her hair, she tried to lather it up with her right hand as she brushed her teeth with her left. Pulling back the curtain, she tossed her toothbrush into the sink and rinsed the shampoo from her hair. No time for conditioner today. Or shaving. She ran a hand along her leg and knew she could get by without the two minutes it would take to zip a razor along it. She decided to throw on a pair of textured tights. Not that anyone in Southern California ever wore them, but it was the first week in December and she was one of those redheads that pale didn’t even begin to describe. Cassie refused to have marble-white legs sticking out from her suit skirt. She had good legs, long with terrifically shaped calves from years of running. She would show them off in the best way she knew how, with navy blue tights. If tights were good enough for the Duchess of Cambridge to parade around Merry Olde England in, then Cassie Carroll could wear them to her job interview.

      She shut off the water that had never totally warmed up and toweled off quickly. The light was better in her bedroom so she wrapped the towel around her and returned there to do her makeup. Thank goodness she didn’t suffer another close encounter with Mr. Scratcher.

      She swiped on deodorant and spritzed herself with perfume. No time for sunscreen on her face. She’d have to chance a few freckles popping out. Cassie completed her makeup in under five minutes and wrestled into a white silk blouse and her tried and true, classic navy suit. The one that she hoped would make her look chic and sophisticated and help her land the job she desperately needed.

      As she was about to slide her feet into her slightly worn pumps, she remembered she hadn’t slipped on the tights. With the clock ticking, she decided the fashionable tights would have to bite the dust. Cassie threw them into her purse anyway. She might have time to put them on in the car if she caught a really long light.

      Her hair, still damp, was easy to slick back. She wound it into a smooth chignon and admired it for two seconds in the mirror. Earrings. She needed something in her ears for that pulled-together look. She found one faux pearl and slid it into place before TJ began yowling for his breakfast.

      “All right, all right,” Cassie complained, slipping the other earring into her pocket. She would put it on in the car. She grabbed her purse and hurried down the hall to their tiny kitchenette, smelling coffee the entire way.

      “Caffeine. Please.”

      Jolene handed her a full mug. Cassie took a few quick sips of her roommate’s heavy-duty Brazilian blend to rev up her insides before grabbing her travel mug and transferring the coffee to it.

      “Would you feed TJ?” she asked Jolene. “And who’s the guy I danced around in the hall with this morning? Naked, by the way. Both of us.”

      Jolene thought a moment. “Howard Something? He laughed the loudest at my jokes last night. I had to bring him home.”

      “When are you going to stop dragging strangers back to our apartment, Jolene? One of them could turn out to be a serial killer. We could be murdered in our beds. Or robbed, at the very least.”

      Her roommate snorted. “We’d have to have something worth stealing.” She eyed Cassie. “You look good, Cass. What’s up?”

      Cassie rooted inside her purse, looking for a tube of lipstick from Nordstrom’s that she’d been saving for a special occasion. The color would make her mouth pop and give her the final bit of polish she needed.

      “Manny thinks I’ve got a dental appointment this morning but I’m going to interview for a job at Merriman Smith.”

      “Hmm. Sounds like a law firm.”

      “They’re a new entertainment agency. Several agents from top agencies defected and started it about two months ago. Tell me you’ve heard of them. It was all over the trades.”

      “If you land a job with them, you can sign me as a client,” Jolene suggested. “I’m sure they rep comics. I’ve got to get another agent, Cass. Manny isn’t doing it for me anymore. Not that he ever did.”

      “It’s an interview to be an assistant, Jolene, not an agent.”

      “You were a casting agent before.”

      “That went nowhere. Like every job I’ve worked since I hit California as a starry-eyed, eighteen-year-old. Even being Manny’s administrative assistant has done nothing for my career. He pays me squat, he has no good clients left—present company excluded—and I know he’s snorting again. Caught him at it twice this week alone.”

      Jolene took a sip from the mug she’d poured herself. “Shit. I knew he was high when we talked yesterday.” She removed a can of cat food from the refrigerator and took off the plastic lid, dumping the fish stew onto a plate.

      As Jolene started to set it on the floor, Cassie warned her. “TJ likes it microwaved. He refuses to eat cold from the fridge food unless it’s interesting people leftovers, like orange chicken or pepperoni pizza.”

      “Spoiled beast.”

      Cassie finally retrieved the lipstick and glanced at the microwave clock. “Yes, he is. Gotta run. Later.”

      She raced to the parking lot of their apartment complex. Her aging Honda Civic sat innocently, waiting to give her trouble. Cassie begged it to start as she got in, pushing aside fast food wrappers and empty water bottles.

      “Today would be a good day to start on the first try,” she announced to the fickle car. “Today is the beginning of the rest of my life. Today, I finally arrive in Hollywood.”

      After three false starts, the Civic kicked in. Cassie backed out, praying the car would get her to her appointment without dying. She pulled out into the heavy traffic, something she’d never gotten used to in her nine years in LA. As she drove like a maniac, she thought about how everyone back in Waco, Texas thought she was living the good life with a Hollywood address. They had no idea how dilapidated most of Hollywood really was. Sure, urban renewal had kicked in a few years ago and parts of the area were spruced up so the tourists would have something to take pictures of, but for the most part, Hollywood was a sad, tired section in the City of Angels.

      She glanced at her gas gauge as she tossed a piece of sugarless gum into her mouth to kill the coffee aftertaste. At least she had three-quarters of a tank. Plenty to get her to Merriman Smith. She began humming to herself. The radio gave up the ghost months ago and the CD player hadn’t worked in years. Maybe if she landed this new job, she could afford a decent car for the first time in her life. She shook the thought from her brain. If the Civic got wind of that kind of thinking, it would break down just to spite her.

      Forty minutes later, she closed in on her destination. Spitting the gum into its wrapper, she tossed it over her shoulder onto the floorboard and applied the expensive lipstick while sitting at a light. It was going to be her day. She knew it. Her gut told her so.

      Cassie spotted a dog. It ran in front of her, a leash dragging behind it. In slow motion, she heard a high-pitched voice wail for the mutt to come back. She whipped the wheel, trying to avoid hitting the dog.

      And hit the man instead.
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      Rhett Corrigan punched the elevator button for the ninth floor. Merriman Smith occupied three levels and his longtime agent, who’d help found the new agency, was on the top floor.

      It had not been Rhett’s day. Leo, his personal trainer, had called right at five and canceled their session because he was driving his wife to the hospital in what looked like a case of appendicitis.

      Rhett worked out alone for half an hour on free weights and then hit the treadmill for another thirty minutes. His mind must have wandered and he’d somehow lost his footing, falling and smacking his forehead hard against the treadmill’s ramp. The knot already rivaled any knocks he’d taken during his USC football days.

