
        
            
                
            
        

    The Fame Game
Luna Kirkman has been in the limelight since she was six years old. A child of Hollywood, she’s known both great success and great struggle. Now, after a long stint in rehab, she’s back on her feet. There’s only one problem. Her love life. As she nears her fortieth birthday, her heart, as well as her management, want her to settle down. So when her manager sets her up with fellow actor and heartthrob, Beau Paget, Luna is game but a bit hesitant. Beau has the looks and the reputation she needs for her image, but it’s his sister she’s interested in.
Chloe Paget hates everything Hollywood: the fuss, the fame and even the fortune. And for the most part, she avoids it at all costs. Unfortunately, her brother Beau is one of Hollywood’s biggest stars. So she’s less than thrilled to hear that he’s dating Luna Kirkman, Hollywood’s most notorious wild child. But as she tries her best to warn her brother off Luna, she discovers there’s more to Luna than her image. A lot more.
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CHAPTER ONE 
    
Luna Kirkman stood beneath her umbrella, and the thumping sound of the rain seemed to beat in tune with her throbbing head. She fought closing her eyes as she stared intently at her costar, Keegan Monahan, waiting for her to finish her lines. Midway through her last line however, the rain stopped falling. Keegan paused and looked at her in confusion. Then their director, Royce Reynolds, yelled.
“Cut! Where the fuck is my rain?”
Perplexed, Luna and Keegan lowered their umbrellas to glance up at the now quiet artificial rainmaker as the first assistant director answered the easily agitated Royce.
“Uh, I believe…” Fat drops of rain began to fall, fast and heavy, soaking an unprepared Luna and Keegan. “It’s on now, sir.”
Luna shrieked, along with Keegan, and they both lifted their umbrellas over their heads. But it was too late, they were soaked.
“What the fuck just happened?” Royce tore off his headset. “Goddammit! Cut the rain!”
“It seems to be malfunctioning, sir,” the first AD said.
“We don’t have time for this shit! Fix it!” He tossed his headset to the ground and bored his eyes into Luna and Keegan. “You two, hair and makeup, now!” He stormed off set, cursing as he went. A handful of people clamored after him, trying to calm him down, but Luna knew that was probably futile. Royce Reynolds was known for his short fuse and impatience, but the man had a genius sense of vision. Today his tantrums seemed to hit different, thanks to a bitch of a headache and an early morning edition of Celebrity Rag magazine, featuring an article on her. So she was in no mood for Royce and his mood swings, or the fact that she was now soaking wet. Hair and makeup were already in an uproar, calling out instructions and dragging Keegan away.
Luna groaned and fought running her hands through her damp hair. She waved one of the hair and makeup girls away. “Not now. I need to run to my trailer first.”
“But—”
“I’ll handle Royce,” Luna said. “And I’ll be right there as soon as I can.”
The girl nodded and retreated.
“Everybody take an hour,” the first AD called out, hurrying over to inspect the rainmaker, along with the guys responsible for it.
Luna’s assistant, Bailey, was quickly at her side with a golf cart and Luna climbed inside and held on to the rail as they began to drive. Bailey seemed to have a sixth sense with Luna and her needs. She was an angel and a godsend and Luna would be lost without her.
“I got you the salad with microgreens and the basted garlic butter salmon for your lunch, just like you wanted,” Bailey said by way of greeting. “I also returned the call from Hillary, who’s requesting dinner tomorrow night at her place with Jo. Oh, and Mel’s in your trailer.”
“Mel? He’s here?”
“Mm-hmm. He wouldn’t tell me what he wanted, but I suspect it has something to do with your contract.”
Luna sighed. “Probably.” Her longtime manager only showed up on set for what he deemed to be extremely important conversations, which she could honestly do without today. “Shit, I was really hoping for a few moments of peace and some Advil.” She rubbed her temple as they wove between people and neared the trailer.
“I can cover for you. Tell him you went with Keegan.”
Keegan was her favorite person on set and they sometimes kicked back in her trailer. So it wouldn’t be out of the norm if Bailey were to report as such to Mel. Luna shook her head. “No, I might as well bite the bullet.”
They reached her trailer and Luna climbed out of the cart and pulled open the door to look back at Bailey. “Thanks, Bay. Go get yourself something to eat. You might not get another chance.”
“Will do.” She smiled, gave a wave, and drove away. Luna watched her go, wishing she could invite her inside, but she knew Mel would want to speak to her alone, so it would be pointless. Mel would just ask Bailey to leave, and probably not in the nicest of ways.
