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FALLING IN LOVE IS a wonderfully terrifying sensation...

I couldn’t believe it! My very first book was being turned into a movie, and my boyfriend was cast in a leading role. We packed up for a month of filming in Italy where I was looking forward to long walks in the countryside and stolen kisses under the moonlight. The problem was that I didn’t want anyone to think that Jace had gotten the part because of me. He was talented in his own right, and if everyone knew we were an item, they would think he was sleeping his way to the top. Did I mention that he used to be an escort?

We decided that the best course of action was to keep our relationship on the down-low. How hard could it be to keep our hands off each other for a month? We had plenty of work to distract ourselves. From overbearing costars to constant rewrites, we barely had time to sneak off and enjoy the fruits of our labor.

As the days passed, we became less and less concerned about what other people might think. Until finally someone caught us and left us in a bind. 

Would Jace have to give up his spot and the chance at a Hollywood career to save my reputation? 

Would I let him do that, or would I fall on the sword of my own ruined ambition and come clean?
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Brenna
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I WATCHED AS THE CHARMING villa grew larger outside my window. The airport shuttle eased up a brick driveway, coasting to a stop just steps away from the front door. I exhaled in relief, knowing that my long journey was finally at an end.

Though I’d been on several plane rides since publishing my first romantic series, I’d never been overseas before. It was shocking to look down from the windows of the airplane and see nothing but stark green water.

I had to force myself not to panic, turning instead to some sappy romantic comedy to distract myself from the fact that I was leaving America far behind. But now that I had finally arrived in Siena, a lovely little Italian city about half an hour from Florence, I was able to relax.

I got out of the car, my legs stiff from disuse. I stretched, feeling like I needed to walk around a bit to get the blood circulating. After seven hours in the air, five hours total waiting around airports to get through security, and two hours in transit to and from the airports, I was exhausted. It literally took me an entire day, and I was ready for a shower and a nap.

The driver apparently had other people to pick up because he wasn’t interested in waiting for me to find my sea legs. He popped out from behind the wheel, yanked open the trunk, and dumped my luggage on the ground.

Before I could even tip him, he was back in the car and driving away. I shook my head, wondering if everybody in Italy would be so genial. Of course, I couldn’t base my entire opinion of the country on the actions of one man, but it wasn’t the greatest welcome I could have imagined.

There was no one in the driveway, so it looked like I was going to have to take my own bags inside. I assumed that all I had to do was find the front desk and explain who I was. Surely, they would hand me a key to a room where I could deposit my things.

My literary agent, Renee, was my liaison to the producers and script writers who were working to transform my bestselling series into a movie. Just the thought of seeing my characters on the big screen was enough to give me a shot of extra energy. Who could have predicted that my life would turn out this way?

I was shy by nature and had always thought I was just going to be a secretary until I retired. That was definitely my speed. With my cantankerous cat by my side, I would waste away the years in cozy sweaters, watching sweet romance movies alone on my couch. I don’t know what possessed me to try my hand at writing myself. But whatever stroke of luck or fate pushed me in that direction, I was eternally grateful.

I stooped down to pick up one of the bags when I heard the front door opening. Straightening up, I saw a young woman, about my age, hurrying toward me. She wore the uniform of an assistant: owlish glasses, a cardigan, and a pencil skirt. She looked harried, as if meeting me was only one chore on a to-do list a mile long.

“Brenna?” she asked.

“Hi,” I said, offering her my hand.

She shook it, glancing around at all the luggage surrounding us. She picked the biggest suitcase and yanked on the handle so that she could roll it toward the villa. “I’m Grace, your assistant.”

“Nice to meet you,” I muttered, though in truth, I was stunned by her title. 

Assistant? My assistant? I’d never had an assistant in my life. I hoped she wouldn’t expect things like performance reviews or goal setting. I had no idea how to be a manager, and the thought of someone dedicated to taking care of me was a bit overwhelming.

“How was your flight?” Grace asked.

“Fine,” I replied.

“This is the villa,” Grace said, moving on to more important things. I was quickly learning that people in the movie business didn’t spend a lot of time getting to know each other. There was a quick hello, followed by an obligatory one or two sentences about the weather or the traffic. After that, it was strictly business.