      Then Suellen called when he got out of the shower. He loved his older sister dearly and would walk through fire for her but she’d announced she was marrying the idiot she’d been dating for all of two months. Rhett knew better than to plead with her or order her not to do it. In a family of notorious hardheads, Suellen’s head could cut diamonds.

      Finally, he sat down for breakfast, only to taste the milk in his cereal had gone bad. He grabbed the carton and saw it had expired three days earlier. No one was there to yell at because Consuelo, his housekeeper, had left two weeks ago to return to Mexico for the third time in two years. Rhett poured the bowl’s contents down the disposal, angry that he’d been left high and dry again but knowing she and her family would return and slip back into their former jobs without a word from him.

      To top it off, on the way to see Irv Stromberg, he’d run out of gas. Rhett hadn’t done that since the first time he’d taken his mom’s car out with a brand-new driver’s license fresh in his back pocket. Rhett knew Nadine Corrigan had left the tank on empty as a test. Humiliated, he’d called home and then waited for his oldest sister, Carreen, to bring him the gas can from their garage. He’d been forty minutes late for his first date with a girl he’d had a crush on since third grade. Her dad chewed him out royally for being a rude jerk. It wasn’t as if Rhett had a cell phone and could text why he’d be late. Money was tight in the Corrigan house. A cell phone was a luxury—not a necessity—in his mom’s eyes.

      He’d finally arrived at the new entertainment agency, late, but in one piece. He ran a hand through his dark hair and then peered at his image in the elevator’s mirror, frowning at the knot above his eye. At least he’d already attended his latest movie’s premiere, which wouldn’t open until Christmas Day. If it had been a week from now, the bump would be the size of Mount Olympus and green fading into that ugly yellow color. Rhett knew even Tanya, his skilled makeup artist, couldn’t have disguised it.

      As it was, he’d have to lie low so the paparazzi wouldn’t snap him in all his hideous glory. Far be it that Rhett Corrigan appear in public and not make women salivate as they dropped to their knees in worship of Hollywood’s reigning action star.

      The chime brought Rhett back to reality as the door opened. Greeting him was a reception area, chrome and smoked glass, with plush gray carpeting and modern chairs and lamps. The art on the walls cost as much as his last picture had made.

      Rhett walked up to a honey-blonde seated at the receptionist’s desk, who tried to maintain her cool with a breathy, “May I help you?” as her eyes undressed him.

      “Rhett Corrigan to see Irving Stromberg. I’m running a bit late,” he apologized and saw her eyes widen at the comment. Big stars never said they were sorry. About anything.

      “One moment, Mr. Corrigan.” She dialed an extension. “Mr. Corrigan’s here, Mr. Stromberg.”

      The receptionist paused and Rhett could imagine Irv’s profanity-laced reply. His agent hated when anyone was late. The woman frowned slightly.

      “Yes, sir. Of course.” She smiled brightly at Rhett. “Mr. Stromberg will see you now. It’s the third door on the left. Go right in.”

      She moistened her lips and gave him her best don’t you want my cell number look. Rhett was immune to it after eight years in Tinseltown.

      “Thanks.” He strolled down the hall, ignoring the tittering file clerks sizing him up. He waved at Julie, Irv’s assistant who had followed her boss to the new agency, and walked in without knocking.

      Irv jawed away, his ever-present Bluetooth in place. Rhett suspected the agent would be buried wearing it.

      “No, tell him we won’t go for less than eight points. Ten would be better. Also, production in Italy’s no good. He wants Greece. Yes, it is. Because I said so. Tell him. Call me back before the end of the day.”

      Irv yanked off the headset and tossed it on the desk, stretching his arms wide in a greeting.

      “Rhett, my boy. How are you?”

      Rhett allowed the old man to wrap him in a tight bear hug. Irv had seven daughters and Rhett was the closest he came to having a son.

      “Pretty good, Irv. Except for this,” and he pointed to the swelling above his eye.

      “Bar fight?” his agent teased.

      “Yeah, right. The Internet would be screaming with stories by now if that were the case.”

      “Without an assistant and your good-for-nothing publicist, I hear nothing. When are you going to hire someone, Rhett? It’s getting ridiculous.”

      He shrugged. Carreen handled his schedule, making appointments for him, but she was in treatment for Stage 3 breast cancer. He didn’t want to replace her but things were starting to get tough since she hadn’t worked in over two months.

      “I might get someone temporarily. At least while Carreen’s still down.” He smiled at Irv. “It’s not as if I don’t get any publicity. I’m in the media all the time, whether I like it or not. Even though I pay Becky Bloss to keep me out of the news.”

      Irv clucked like an old Jewish grandmother. “You need someone all the same. I know it’s hard to make that kind of decision with Carreen indisposed but we need somebody on board, Rhett. With your movie coming out soon and no new ones on the horizon, we need to keep your name in the trades, in People, even on TMZ. Remember, there’s no such thing as bad publicity and you need lots of it. We need this baby to stay hot until mid-February at least. March would be better.”

      Rhett took a seat in the chair in front of the desk. “What’s next, Irv? I finished Fireball this summer and haven’t done anything all fall. I’m getting restless.”

      Irv shook his head. “Nothing’s come through, Rhett. At least nothing you’d want to read. It’s all trash these days. Besides, we’ve got your image to protect.”

      He laughed. “Come on, Irv. What image? I do action movies. I blow things up, chase bad guys, and shoot drug dealers. You can’t tell me not one decent action adventure’s on the horizon.”

      Irv pursed his lips. “Not the quality we want. You’re the one who’s always telling me it’s gotta have a story. Relax, Rhett. Look forward to Fireball’s numbers. Your last movie opened at number one and stayed there for three weeks. With this being a holiday release, I’m sure it’ll do even better. Relax. Spend some time with your family at Christmas. And for God’s sake—hire an assistant. You were late to that GQ shoot last week because you forgot about it. An assistant would keep on top of things like that.”

      “And a housekeeper. I need one of those, too. A cook would be nice.”

      Irv frowned. “Did Consuelo go back to Mexico again?”

      Rhett nodded. “I’m not taking her back this time. End of story.”

      “Shall I contact my housekeeper’s agency? I can get you set up, big guy.”

      He decided to remind his agent one more time about scripts. “No, I’ll get a housekeeper. Just send me something to read, Irv. Anything, okay? I don’t mind switching genres. In fact, I’m ready to break out and try something new. You know—flex more than my muscles.”