Luna stepped inside the cave-like environment and closed the door behind her. The interior of the trailer was dim and it felt hot and muggy. She immediately wanted to open the windows. But one look at Mel’s pinched face put a stop to that idea.
“What?” she asked, dreading his response.
He wiped the sweat from his bald head and lifted the tablet off the table to show her.
Fuck. The story. That’s why he was there.
“I take it you haven’t seen this yet?” he asked, dropping the tablet onto the table with a dull slap.
“No.” She wiped some lingering rain from her face and moved to the windows to yank them open, unable to take the stifling atmosphere. Especially with Mel there. He seemed to be breathing like an angry bull, exhaling hot carbon dioxide through his flared nostrils. She worried about his blood pressure when he got upset like this. It wasn’t good for him, and she wondered if he’d remembered to take his pills that morning.
“Well, it’s not good.”
She opened the last window and sat at the table where Bailey had her lunch already laid out for her. Bless you, Bailey.
At the moment, however, she didn’t feel like she could eat. Mel was staring her down as if she’d written the troublesome article herself.
“So?” she said, wishing he’d just lay it on her. Mel had never been one to mince words, so she wondered why he was now.
He slid the the tablet to her but spoke before she had time to peruse the unlocked screen. “It’s a goddam nightmare.”
There. That was the Mel she knew.
“How so?” She read the headline and her jaw dropped. “Oh, no.”
“Damn right, oh, no.”
“Oh, God.”
“Uh-huh.”
“He got arrested?” She lowered the tablet to look at Mel.
He blinked. “That’s what you’re worried about? Him? Who cares about him, for Christ’s sakes? What about you? Jesus, Lune, am I the only one who cares about you here?” He jabbed a finger at the tablet. “They’re bringing this whole thing up again. Slathering it all over the front page for everyone to read while they’re waiting in line to buy their fucking Hot Pockets at the grocery store.”
She glanced back down at the article and began swiping through it to see exactly what it was he was talking about. He leaned across the table and slammed his thick-fingered hand down to stop her.
“It’s bad,” he said. “No sense in reading it.” He rubbed his heavy jowl, his five o’clock shadow sounding like sandpaper. “Just trust me on that.”
“They brought up the chase?” She’d thought she’d finally put all that behind her. It had happened almost two years ago and she’d paid her dues. Did her community service and done a long stint in rehab. She was straight now. Stone-cold sober and living a clean life. Had a good thing going with the show. Why this and why now?
“The chase, your relationship with him, your drug use, you name it. It’s all over that goddamn article.”
“But why?” She’d thought the tabloids were giving her a reprieve, allowing her to go about her life now.
“Because the dumb fuck got himself arrested. On the freeway. Driving while intoxicated. Again.”
“Oh.”
She looked at her ex-boyfriend Avery’s mug shot blown up for all to see on page three. He appeared beyond high, beyond intoxicated. She felt for him but knew there was nothing she could do. She’d already tried to get him help, but he’d refused. And he hadn’t seemed to have changed. Not according to that photo and this most recent arrest. But he was bringing her down with him once again. Something she did not appreciate.
“Oh?” Mel laughed his wheezy laugh and loosened his strangling-looking tie.
“Well, what do you want me to say, Mel? I didn’t do anything wrong this time.”
“No, no you didn’t. But that last fuckup is apparently the gift that keeps on giving.”
“So, what do we do?”
She depended on Mel and had since she was fourteen when she’d first taken him on as her manager. He might have had a rough and tough exterior, but the man had been more like a father to her than a manager. Her own father had tried to control her and spend all her money rather than be the dad he should’ve been.
Mel leaned back and exhaled. “Look, kid. You know I love you, right?”
“Yes.”
“Well, that’s why I’m freaking out here. You’ve worked hard to rebuild your image and I don’t want to see all that work squandered. So, we’ve got to do something to help boost your image. Something that’ll get everyone’s mind off of this article and the past.”
“Obviously, but what?” Her heart began to thud as he narrowed his eyes and rubbed his chin in thought.
“I spoke to Calvin.”
“Yes?” Calvin was another Hollywood manager with two very high-profile clients. But he was also one hell of a fixer. He’d been the one to suggest the rehab for her and it had worked, saving her life as well as her image, and she couldn’t have been more grateful even if she’d fought him at first. So, what did he have in mind this time around? They couldn’t force Avery to get the help he so obviously needed. And even if they could’ve, it wouldn’t help her, not in her current predicament.