“This is the staging area, where all the meetings will happen and all the costumes will be held. You’ll see people coming and going at all hours, but that’s normal. Things can get a little hectic when we’re filming.”

“I understand,” I said, hurrying to catch up.

The suitcase I was carrying was heavy. It thumped against my thigh as I mounted the steps to the front door. Grace effortlessly lugged the other bag up the stairs, as if she did that kind of thing all the time. I was beginning to regret packing so thoroughly. Maybe I could have pared down some of my clothes to make travel a little easier. Oh well, I would know that next time.

“We got you a room here with the producer and the director, but the cast and crew are staying elsewhere,” Grace continued.

“Where?” I asked, almost too quickly. My boyfriend Jace had been cast in one of the leading roles. Though we’d agreed that we weren’t going to tell anyone about our relationship, I wanted to know where he would be staying. I couldn’t wait to see him. It had been at least a week since he’d left my house to get ready for the shoot. We spoke every night over the phone, but I didn’t have a chance to hug him or kiss him, and I longed to be reunited.

“Closer to the set,” Grace said.

She led the way through the foyer, not bothering to check in at the front desk. I followed quickly, afraid that if I didn’t keep up, she would leave me behind. Her answer was frustrating, to say the least. I didn’t even know where we were filming, so how could I sneak over there to say hello to Jace?

“Where is the set?” I asked.

“I’ll take you there later,” Grace promised. “For now, we have a meeting with Josephine, the director.”

“But I just got here,” I managed. I was looking forward to sitting down for a moment on a chair that wasn’t traveling at mach-ten.

Grace clucked sympathetically. “I’m sorry. I can try to reschedule if you would like.”

The way she said it made me think that there was absolutely no possibility of rescheduling. She spoke as if I was asking her to climb through a mountain of wasps’ nests before battling a dragon. She was likely to get stung and burned to a crisp if she tried it.

“No that’s okay,” I said, watching her face light up.

“Great,” she chirped. “Why don’t you put your things down and take a few minutes? I have a phone call to make. I’ll be right in the lobby.”

When she left, I turned to look at my room. It was cute, with a comfy-looking bed and a set of drawers that had been plucked straight from an antique store. The bathroom was tiny, though. I squeezed my way into it and checked out my face in the mirror. Yep, I looked like I had been up since six in the morning, traveling from one uncomfortable place to another.

Amazingly, the bathroom fit a full shower, complete with a smallish tub so that I could soak if I wanted to. I gazed longingly at it, wishing I could strip down and step under the showerhead for a few short minutes. But then I would have to dry my hair and put all my makeup back on. With a sigh, I decided to change clothes. At least then I would feel refreshed, and I could make it through this upcoming meeting without offending anyone’s nose.

Jace texted me as I pulled on a new shirt. I sat down on the bed, suddenly not caring whether I was late.

Hey beautiful, he wrote.

Hey handsome, I wrote back. Where are you?

I’m at LAX, he replied. Just about to get on the plane.

God, how long will that flight be? I questioned. My own flight from Kennedy International had been seven hours. I couldn’t imagine coming from California.

I have a layover in New York, he responded. Total time like fourteen hours.

I inhaled sharply. God bless the man. I wasn’t sure if there was enough money in the world to entice me onto a fourteen-hour flight. Of course, that was silly. I would do anything to get this movie made, up to and including selling my precious pet Dexter. The cat wouldn’t mind. He was barely ever home anyway.

Can’t wait to see you, I signed off.

Me too, he answered. And then the thread stopped.

I gazed at the blue bubbles for a long time before realizing that I had to go. If Grace’s concern was to be believed, the director wasn’t someone to toy with. I didn’t know whether such abject fear was normal for movie sets, but my assistant was obviously genuinely scared of the person I was about to meet. That didn’t bode well.

I pulled on a new pair of pants and slipped on my shoes. Stopping in the bathroom one last time, I ran a brush through my hair. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. I hurried out into the hall and down the massive staircase to the first floor.

Grace was on the phone and didn’t bother to look up or end her call. Instead, she waved me over and walked down the hall, device pressed to her ear. She found a room that was directly beneath the staircase and knocked on the door.

“Come in!” someone barked from inside.