      Irv pulled out a sheaf of papers, ignoring Rhett’s request to send him something in a new genre. “Here’s the beer deal you need to sign. You’ll shoot it in Japan a week into January. It’ll only play there but there’s an option for a few European countries that we can exercise. I’ll get the shooting details sewn up and let your assistant know,” he said pointedly.

      He indicated where Rhett should sign. Rhett scrawled his name seven times.

      “This’ll pull in three mill, Rhett. Piece of cake.”

      They shook hands and Rhett left Irv’s office. He stopped to visit with Julie a minute.

      “Like the new place, Jules?”

      She smiled. “What’s not to like? Irv’s a partner in the hottest new agency in town. He gave me a twenty percent raise, which my almost sixteen-year-old son has decided should go toward a car for him. That is, if he passes his driving test. And if I can afford the insurance.”

      Rhett whistled. “Kenny’s almost sixteen? Now, I know I’m getting old. He was in single digits when I signed with Irv.” He raised his eyebrows. “So, will you get him a car?”

      Julie groaned. “You sound like Kenny now. All men are alike.”

      He smiled. “We have to stick together. Tell him hi for me.” He looked up and saw Ray Pearce turning the corner. The man was worse than a fan on the street. He always wanted Rhett to go with him to a Lakers game or a restaurant opening or any high-profile place they could be seen at and get their picture together. Ray lived for publicity.

      Julie motioned him to follow her and they took off down the hall, stepping into the breakroom.

      “Stay here. I’ll head him off. Give me thirty seconds then come out of here and turn right. An unmarked door at the end of the hall will lead you out the back way.”

      “I owe you, Jules.” Rhett flashed her a grin.

      “You sure do. Ray Pearce is an asshole.” She smiled sweetly and walked back out.

      Rhett turned and saw a tall brunette sipping from a mug. A short blonde stood at the microwave, waiting for it to beep.

      “Merry Christmas, ladies.”

      The brunette stepped in front of him. In a low purr, she said, “I could be the best present you ever unwrapped, Rhett.”

      He laughed. “I’m on Santa’s naughty list this year. No presents for me.” He left the breakroom and followed the route Julie suggested, deciding to head down the stairs and avoid the elevator. Somehow, he took a turn too tightly and missed the step. Rhett grabbed for the handrail to keep from falling. As he grasped it in one hand, he felt his ankle turn and groaned. He righted himself and tested the ankle gingerly, sucking in his breath at the zing of pain.

      “Great,” he muttered to himself. “Just a terrific day all around. Maybe if I’m lucky, I’ll get mugged on the way to my car.”

      He limped down the remaining flight of stairs, glad he was near the bottom. He hobbled through the lobby with as much dignity as he could muster. At least he’d lucked out and landed a parking place in front of the building after the earlier gas disaster.

      Slipping on his Ray-Bans, he exited the building and walked slowly to the car, hoping no paparazzi hung around. He placed a hand on the hood of his car for support and stepped off the curb, circling around to the driver’s side. Before he unlocked his door, he heard a woman scream something about her dog and tires squealing. Rhett twisted around just as some clunker smacked into his prized convertible.
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      Cassie squeezed her eyes closed as she plowed into the vehicle. An awful crunching noise sounded, metal grinding against metal. No airbag exploded because the car didn’t have one. She bounced off the steering wheel as her heart slammed against her ribs. The guy that had stepped out couldn’t have survived the impact. What did they call it—vehicular manslaughter? She would go to prison for the rest of her life. This would be the final nail to hammer into the Cassie Coffin. She’d taken a life and would give up her own in payment. Forcing her eyes open, her jaw dropped in amazement.

      The guy was alive.

      Granted, he was draped across the trunk of some foreign-looking convertible but she hadn’t crushed the life out of him. Somehow, he’d managed to spin around, quick reflexes saving his life. He came upright and limped a few steps. Great. She must have nicked him. He leaned against the car—what was left of it—and held a hand to his forehead as he turned to stare at her.

      Her adrenaline spiked. She’d totaled his very expensive car. Cassie had the feeling the stranger was about to tear her apart. She would meet him in the middle and grovel. Maybe turn on some tears for good measure. Hadn’t Jolene told her that men hated themselves when they made women cry?

      Cassie unhooked her seat belt and tried to get out of the car. The door wouldn’t budge. Great. She’d have to go back to climbing in through the passenger’s side as she had last month when the Civic went through a temperamental stage. Or maybe not. She glanced around and saw the crumpled hood, steam rising, and watched as the sedan shuddered, giving up the ghost.

      The smell of gasoline began to permeate the air, clouding her judgment. She looked down at her outfit and knew today’s interview wasn’t happening with the way she looked. She’d seen homeless people appear more pulled together. Confused, she wondered what she had wanted to do.

      Cassie saw the stupid dog again, a yapping, spoiled poodle. The prissy mutt’s owner teetered over on stilettos taller than the Eiffel Tower and scooped the dog up, hugging him to her tightly as she glared at Cassie. Cassie estimated the dog’s outfit cost more than her last month’s rent. The woman walked on, not bothering to ask if she needed help. Hollywood. It was a different world from Texas.

      She reached for her purse and slung it over her shoulder. Nothing else of value to save. Cassie prayed the passenger door would open. If it didn’t, she could always climb into the back seat and get out that way.

      Suddenly, he was hollering. The guy she’d sort of hit. It must’ve been his car she’d smashed. If she hadn’t been sure before, she was now. Men and their cars—no one came between them.

      Cassie giggled at her flash of wisdom. That was one car that wouldn’t be cruising around Beverly Hills anytime soon. Jeez, what would this do to her insurance? She already had two speeding tickets in the last eighteen months. Her insurance agent would drop her now. She’d be at the mercy of those goons that only advertised on late night TV. They charged an arm and a leg to cover high-risk drivers. She was now a charter member of that club.

      She looked up as the guy inched closer, hobbling along, yelling, his arms waving. Breathing the gas fumes had her disoriented. She couldn’t understand what he was saying. She started to apologize but then remembered her mom told her never to apologize after a wreck because that could be construed as admitting guilt. She was at fault. Big time.

      The guy made it to her and tried to yank the door open. It wouldn’t move. Before Cassie could speak, he reached through her open window and hauled her out.

      “Hey, wait a minute. What are you doing?”

      He mumbled something but all Cassie could do was stare at him. He had the most amazing gray eyes, dark and stormy and full of anger.

      At her.

      Recognition seared through her. “Oh, God. You’re Rhett Corrigan.”

      If her heart had been in overdrive before, it now pounded like an African drum—loud, erratic, and wild. She realized he was running. Rhett Corrigan was hauling ass. Just like in one of his movies. At least as much as he could. His gait was off. She must have hit him after all. Clipped his knee, run over his foot, something.

