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Chapter One

 


Really? Did Kelly honestly think this was
a good idea? Thoughts of despair were racing through Tammy’s
mind so quickly she could barely hang onto one. It was a bustling
Saturday night at The Polo Bar restaurant. It was as chic as she
had expected, all light-paneled wood, paintings, and cozy
lights.

“Oh, it’s fabulous, I went there just last
week. It’s my favorite restaurant in New York,” Kelly had assured
her. “Besides, even if you don’t enjoy the date, remember—it’s just
business.”

This happens all the time, apparently. The
marketing of a film hinges upon the stars, and if both leads are
single, then it’s a no-brainer to set them up and give the
paparazzi a quick call.

Apparently.

Tammy couldn’t see a single reporter or pap
in sight. She scolded herself. What did she expect? A low-budget
horror movie was hardly going to attract much of a buzz, no matter
how many famous faces had cameos in it. And she hated to admit it,
but the loser sitting across from her was a bigger star than her,
having been the lead in three independent movies in the last two
years.

She half suspected he’d had some help in the
looks department. It wasn’t normal to look like the human version
of a Ken doll. His bleached blonde hair curled, the ends drying out
at the tips like grass burning in the heat. His tanned skin had a
slight orange tint, and his cheeks and skin appeared too smooth. It
set her teeth on edge to look at him for too long. Did women
honestly find him attractive?

Hmm, from the giggles and whispers among
some of the younger women in the restaurant, she guessed so. Or
maybe he’s arrogant enough to hire a harem to follow him around
wherever he goes. She wouldn’t put it past him.

Make an effort, Tammy.

Bobby was stuffing his face with shrimp like
it was going out of fashion. He talked between mouthfuls. “So,
yeah, like I was saying…” Chomp, chomp. “It couldn’t hurt
your career to do a little nudity. Like, not porn or anything. But
it couldn’t hurt. You have a great rack, you should use it.” He
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

Oh, if you didn’t have your looks…

“As much as I appreciate the advice, Bobby,
because I do,” she said, sarcastically placing her hand over her
heart. “I think I’ll be just fine. We are in the same movie, you
know.”

She thought back to those torturous months
of filming, batting away Bobby’s unwanted attention and smoothing
away her anger at his piss-poor preparation. While acting was her
passion, and it saddened her to wish a project would be over with,
because let’s face it, she wasn’t exactly rolling in offers, she
couldn’t wait to step the fuck away from that set.

“You might want to be a little nicer to me,
you know. I have some sway with people in the industry.” He placed
a greasy hand over hers and gazed into her eyes conspiratorially.
“A lot of women have made it into the biz because of me, if you
know what I mean. Just something for you to think about,” he said,
patting her hand. He stood up. “I’ve got to take a piss.”

Tammy closed her eyes and held the bridge of
her nose with her thumb and forefinger.

Unlike the restaurant area, the bar was
surprisingly dead, with most couples and groups of friends sitting
at tables. That’s what allowed her to hear him. He was
nursing a glass of champagne and had clearly been eavesdropping on
their disastrous date. He laughed so hard that the bubbles in his
drink spurted through his nose. She squinted her eyes. She tried to
make out his face in the glass of a painting opposite, but it was
no use. She could only spy her own confused reflection staring back
at her.

“I’m sorry, is my misery amusing to you?”
Tammy questioned with a frown at the tall, muscular back.

He cleared his throat and spun around fully
on his chair, allowing her to get a good look at him. Her breath
caught in her throat. If Bobby was a Ken doll, then this man was a
Disney prince. She’d never actually seen someone that good-looking
in the flesh before. His olive skin gleamed, and his dark hair and
eyes sparkled. His exquisitely tamed beard gave a slight edge to
his perfection. He obviously took care of his appearance … and his
body. The baby blue polo shirt clung to his muscles like a grudge
that would never let go.

“Please excuse me, I’m so very sorry,” he
said, his voice liquid silk. “But do you need help? This must be a
first date, right?”

“No, I don’t need your help. I’m very
accustomed to dealing with creeps in my line of work.” She wasn’t
some helpless damsel who needed to be rescued. Although, if she
were to be rescued, then this is the man she would choose to do the
rescuing. His large, rippling muscles could wrap around her body
and—

“Oh, and what’s that? Porn?” He grinned,
interrupting her thought process.