Grace pushed the door open and waved me inside. It looked like I was on my own for the introductions. The room was bright and sunny, with two large windows set side by side. There was a conference table with an array of papers, costumes, food, and computers littered across it. I got the impression that people had been living there for several days without leaving.

“Hello?” I asked the room’s only occupant.

“Hello,” she responded, looking up from her laptop.

“I’m Brenna, the writer,” I said.

“Josephine,” the woman said, rising to her feet.

She was dressed in a crisp business suit, with her hair pulled back. She gave my hand a quick shake before giving me an up and down look. I blushed uncomfortably. I wasn’t used to people being so obvious about their inspection of me. I told myself she was probably accustomed to dealing with actors, for whom appearance was a key component of their work. I didn’t know what she hoped to gain by scrutinizing my wardrobe, but that was her deal, not mine.

“How was your flight?” Josephine asked.

“Fine,” I said.

“Great,” she answered, checking off the ‘small talk’ box with one question. “I assume you’ve been in contact with the script writers?”

“I have,” I confirmed.

“And they’ve showed you the latest version?” she questioned.

“I got an email two days ago,” I said. “Is that the latest version?”

“No,” Josephine said. “We’ll get that sent over to you right away.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

“I assume you got the shooting schedule?” she snapped.

“No,” I replied.

“What has your assistant been doing all this time?” Josephine hissed.

“I just met her,” I pointed out.

“Okay,” the director said with a sigh. “Where’s your laptop?”

“Upstairs.”

She looked at me like I was a toddler who had accidentally spilled something on her ten-thousand-dollar rug. “I’ll need you to go on your email and log onto our Cinema channel.”

“What’s that?” I asked, feeling stupider than ever.

“It’s a productivity platform,” she responded, drifting back toward her chair as if our meeting was already concluded. “All of our communications will be on there. The schedules, craft services, hair, makeup, casting, everything.”

“Okay,” I said, mentally preparing myself to download some new software and figure out how to use it before going to bed.

I walked out of the meeting, feeling like I’d been run over by a train. I could tell I was already behind the eight ball and that she wasn’t impressed with my credentials. But why would she be? This was probably her twentieth or twenty-first time going through the motions. She didn’t have time to handhold me; that’s why she’d hired Grace.

“How was it?” Grace asked, appearing by my side as if by magic.

“Okay?” I asked, my voice tilting up at the end because I wasn’t exactly sure if it went okay. “I have to get on Cinema.”

“Oh my gosh,” Grace whispered, shaking her head. “I can’t believe they didn’t give you your login already.”

“It’s fine,” I assured her. “I’ll go do it right now. Unless there’s something else...?” I trailed off, hoping that the answer was no.

“Nope,” she agreed. “Bright and early tomorrow morning, though. In fact, scratch that. Up before dawn tomorrow.”

“Great,” I replied. 

I didn’t even know what time it was in Italy, but I was sure that waking up before the sunrise was going to be difficult. I found my way back to my room, realizing that I hadn’t had a chance to eat anything.

But on my list of important things, eating was way down there. I satisfied myself with a granola bar from my bag and hopped in the shower. It felt so good to have the heat raining down upon me. I languished much longer than I should have, washing all the travel stress away.

Then I toweled off, ignoring the little voice in my head that said I should blow dry my hair. I would deal with it in the morning.

Pulling out my laptop, I struggled to get my Cinema account up and running. By the time I did, I barely had enough energy left to leaf through the volumes of schedules, documents, and script revisions that were waiting for me. I’d worked so hard to make it this far, and now it seemed like I was going to drown in a sea of work.

I pushed as hard as I could for as long as I could before finally shutting the laptop and going to bed.
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Brenna
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TRUE TO HER WORD, GRACE was at my door in the early morning hours, gently knocking to wake me up. I groaned, rolling over to one side. I checked my phone, which had updated to the new time zone. Five a.m., the screen said.

“Just a minute!” I shouted, rolling out of bed.

I pulled on my pants and one of the nice shirts I’d bought with Jace’s help. When I originally met him, he was a male escort. His job had been to get me ready to interface with Hollywood royalty. He’d had quite a task considering that I was a shy, reclusive writer who had only a few sweaters and one pair of sneakers to her name.