      Then the explosion sounded. Cassie flinched as she looked over her shoulder to see the Civic turned into a fireball. Flames rose and flickered like dancing devils. They ran along the entire frame and leaped onto Rhett Corrigan’s convertible, lighting it afire. Suddenly, the convertible also exploded and Cassie understood that the gas tank caused the fireworks.

      She sucked in a deep breath of sweet air and glanced back at her rescuer. “You saved my life,” she said in wonder, her head starting to clear now that she wasn’t inhaling noxious fumes. “If you hadn’t pulled me out when you did, I would be toast.”

      A violent trembling shot through her body, quick as a California brush fire. She clutched the movie star’s shoulders, digging her nails in deep. He winced but she couldn’t help it. It was as if she’d jumped into the Atlantic’s icy waters as the Titanic sank and then miraculously was pulled to safety. Her teeth began chattering uncontrollably.

      Rhett lowered her feet to the ground but still hung on to her.

      “Are you all right?” he asked gruffly. His eyes still flashed steel gray but she could see a smidgen of sympathy lurking there.

      “I think so.” She frowned and glanced down at her bare right foot resting atop his Bruno Magli loafer. “I lost my shoe.”

      His eyes swept down and back up. “I guess you did,” he agreed.

      The trembling stopped as quickly as it had started. Cassie sensed the hot flush creep up her neck and spill onto her cheeks. She became aware of being locked body-to-body with the world’s most famous action star. She swallowed hard and relaxed her death grip on his shoulders. She tried to step back but he still held on. Probably because he knew she would collapse in a heap on the sidewalk if he didn’t.

      Despite everything, all she could think was how melt-your-bones good it felt being in his arms.

      She pushed that crazy thought aside. She owed him an apology. “I am so, so sorry about your car, Mr. Corrigan. A dog ran out and I swerved so I wouldn’t hit him. I hit a squirrel once back home, right after I got my driver’s license, and I was sick for two days. Throwing up, crying.”

      The puzzled look on his face made her realize how foolish it was to talk about squirrels when she’d almost hit and killed the world’s highest paid movie star.

      Come on, Cassie, think. Get with the program. Speak like an adult. Say something serious. Money. Adults always thought about money.

      “I promise I will pay for your car, sir. It will take me this life and most of the next to do so, but I will pay you to the penny.” She frowned. “And that knot on your head. I’m very sorry. I’m not quite sure how that happened. I saw you limping. Did I hit your leg?” Her eyes widened. “We should call 911. ER needs to check you over. I’ll bet you’re insured for millions. All of America knows how valuable you are. Let me call an ambulance.”

      Cassie somehow separated herself from him and dug in her purse for her cell phone. “Oh, great. It’s dead. This thing will not hold a charge anymore.” She glanced up. “I suppose you have one we can use?”

      Rhett nodded, a ghost of a smile threatening to break out. “I don’t need an ambulance. You might.”

      “No, seriously,” she assured him, “I’m fine. Better than fine. Well, not really fine because I just totaled your car and mine and it looks as if my job interview at Merriman Smith won’t happen and I’ll be stuck working for Manny until my teeth and hair fall out, but I’m really okay. Really. Other than not having insurance anymore. No one will cover me after this mother of a wreck.”

      The sound of sirens pierced the air. Cassie looked back at the burning cars and saw a crowd had gathered. Every person in sight held up a cell phone, snapping pictures and shooting video.

      “Oh, no. We’re going to be on the news. Manny will know I lied about having to go to the dentist. I am so fired.”

      A woman in a Cornhusker shirt rushed toward them and began taking pictures.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she hollered at the gray-haired granny. “Back off! Mr. Corrigan doesn’t need some tourist from Nebraska shoving a camera in his face, much less selling them to some sleazy tabloid.”

      Cassie looked around. “Who are all you people? Get out of here. Right now.” She waved her arms like a wild woman. Part of the crowd backed off. The rest clicked away, huge grins on their faces.

      “You’re giving them what they want,” Rhett whispered in her ear. Tingles rippled through Cassie at the slight touch. “They feed on this stuff. Come on.” He took her elbow and led her back across the street. He limped due to whatever injury she had caused; she limped because that’s what a person did trying to walk in one high heel.

      Rhett briefly stopped at the patrol car parked near the now-smoldering cars. “I’m Rhett Corrigan, Officer. We’ve had a little fender bender here.”

      The cop laughed. “You ain’t joking, pal. Crushed City is more like it.” He paused. “Could I take a selfie with you, Rhett? My wife would leave me for you. It’d be great to get a picture with you.”

      “Sure.”

      The cop whipped out his phone and stepped next to Rhett. Cassie watched as he took a picture. The cop beamed, while Rhett looked dark and dangerous.

      “Thanks, Rhett!” the cop exclaimed.

      “Can we step inside, Officer Malone?” Rhett asked. “My agent’s office is in this building. We can give you all the particulars and avoid this crowd. Enough of the footage will wind up on Entertainment Tonight as it is.”

      “Lead the way, Mr. Corrigan. I’m all yours.”

      Cassie found herself being propelled inside the building. She glanced at the address on the granite wall as they entered. She put two and two together and knew Rhett’s agent and her interview would be the same place.

      “I am so screwed.”
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      “That’s all I’ll need for my report,” Officer Malone said. “Sorry to have met you under such circumstances, Mr. Corrigan. Miss Carroll.”

      The policeman exited the first-floor conference room they’d been taken to by building security for privacy. Rhett watched Cassie wring her hands, tears welling in her eyes, as reality sank in.

      “Miss Carroll⁠—”

      “Cassie, please. Since I’ll be writing you a check a month for the rest of my life, we might as well be on a first-name basis.” She pushed her hands into her hair. “Why would I tell the world’s highest paid movie star I’ll call him by his first name? I think slamming into your convertible scrambled my brains.” She shook her head. “And for the zillionth time, I do apologize, but I couldn’t hit that dog.”

      Rhett waved the apology away. “Don’t worry, Cassie. You won’t have to sign your life away to me. I’m sure insurance will pay for all this.”

      “My rates will go sky-high, especially after that last ticket I got. I’d give them my firstborn, but I don’t have any kids and no prospects since I haven’t had a date in six months. No, it’s been seven now. How pathetic is that?”

      “An attractive woman like you? No dates?”

      Cassie flushed at his intent stare. He thought no one in Hollywood blushed anymore. Funny, but Rhett found it charming. He found this unfiltered woman charming.