“No such thing, not that there would be
anything wrong with it!” Tammy’s nostrils flared. “I’m a movie
actress.” She held her chin high and looked into his deep, brown
eyes. Kind eyes. Curious eyes. Curious about her? “Well, at
least I’m trying,” she said in a small voice.

“I didn’t mean any offense, only I’d
overheard what Romeo here was saying. Anything I would have
seen?”

“Only if you enjoy horror movies. I have one
coming out on Friday—Haunted House.” Before she could give
him a chance to feign polite interest, as people often did, she cut
him off. “I know, groundbreaking stuff.” She sighed. “Excluding
that I’ve been an extra in a couple of TV shows.” She almost winced
in pain. How could she call herself an actress with a list of
credits like that? And why was she telling this perfect
stranger?

He held her eyes for longer than should have
been legal. She felt a prickle of heat begin to trickle into her
face and down her neck.

He finally spoke. “Just so you know,” he
said quietly, eyes trailing over her body. “I’d watch anything with
you in it.”

Neither of them noticed Bobby returning to
the table. He eyed the handsome man talking to his perceived
date.

“Ready to go, Babe?”

Tammy felt a flush of bile rise in her
throat. “Bobby, please don’t call me that. I’m not your babe, or
even your date. I say we just stick to being professional at the
few events we have left.”

A sickly maroon color spread over his
face.

“Are you being serious? You,”—he
waved his arms in her direction—“are rejecting me?”

Tammy understood she was no Hollywood
actress or runway model, but she knew that gesture wasn’t deserved.
She was on the smaller side, with feminine curves, and a mass of
copper waves that fell past her breasts like a fiery waterfall.

She wished the ground would swallow her up.
Tears pricked at her eyes, hot and heavy, threatening to spill
over. She sniffed as delicately as she could, trying not to draw
unwanted attention to their table. No, she thought. You
will not cry. She raised her chin and opened her mouth to scold
the little shit, but before she could, the stranger spoke.

“Yes, my friend, I think that’s
exactly what she’s saying,” said the mysterious man, shaking his
head in bewilderment. But there was an edge to his tone. Sharp.
Demanding. Unforgiving. A voice that could cut glass. Something in
it made Tammy sit up a little straighter.

Bobby sensed it, too. Although he was
standing and the stranger was sitting, their eyes were level. “Fuck
this,” spat Bobby, grabbing his jacket and exiting the bar.

Fleeing like prey, Tammy thought and
smiled.

It was wiped from her face when, with
rom-com comedic timing, the waitress appeared with the bill.

“Uh, I’ll just leave this here for you,” she
said awkwardly, gently placing the bill on the table so as not to
cause offense. Offense had well and truly set in for Tammy, who
proceeded to stare at the bill as if that would make it
disappear.

Shit, she panicked. I forgot my
wallet. Was it humanly possible for this date to have gone any
worse?

With a swift grace, the handsome stranger
flagged back the waitress. “Their tab is on me,” he said, placing
his card over the bill.

Fully out of options, Tammy realized she had
to graciously accept. Fantastic, he’s saved the damsel in
distress.

“Thank you, I appreciate it.” She held out
her hand. “I’m Tammy, and you are?”

He took her dainty hand in his. She noted
that for the first time he didn’t seem quite so sure of himself.
“Uh, Oliver. Pleased to meet you.”

Tammy chuckled. “You sure about that,
Oliver?” But her giggles stopped once she noticed the gold band on
his ring finger. Great, all the best ones are taken.

“Well, thank you, Oliver, for coming to my
rescue tonight. Do give me your contact information so I can pay
you back.”

He held up a hand and appeared to be
stifling a laugh. “That’s really not necessary.”

She raised her eyebrows. The bill had come
to at least $250, thanks to Bobby insisting on practically ordering
the entire menu.

“All right, Mr. Big Shot, suit yourself,”
replied Tammy, scooping up her bag and leaving the restaurant with
as much dignity as she could muster. All the while she could feel
his eyes boring into the back of her head.

Outside the restaurant the streets were
littered with paparazzi, about forty of them, all wrapped up
against the early October chill. They clutched their cameras
tightly, like weapons. She supposed they were, in a way. She’d
witnessed the desperation they had when they were out photographing
their subjects. The screams, shouts, taunts, and dangerous ways
they would jostle each other to get that perfect shot reminded her
of hungry animals stalking their prey
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