Under Jace’s instruction, I bought a whole lot of new clothes that would look good with minimal effort. It took me quite a while to find them all, but wandering the streets of New York with Jace on my arm had been fun.

I’d packed almost every stitch of fabric I owned, so I had quite a selection. I picked a tan blouse that slipped on over my head. Then I rushed to the bathroom to comb my hair. The results of last night’s shower were still evident. It still wasn’t completely dry and was clumped up in places.

I pressed my teeth together to get through the pain, yanking the brush through the worst of the knots. I knew I should have dried it before I slept on it. Shaking my head, I grabbed the room key and my cell phone and stepped out into the hallway.

“Here,” Grace said, handing me a paper coffee cup.

“Thanks,” I replied, taking a sip. Instantly, I felt better. The coffee was wonderful. It was strong and spicy, almost like it was infused with cinnamon or cloves. “Wow. This is really good.”

“One of the perks of shooting in Italy,” Grace chirped.

“So what’s happening at this unfortunate hour?” I asked.

We walked downstairs to the foyer where there were a ton of people already walking around. I spotted at least a dozen assistants, all dressed in professional garments with ear buds, talking on their phones. Someone wheeled a wardrobe by with at least a dozen similar little black dresses hanging from the rack.

There were a few people gathered around a coffee pot, and someone who looked like a dog walker shepherding three Chihuahuas on leashes toward the front door. I didn’t know what I expected from a movie set, but this wasn’t far from the mark. It was organized chaos, and while it was intimidating, it was also invigorating.

Grace dumped me back in the conference room, where not much had changed since I’d seen it last night. Josephine wanted to go over some of the character sketches and asked me a series of scathing questions that led me to question whether she actually liked any of the characters.

“But what are his flaws?” she demanded of each role, no matter how small.

I struggled to flesh out minor characters that I had written so long ago. How was I to know what the innermost thoughts of the main character’s uncle were? He was in the mafia. Most of the characters were in the mafia. I just thought we would go with Hollywood mafia cliché, but Josephine apparently wanted more.

“You’ll come to lunch with the script writers,” she said, as if there was no question that I would agree.

“Of course,” I said.

“Have you seen the set?” she asked.

“No,” I answered.

She didn’t respond to that, leading me to wonder whether I was supposed to take charge of getting myself to the set. I really had no idea where it was in relationship to the villa and no idea how to get there.

“Can I visit the set?” I asked Grace as soon as I left the meeting.

“I need you in hair and makeup,” she replied.

“Why?” I asked.

“We’re shooting a documentary about the making of the film, and you’ve got an interview in thirty minutes,” she said.

“But I haven’t even had breakfast,” I objected. I had been anticipating a rush of activity, but this was ridiculous.

“No time,” Grace chirped.

“I haven’t eaten since yesterday,” I argued. I could already feel my stomach complaining. A granola bar and an inflight meal had been okay, but it was time for some real food already.

Grace sighed. “Okay, but after the interview.”

I followed her to another room in the villa where the hair and makeup artist had established a working studio.

“Is this where the actors are going to come?” I asked, suddenly captivated by movie making magic.

“Here and on set,” Grace explained. “Excuse me, I have to take a call.”

The stylist was less than impressed by my hair. She clucked at me as she worked, blowing it out so that it approached presentable. She spent nearly a half hour working on my face, and at the end, I couldn’t tell the difference.

Grace came to collect me, ushering me out into the garden where I spoke with a fresh-faced man with spikey hair for all of five minutes. He wrapped it up with a handshake, leaving me free to finally get breakfast.

For the next five hours, I worked on my laptop, trying to stay on top of all the work that was popping up. No sooner had I answered one instant message than another appeared and sent me scrambling for an answer. I kept an eye on Jace’s flight tracker, so I knew he had landed. But where he was at the moment, I couldn’t be sure.

Eventually, Grace came to collect me for lunch. She was talking a mile a minute, and I barely caught any of it. Leading me out the front door and into a waiting car, she continued to chat all the way through the drive.