      She laughed. “Yeah, right. My suit’s torn. I’ve cried off most of my makeup except for the mascara that I’m sure is streaking down my cheeks. I never even got my tights on for the interview. And now I’ve got to go upstairs to Merriman Smith and tell them why I’m ninety minutes late—looking like this.” She shrugged. “My entire life is a walking disaster.”

      Rhett smiled sympathetically. “I can go upstairs with you and put in a good word.”

      Cassie snorted. “I would hit the car of America’s Favorite Movie Star in front of his agent’s office. I remember you saying that now. Of course, you’re a Merriman Smith client.”

      Rhett could see Cassie working herself up. “You think I would get a second chance at an interview, much less be hired by Merriman Smith, after I totaled your car? It won’t matter that I type a hundred words a minute and am a whiz at anything dealing with technology. Or that I’ve worked for a supposedly reputable agent for two years now. Who, by the way, is usually drunk or coked out of his mind since his third wife left him, so I basically run his office for him. Will Merriman Smith care? No—because I bashed Mr. Superstar’s car.”

      Cassie expelled a loud breath. “It doesn’t matter.” She opened her purse, popped a Tic Tac, and faced him with fire in her eyes. “I am not a quitter. I haven’t got any choice. I always follow through. It’s something I’ve always done. I can’t think about putting on new lipstick even if it’s my favorite shade because that would mean looking in a mirror. That alone would make me run from the building screaming.”

      She stood and shook his hand. “You have been extremely patient and understanding, despite the fact that I have sounded and acted like a crazy woman during our brief time together. I’m sorry we met under such circumstances, but I’ve got an appointment to keep.”

      Rhett watched her begin to limp away. “Wait.”

      Cassie turned, frowning at him. “Don’t stop my momentum, Corrigan, or else I might chicken out.”

      He flashed her a grin. “I’ll ride up with you.”

      They walked to the bank of elevators. Rhett pushed the up button, and it dinged immediately. He let Cassie step in first and followed behind.

      “So, who’s your interview with?”

      “Irving Stromberg. He’s absolutely one of the best in the industry. Left Dilberg Associates to help start Merriman Smith. I think this will be the agency by next summer. You’ll see stars left and right ditch their agents to come on board to be repped by Merriman Smith.” She bent and removed her remaining shoe so she stood on balanced feet.

      Rhett made an instant decision. He reached over and pushed the stop button.

      “How about coming to work as my personal assistant?”

      Cassie’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “Surely, you’ve heard of those. Big movie stars pay people to make their lives easier. You know, book their appointments, walk their dogs, do the general go-fer thing.”

      “You’re joking. You⁠—”

      “I’m not. My sister’s been my assistant for a long time, but she’s too busy right now. I need someone for several months. Maybe even longer, depending upon Carreen’s situation. She does everything for me from making dental appointments to setting up photo shoots and interviews. You would plan every aspect of my life to make things simple for me. Tell me where to be and what to do. I’ll be yours.”

      Cassie’s eyes lit up. “What does it pay?”

      Rhett grinned, knowing she was hooked. “Does it matter?”

      She beamed at him. ”Not really. When can I start?”

      “This afternoon?”

      Cassie gulped. “Okay—but I need to let Merriman Smith know I’m no longer available. And get cleaned up. Go see Manny. He won’t need any notice. We’re all over the news by now. He knows exactly where I’ve been. He can just fire my butt.”

      Rhett laughed. “That’s okay, I was teasing. Starting tomorrow morning will be fine.” He hesitated a moment. “You’ll really do it?”

      The smile she gave him let him see into her heart.

      “I will be the best personal assistant you ever had for however long you need me. Your sister loves you and probably has indulged you. I, on the other hand, will always tell you the rock-solid truth. And I’m bossy as hell. You’ll have to toe the line, Corrigan. No star tantrums, no star behavior. Save that for all non-assistant personnel. We’ll have a courteous yet professional relationship. You won’t be sorry.”

      Cassie hit the panel, and the car began moving again. The doors opened, and she started out the doors. Rhett hooked her arm and pulled her back in.

      “You ride back down.”

      She frowned. “I need to explain things. Remember, part of my honest, follow-through personality.”

      “You’re my employee now. Do as I say. I’ll handle Irv. You go quit Manny. Or get fired. Got any paper since your phone’s on the blink?”

      Cassie dug through her purse and found paper and pen. Rhett scrawled his address and gate code.

      She eyed him. “You seriously don’t want my resume? You don’t want to check my references?”

      “Call me foolish but I trust you.”

      Cassie eyed him speculatively. “I could be a stalker. I could’ve deliberately rammed your car to meet you. Or now I could sell your address and code on eBay to the highest bidder. Even offer tours to tourists.”

      He grinned. “Nah. You’re too honest. You have an open face. Besides, I have three sisters. I read women well.”

      Cassie cocked her head and studied him a moment. “I’ll bet you do.”

      Rhett stepped out of the elevator. He couldn’t seem to stop smiling as he walked down the hall and interrupted Julie’s typing.

      “Back so soon, Handsome?”

      “I just hired Cassie Carroll to be my personal assistant. She was on her way up to her interview with Irv.”

      Julie chuckled. “Stole her from under his nose, huh? She must be good.”

      “I think she will be.” Rhett laughed as he pulled out his cell. “All I need to do now is call an Uber to get home since Cassie just totaled my car.”

      Julie burst out laughing.
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      Cassie nervously pulled into Rhett’s Brentwood neighborhood. She was driving a standard, which had been a disaster in the making. She didn’t even know rental companies had standards anymore. The car was a loaner from her insurance company, which probably wouldn’t stay her insurance company much longer. After she talked to her agent and told him she’d totaled Rhett Corrigan’s car, she thought the man would turn her in as some domestic terrorist sent to prey on America’s Most Beloved Sex Symbol.

      She circled the block for the third time. She didn’t want to be too early. Finally, she pulled up to the iron gates. Cassie could barely glimpse the house from the road. She rolled the window down and punched in the code Rhett provided yesterday. The gates slowly folded back and the rental lurched through after stalling twice.

      Her stomach had an entire Olympic gymnastics team holding practice there. The flips and flops almost had her nauseous. Her grip on the wheel slipped thanks to sweating palms. Cassie sighed. She was on Rhett Corrigan’s estate. He would be her boss—if he hadn’t changed his mind.

      Manny had accepted a verbal resignation yesterday. His TV was on when she arrived but he was pretty far gone. She doubted the agent understood she was actually leaving. After cleaning out the few personal items in her desk, she celebrated with two In-N-Out burgers, animal style. Jolene hadn’t been home when she got back to their apartment and had probably gone straight from her server’s shift to the comedy club. Her roommate hadn’t come home last night or bothered to call. It wasn’t the first time, but Cassie worried about Jo all the same.