“He’s got an idea and I think it’s a good one.”
“Okaay.” She didn’t like where this was heading. Mel was obviously gearing her up for something she wouldn’t necessarily like.
“He thinks…and I think…that you should start seeing someone.”
“What, like a shrink?”
“No, no. Like a new love interest.”
She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. Mel held up his palms, panicked. “Now, hear me out.”
“You know how I feel about this, Mel.” She’d sworn off love since Avery. Since everybody from her past really, especially now that she knew just how unhealthy all those relationships had been. “Besides, I haven’t dated since Avery. Haven’t even dipped my toes in the water.”
“Desperate times, Lune. Desperate times.” He waved the tablet in her face as if to remind her of just how big her problem was and smacked it back down on the table.
“This guy we’re thinking of, he’s not just some Joe Schmo off the street. This guy, he’s special.”
“Special how?” she asked.
“Famous.”
“How famous?”
“Like you, famous.”
“Who is it?” Her stomach knotted as she considered the options out there. They weren’t very appealing.
“Beau Paget.”
She stared at Mel. He stared back and grinned a goofy, shit-eating grin, as if he’d just told her the meaning of life itself.
“Well?” he said.
She continued to stare. “His own client? You’re kidding.”
“No, I’m not kidding.”
“Beau Paget? He’s—”
“Perfect?”
“No, he’s not perfect. He’s—” But she couldn’t come up with anything bad to say about him. He was a well-respected actor, every woman’s dream guy according to People magazine, and he did many a charity function. For the most part, he stayed out of the tabloids. The only real news reported about him had to do with his popular premieres and his continued bachelorhood.
“He’s a bachelor,” she finally said. “As in, that’s what he’s known for.”
“And you’re known as the wild child of Hollywood. People can change, Luna. You’re living proof. Besides, the whole bachelorhood thing, it’s getting old with the public. People want to see him settle down. Just like they do you.”
She was silent for a moment, thinking. “Does he even want to go out with me? I mean, has anyone run this by him?”
The grin returned. “As a matter of fact, Calvin says he’s the one who brought it up. Says he’s been wanting to meet you.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you. You’re quite the catch, Lune. And now that the world knows you’re single, the sharks can smell the blood in the water.”
“Nice analogy. Very comforting.”
“You know what I mean. So, what do you think? You want to go out with him?”
“Not really.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t want to go out with anyone, Mel. I want to continue to focus on me.”
“Blah, blah, blah. You’re just scared. Chicken shit. I know you and I know you are.”
“Maybe I am. The last time I was with someone, I literally almost crashed and burned.”
“So? You moved past that. And this guy, he’s not Avery. Not even close. He’s clean as a whistle. All-American boy.”
“Oh, God. That sounds terrifying. Mr. Perfect.”
“Hey, you need Mr. Perfect right now. And according to Calvin, he can benefit from dating you too.”
“You’re not going to accept no for an answer, are you?”
“Not when you know yourself how important this could be.”
“One date,” she said, holding up a finger. “You hear me?”
He clapped his hands together and almost salivated. “You won’t regret it.”
“You better hope not.”
“You won’t, I swear. Calvin swears. This is a good guy.”
“I hope he’s better than his movies.” She lifted her fork and took a bite of her salmon. It was already cold. She dug into her salad instead.
Mel thumbed at his phone as the tiny worm-like vein pulsed near his temple. “You’ll meet him tomorrow night at Brazzo’s. Seven sharp.”
“Tomorrow night?” She coughed, almost choking on her micro greens.
“We gotta nip this Avery thing in the bud, Lune. The sooner the better.”
“But I’m supposed to have dinner with Hillary and Jo.”
“Hillary and Jo won’t save your image. This guy will. So tomorrow, okay?”
She stabbed her fork into her salad and left it to stand on its own as she stared down into the now unappealing bowl of fresh greens and mango salsa. Why did her life always feel so out of her control? She was sober now—those feelings of chaos were supposed to be fading away, but they weren’t. Not when she still felt she couldn’t make her own decisions.
“Fine,” she said. “Seven sharp.” She pushed her lunch away, grabbed her bottle of ionized water, and stood to leave the trailer. Mel had his phone to his ear.
“Hey, where you going?” he asked.
“To hair and makeup. Story of my life.” She opened the door and stepped down onto the steps as Mel said something about her new contract. And she, for the hundredth time that day, wished, truly wished, she was someone else. Anyone but Luna Kirkman.