We arrived at an authentic Italian bistro, complete with a beautiful view of the countryside and what looked like grapevines framing the front door. I couldn’t figure out what to look at first. Was it the pair of nuns walking past, or the wooden threshold that appeared to be at least five hundred years old? Was it the mountains in the distance or the beautiful display of flowers in the windowsill?

Grace didn’t appear to have the same problem. She was on her phone right up until we reached the table, when she finally put it away. I found myself face to face with Josephine and two of the script writers I had met in New York. There were half a dozen other people I hadn’t met and no one bothered to introduce me to.

I sat down, and to my great relief, Grace took a seat next to me. She might be a whirlwind of activity who only partially paid attention to me, but at least she was on my side. I ordered a salad and chicken, still feeling empty though I’d definitely had enough to eat for breakfast. Something about being in a new place and having to work at a breakneck speed really got my stomach growling.

“So,” one of the writers said, without the prerequisite small talk, “have you finished the fourth book yet?”

“Of course,” I replied.

“Did you get a chance to look at the script?” the other one asked.

“Yes,” I began but was cut off when more people arrived at our table.

I was overjoyed to see Elektra Pappas, the actress who would be playing the main character. I’d met her when she was cast, back in LA, and I was immediately drawn to her. She had the kind of warmth and energy I was looking for, and she was genuinely a good person besides.

“Brenna!” Elektra said, remembering my name.

I stood up to give her a hug, “Elektra!”

“When did you get in?” she asked, taking a seat at the head of the table. 

“Last night,” I replied.

“Brenna, this is Owen Smith,” Josephine said, pointing out the one person in the room that everyone around the world would recognize.

I felt my heart skip a beat. Owen was incredibly handsome and had been cast in multiple million-dollar films. I couldn’t believe that they’d gotten him to play Stephano, and I knew that his inclusion would be a big draw. Though he wasn’t my favorite actor, he had just enough star power to make me stare.

“Enchanté,” Owen said, picking up my right hand and kissing it.

I frowned but quickly replaced it with a pleasant smile. There was something about the over-the-top gesture that struck me wrong. He followed that up by going to stand beside Elektra, apparently expecting her to give up her seat.

“What?” Elektra asked.

“The light’s better on the other side of the table,” Owen said.

Elektra sighed and got to her feet, taking a different chair so that Owen could have the one he wanted. I didn’t like that at all. Who the hell did he think he was, that he could just assume the most powerful position without conflict? I wanted Elektra to push back, to tell him to get bent, but she didn’t. I didn’t say anything either, and no one else seemed to notice.

Owen flopped down into the chair and reached for a menu.

A few other actors gathered around until we had to hijack a chair from another table. The lunch took exactly two hours. I was surprised when everyone came to the conclusion that it was over around the same time. It was yet another feature of Hollywood movie culture that I was going to have to get used to. Everyone had places to be and people to talk to. They couldn’t linger, and there was no genuine interest in doing so anyway.

“Hey, do you want to grab some wine?” Elektra asked me.

I checked my phone. It was only three, but I wasn’t sure why that should stop me. “Don’t you have to work?” I asked. I was sure I had a few things I could be doing.

“Filming doesn’t start for a few days,” Elektra said. “Besides, this is Italy. I’m not suggesting that we get drunk. Just a glass.”

I relented, mostly because I wanted to hang out with Elektra. It fascinated me to no end that she was going to be portraying Marianna. True, I had fans who enjoyed reading about her, but I had never met anyone who was going to go to such extremes to understand my character. It was crazy. Marianna didn’t exist until I dreamed her up, and there I was, sitting with the actress who would be bringing her to life.

Grace, Elektra, and I took one car back to the villa, while Josephine and Owen took another. The script writers and the lesser actors took a third car, piling in the back. It turned out that we were all going back to the villa.

I tried to hide my disappointment. It looked like I had been booked into a room at the central hub of the production business. While it was certainly convenient, there wasn’t anywhere to relax.

“Come on,” Elektra said, taking me by the hand.

She took a left down a back hallway, and we found ourselves in the kitchen. She went straight to an upright, two-door refrigerator that was full of wine bottles. Selecting one, she also pilfered two wine glasses from a cabinet. Then she signaled to me to follow her again, using the back door.

In the rear of the villa, the view was spectacular. There was a large patio with several picnic tables for guests to use. One of the tables
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