      She sputtered up the long drive, parking in the circular driveway. Three other cars sat out front—a dark Mercedes, a midnight blue Porsche, and a candy red Corvette. Her dirty Toyota was a total misfit.

      Cassie hoped she wouldn’t be a misfit, too.

      She glanced down at her black slacks and crisp white blouse that she’d ironed the hell out of last night. She had no idea what an assistant wore. Rhett hadn’t given her specific hours. She’d decided to show up at nine, hoping that was a good time to report. If he wasn’t awake, surely a housekeeper could let her in. Would he trust her enough to give her a key?

      The new job had her both curious and excited. Cassie could imagine the people she would meet. She would see behind-the-scenes Hollywood as few ever did. She reminded herself not to look starstruck. It wouldn’t be wise to embarrass herself or Rhett. Already, she felt protective of him and his brand.

      She gathered her courage and walked to the door. Rhett would probably make her sign a non-disclosure agreement so she couldn’t write some nasty tell-all book. Cassie didn’t mind. The fact that the famous Rhett Corrigan was taking a chance on her already assured him of her loyalty. Her finger hesitated, hovering above the doorbell. She was about to cross a bridge from her old life into a new one. She closed her eyes and pressed the button.

      The door opened almost immediately. Standing there was a man who was almost as hot as Rhett Corrigan.

      “You’re not the housekeeper,” Cassie blurted out. “Are you Mr. Corrigan’s bodyguard?”

      The stranger smiled, amusement sparkling in his eyes. “Nope. But I am six-three, all 220 pounds of muscle and good looks at your service, Cassie Carroll.”

      Cassie gawked at him. “You know who I am?”

      His smile widened. “I believe you’re the little lady who made the Beemer history.”

      She sensed the heat rising up her neck.

      “Come on in. No need to turn red to your red roots.” He pulled her inside the foyer and closed the door. “I’m Breck O’Dell. Rhett’s best friend and stuntman extraordinaire. We’ll be seeing each other quite a bit.”

      Cassie drank in the sun-kissed hair, ice-blue eyes, and golden California tan. “You’re part of his entourage.”

      He laughed. “I guess you’d say I am the entourage. Just me. Sometimes Carreen, his sister.” Breck’s face clouded. “She’s sick now. Cancer.”

      Cassie’s heart caught in her throat. Her dad died of lung cancer when she was seven and she still missed him after twenty years. “I’m so sorry.”

      Breck shook his head. “Carreen’s a fighter. She’s been Rhett’s assistant until now. She’s doing chemo. Just finished a round yesterday. Doc says the prognosis is good.”

      Cassie felt relief swirl through her. “I hope she makes it. I don’t care if it puts me out of a job.”

      Breck squeezed her shoulder. “You’re all right, Cassie Carroll. Come on in, and I’ll show you the place. Rhett’s tied up right now so I’ll give you the lay of the land.”

      He gave her the grand tour. She guessed the house had between fifteen and twenty thousand square feet. Breck also took her outside to the pool, the pool house, and a bungalow behind it.

      “I’m finding all this hard to take in,” she admitted to him almost an hour later. “My entire apartment would fit into Rhett’s kitchen—twice.”

      He laughed. “I know what you mean. Sometimes, it’s hard for me to realize what’s happened to Rhett since I’ve known him forever.”

      “So how do you know Hollywood’s biggest heartthrob?”

      Breck burst out laughing. “You wouldn’t have thought that if you’d seen him in kindergarten. He hates that title hung around his neck like an albatross. People judge him by it all the time.”

      He indicated two chairs under an umbrella by the pool and they sat.

      “Rhett’s a great guy. Solid as they come. We grew up together. The Corrigans lived in a tiny, three-bedroom bungalow in Costa Mesa. Just a stone’s throw from Disneyland. We’d mow yards to get a season pass and spend every summer day there as kids. Best baby-sitter in the world, Uncle Walt.”

      “I didn’t know about his humble beginnings. I did know he was a top model for Ralph Lauren before he started acting.”

      Breck ran a hand through his thick hair. “He won a football scholarship to USC first. Went from sharing one bathroom with three sisters and his mother to being among the ultra-wealthy in college.”

      “And a big strapping guy like you? Did you also get a sports scholarship?”

      “No way. Too much of a hell raiser in high school to be disciplined enough to have some potbellied, balding coach tell me what to do. Besides, school wasn’t for me.” He grinned mischievously. “So, what did I go do? Join the army—where I had lean and mean sons of bitches boss me around instead.”

      Cassie laughed. “Then you got into stunt work? You mentioned being a stuntman.”

      “After a while. Left the army. Bummed around in Europe. Found Rhett modeling in Milan and stayed with him awhile. When he decided to give acting a shot, we both came back to the states. The Dynamic Duo taking Hollywood by storm.”

      “Do you work on his movies? With that much stuff getting blown up and all the car crashes, I’d think you’d keep plenty busy.”

      “Yeah. I can’t double for Rhett and his stunts. Tried a wig once to cover my blond hair, but it looked pitiful on camera. I coordinate and drive during most of the car chases and step in to do the stunts for the bad guys. This last movie, Fireball, I broke two ribs, my collarbone, and lost a tooth.”

      Cassie touched his arm in sympathy. Breck smiled. “I’m all better now. Of course, I probably could find a place or two you could kiss and make feel better.”

      She burst out laughing at his puppy dog eyes. “I already like you too much to kiss you, O’Dell.”

      Restless now, she stood. “I need to find where my boss is and start earning a living.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s after ten. Is he up yet?”

      Breck laughed. “Only for about four hours.” His words shocked her.

      “You’re kidding. I thought you were covering for him when you said he was busy. I figured he was still in bed. I assume he’s up early on days he shoots but⁠—”

      “No buts. Rhett never sleeps in. Ever.” Breck smiled widely. “And Randi totally hates it, down to her hot pink toenails.”

      “Randi? Randal James? He’s sleeping with the blonde that makes Christina Hendricks look flatter than a pancake? Why haven’t I heard this? I read all the trades and every Internet entertainment website. I even scan the National Enquirer when I’m waiting at the check-out line. There hasn’t been a hint of their relationship anywhere!”

      Breck’s eyes gleamed with mischief. “Yeah. Ms. James is pretty pissed about that. Rhett’s really private. He doesn’t want to go public with the relationship yet. He’s a workhorse, though. Gets up every day to work out at six. Lifts weights, runs on the beach with Shep, does tai chi. You name it, Rhett does it.”

      Cassie’s respect for her new boss grew, despite the fact he was sleeping with a former Playmate of the Year.

      “Speak of the devil,” Breck murmured.

      Cassie looked up to see Randi James in the smallest bikini ever sold making her way down the steps to the pool. Large sunglasses covered most of her face and she carried a small tote bag.

      “Hey, Randi. How’re you doing?”

      The model gave Breck a disdainful look. “Still here, Breck? Oh, that’s right. You never seem to leave.”

      Randi eyed Cassie suspiciously. “And now you’re inviting your little playmates over to sponge off Rhett?”

      “This is Cassie Carroll. Rhett’s new assistant.”

      Randi’s eyebrows arched. “Oh, really? Well, I forgot to get a drink. Bring me one. Something cool. Not too much ice.”

      The model slid onto a lounge chair and stretched out lazily like a jungle cat. In one graceful move, she unhooked her top and tossed it onto a nearby table.

      Cassie wondered if she had made a mistake accepting Rhett’s job offer.
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      Rhett glanced out the window and saw Cassie talking with Breck. She seemed so animated. Of course, Breck was as charming as they came. He could kill a woman with kindness as easily as snap her neck with his bare hands. His Delta Force training was something Breck rarely talked about. Only late at night and in Rhett’s company alone had his best friend shared some of the horrors he’d lived through on different missions. Even then, it had been long ago, in the days before Rhett hit it big in Killjoy.

      He watched Randi slink toward them. The model was beautiful, stormy, and way too smart for her own good. Randi James spelled Trouble. She was high maintenance in every way imaginable. He wondered why he’d even been attracted to her in the first place. Rhett thought it might be wise to ease out of the relationship before things grew serious between them. As it was, Randi was staying over more often than not. He valued his privacy and found her company a little overbearing.

      Rhett decided to make one more phone call before going downstairs to brief Cassie. He hit speed dial and waited for his sister to answer. His mother picked up instead.

      “Hey, Mom. How’s Carreen doing today?”

      The silence caused his gut to clench.

      “Sorry, Rhett,” his mother apologized a few seconds later. “I wanted to slip out of the bedroom and let Carreen sleep. She was restless last night and Bob asked me to come over today. He got the kids ready for school so I could pamper Carreen a little.”

      Rhett relaxed a little. “Is today better?”

      Nadine Corrigan sighed. “Better is a relative term, Rhett. She’s better than the first round of chemo, but she’s not as good as last time. She's resting now.”

      “Do you think I could stop by this afternoon?”

      “That would be sweet of you, dear. Why don’t you call first to see if she’s up to seeing you?”

      “I’ll do that, Mom. I’m glad you’re there.”

      “Well, she didn’t want that private nurse you hired. You know Carreen. She’s only half as stubborn as you are and that can be lethal.”

      He chuckled. He’d gotten his famous stubborn streak from Nadine herself.

      “I’ll talk to you later then.” Rhett hung up and sat for a while.
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      Cassie gritted her teeth as she walked back out with Randi’s drink. The first time she’d brought back a glass of Coke over crushed ice. Randi took one sip and snarled, “Why would I drink all these empty sugar calories? Get me something diet. Now.”

      Cassie returned inside the mansion, muttering under her breath that if Randi had wanted a diet drink, she should’ve asked for one in the first place.

      The next trip the model whined, “It needs a slice of fresh lime in it,” and handed it back.

      Cassie trekked to the spacious kitchen, her blood pressure rising by the second.

      Now, she returned for the third time, slices of lime on a saucer. This was it. No more. Cassie walked toward Randi and forced a pleasant look on her face despite being jealous of the long, tanned legs. As long as Randi didn’t ask her for a pedicure or an eyebrow plucking or for her clothes to be ironed, Cassie would grin and bear it.

      For now.

      She stopped dead in her tracks as Randi reached for a bottle of tanning oil. Please, no. She could not oil that satin skin. She would refuse. She would simply quit.

      Wouldn’t that look great on a resume? One day on the job as Rhett Corrigan’s personal assistant.

      Instead, Randi smoothed the oil over her bare breasts and shocked Cassie by saying, “I need a birthday present for my mother. Pick a gift up today, Callie. Just a little something. Not too flashy. Classy, instead.”

      Randi continued slathering on tanning oil, focusing on evenly distributing it, never bothering to look Cassie in the eyes.

      Cassie grabbed the bottle from the model’s hand and slammed it onto the table.

      “I’m not Callie. It’s Cassie. Cassie Carroll. And no, I draw the line. Presents are personal, especially when it’s your mom we’re talking about, and you should put some thought into buying her a gift that comes from your heart. I’m not your assistant. I’m Rhett’s. He’s paying me to work for him. Not you. Go buy your own present.”

      Randi glared daggers at her. “We’ll see about that. You are so fired.”

      She hated herself for blowing an ideal job on day one yet she was proud she’d stood up to this horrid woman.

      Cassie turned and ran smack into her new boss.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rhett caught her elbows and steadied her. “I need to see you right away, Cassie. Come inside, please.”

      “Rhett? We need to talk.” Randi’s tone let Rhett know serious trouble brewed between the two women.

      “Not now, Randi. Later.”

      “But Rhett⁠—”

      Rhett ignored his girlfriend’s pout and accompanied Cassie back inside. Shep awaited them in the kitchen. He gave the dog a quick pat and pulled out a chair at the kitchen table for both of them and sat. Cassie stood.

      “Getting a lot done?” he asked as Shep wandered over to Cassie and she began petting the large dog.

      “Not exactly. I did meet Breck. He showed me around. I can at least find my way from the kitchen to the pool since I’ve made the trip numerous times already.”

      Rhett hid a smile and wickedly decided to push her. “Really?” He didn’t think he could sound more innocent. He watched Cassie’s temper flare.

      “I did not hire on to be at the beck and call of your Playboy Bunny, Corrigan. I didn’t even know you had a girlfriend. But I can’t do for you while I’m playing servant girl to her. I’m surprised she hasn’t already had me pay her bills online, take her poodle to the vet for a clip, and exchange a pair of Manolos because she didn’t like the color anymore.”

      “If you give Randi time, she’ll see you get all of that done by five this afternoon.” Rhett grinned at Cassie’s heated glare. “And Cassie, Randi has a maltipoo. You might want to remember that in the future when you shop for the dog’s clothes.”

      She almost growled at him. Rhett burst out laughing. “Calm down. I’ll be sure Randi’s clear that you’re my assistant. I have plenty to keep you busy. She won’t ask you again to run her errands. Or fetch her drinks. I promise.”

      Cassie sniffed. “I’ll bet she never took advantage of your sister like this.”

      Rhett’s eyes twinkled. “Hell, no. Carreen wouldn’t have put up with that.” He paused. “You shouldn’t either.”

      Cassie nodded her approval and took a seat at the table. “Let’s get started.” She whipped out a pad and pen from her purse and looked at him expectantly.

      “Okay. My publicist, Becky Bloss, is set to call you around three-thirty. You’ll need to coordinate my upcoming calendar with her. Carreen had a few things marked already. I’ll do anything the two of you deem reasonable to promo the new movie—radio, TV, print, whatever—through December twenty-third. I’ll want to spend some time with my family, so don’t book anything until after the twenty-eighth.”

      Cassie finished scribbling. “What else?”

      “I need to go see my sister this afternoon so you’ll be on your own. I can show you Carreen’s computer and call up a few files for you to peruse. Just get yourself familiar with things.”

      “Breck told me Carreen has cancer. I’m so sorry. I lost my dad to it.” Cassie swallowed at the painful memory. “Medicine has advanced so much more now. I know she’ll beat this.”

      He felt his eyes misting. “I hope so, too. What kind of cancer did your dad have?”

      “Lung cancer. Unfortunately, he was a heavy smoker. Two packs of Camels a day. I was only seven when he died.”

      Rhett took her hand. “That’s rough on a kid.” He gave it a squeeze and released it. “Carreen’s got two little ones. Six and four. Fortunately, they caught it early. The doctor expects a good outcome. It’s rough seeing her go through the chemo now. She’s lost most of her hair and her appetite’s nonexistent.” He chuckled. “Unlike me. I’m always hungry.”

      “Why don’t I made you a sandwich or salad or whatever you normally eat, and you can head over to see her?”

      Cassie walked over and opened the refrigerator, Shep following on her heels. “You’ve got to be kidding,” she said flatly.

      Rhett glanced inside and saw the bare shelves. “Yeah, I’m kind of low on things.”

      “When is the last time your housekeeper bought groceries? Or your cook? And where is the rest of your staff? I thought Hollywood superstars had tons of people.”

      Rhett loved the curiously demanding tone in her voice. “I am staff-less at the moment. My housekeeper, Consuelo, has gone back to Mexico for the holidays. She took her daughter, Maria, her two nieces, and her two sons with her. Maria cooks like a dream, the nieces clean under Consuelo’s watchful eye, and the boys are my groundskeepers. They maintain the yard and the pool.”

      “It’s only the first week of December,” Cassie pointed out. “How generous are you with time off? Not that I need a vacation right now.”

      Rhett knew this would be tough to explain. “Consuelo is the best but she has a habit of taking off on the spur of the moment to visit relatives in Mexico. This time, she left right before Thanksgiving.”

      “And you let her? You keep hiring her and her family back even though she leaves you high and dry?”

      He nodded sheepishly. “What can I say? She takes good care of me. They all do. I always say I’ll fire her but then I take her back every time.”

      “So what do you do during the in-between times?”

      Rhett shrugged. “I get by. Order out a bunch. Breck stops for pizza a couple of nights a week. I’m not too messy so things don’t get too bad.”

      Cassie cringed. “I can see it now, a new headline on the TMZ site—Sexy Star Showers Amidst Fungi. They’ll have you dead from black mold, Rhett. I know these tabloids.”

      “What do you suggest I do? And remember, Maria makes the best damned enchiladas west of the Mississippi. I refuse to give those up. If Maria stays, they all will stay.”

      “First of all, I wouldn’t rehire any of them again. But seeing the look on your face, that’s not an option. So we’ll pinch-hit for now. I’m a Texas gal so if it’s Mexican you like, I can do it all—fajitas, chili, nacho casserole.”

      “My mouth’s already salivating.” Rhett glanced down at his sheep dog. “Even Shep’s up for whatever you can make.”

      “Hush. I can grill, too, from hamburgers to salmon to chicken. I make some mean mashed potatoes and can even do a few easy desserts. So you won’t starve.”

      “You’re my assistant. I can’t ask you to cook, too.”

      Cassie held up a hand. “Hey, who says an assistant can’t cook? I assist you. Period. Whatever it takes to keep the Rhett Corrigan machine moving, I’ll do it.” She sized him up. “What do you like to eat?”

      “Everything,” Rhett admitted. “I love seafood and steak. Lots of fresh fruits and vegetables. I am partial to whole grains. And pasta. God, I love pasta.”

      “What about Randi?”

      “Randi? She doesn’t eat anything except salads. She nibbles or pushes things around on her plate. It used to be just Diet Coke and cigarettes, but I won’t let her smoke here.”

      “She probably sneaks some in,” Cassie pointed out. “I caught a whiff of tobacco on her.”

      “You’re probably right. Don’t worry about picking up anything for her.”

      “Okay. I’ll stock up your refrigerator and pantry. What does Breck like?”

      “Breck would eat rocks if you put ketchup on them.”

      “I’ll cook until Consuelo and her crew return.”

      “I feel bad about you doing that.”

      Cassie grinned. “Don’t. You’re just going to pay me even more for my time and trouble. I do draw the line at trimming hedges and swishing toilets. Do I have your go-ahead to hire someone to do that?”

      “Sure.”

      “Then I’ll make a few calls, take some bids, and get back to you.”

      “You don’t have to. You’ve got the authority. Make the decision.” He thought a moment. “I’ll get the credit card Carreen used for my expenses when I visit her. Buy whatever you think is reasonable. Privacy is number one, though. Whoever comes in needs to be discreet and sign an NDA.” Rhett thought a moment. “I’ll need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement, too.”

      Cassie nodded. “I figured as much. The rest sounds good to me. Since I’m cooking, what hours do you expect me to work? I hear you’re an early bird.”

      “Hours? Carreen made her own. You do the same. I’ll make oatmeal or cereal with fruit for breakfast.” He grinned. “I even know how to scramble up an egg-white omelet if I get bored. Seriously, I don’t need you here when I roll out of bed in the mornings. I know some days will be light, so you aren’t expected to be here all day. When I’m shooting, those can be really long days, so I hope it’ll balance out in the end for you.”

      “Do I go on location with you? We really haven’t talked about any specifics,” Cassie pointed out.

      “Carreen came sometimes. It depends. Can we play that by ear? I don’t have another movie lined up yet.”

      “Sure. I’m going to need your cell number. Landline. E-mail address. Carreen’s computer password so I can access files. Could I have a key to the house? I’d like to come and go without having to be let it. You know, by the imaginary housekeeper who takes such good care of you.”

      Rhett let the sarcasm pass. “I’ll set you up with all of that and give you a cell phone to use. Since yours seemed to be having problems.” He saw annoyance flash across her face.

      “Who’s your website admin? Who
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