  

CHAPTER TWO 
    
“Chloe Paget,” Chloe said yet again, this time leaning farther out of the car window. “P-A-G-E-T.” She removed her sunglasses and allowed the security guard at Paramount studios to scan her full face to compare it to her driver’s license. “I’m covering for Mary Brigsdale? She was supposed to cater lunch today on the Saint Hope set? She was supposed to call someone, to let them know I was coming instead of her.”
The beefy man with the napkin tucked into his starched white collar flipped through his clipboard once again. She’d obviously interrupted his lunch. He turned to another man, a thinner man with a goatee, and they had a conversation she couldn’t hear. But the other man quickly lifted a radio and spoke into it.
Chloe drummed her fingers along her steering wheel and eyed her watch, then the van behind her where two of her workers, Eva and Sheryl, sat looking as frustrated as she was. She looked back to the napkin man. “Look, we’ve got food that really needs to be delivered. Can’t you just check the van for weapons or whatnot and let us in? After all, I can’t exactly hurt anyone with five different kinds of paninis and four tubs of pasta and potato salad.”
“Sorry, ma’am, no one gets through without clearance.”
“Well, how long is this going to take?” When she’d agreed to do this, she had been under the impression that it would only take three to four hours tops. She couldn’t afford to be there any longer than that, not when she had another meeting that evening to be at.
Radio man spoke to napkin man and then grabbed two vehicle passes as napkin man scribbled down their license plate numbers. He handed her the passes, along with her driver’s license, and then gave her a map. “You want to go to the Chicago set. Greta will be waiting for you. Once you get there, you want to stay on your set only. And put those vehicle passes on your dashboards.”
“Thanks.”
He gave her a nod, and she was off as soon as they opened the gate. She followed the map down to the Chicago set, braking for numerous golf carts and people walking in costume. She saw a woman waving her down near a row of trailers. Her flaming red hair was shimmering in the sunshine and her cheeks were flushed from exertion. Chloe eased down her window so she could hear her.
“Back in right here,” she said.
Chloe did as instructed, and Eva and Sheryl in the van behind her did the same. Then they all crawled out and slid into their catering smocks to get to work. Chloe hadn’t worn one in years, and she’d been lucky to find them in her boxes at home. Catering had been her thing years ago, having since given way to her event planning business. But she was doing this for Mary, a dear friend who was in a bit of bind.
Greta barked orders as they opened the van doors to unload the goods.
“The set’s this way,” she said. “You can set up back here.” She directed them to a shaded area with several long tables well behind the humdrum of a very active set. People were moving like ants, talking to each other or talking into headsets. Eva and Sheryl got caught up in staring toward the cameras where some of the actors were standing, and she had to snap her fingers at them to get their attention.
“Girls, we’re here to do a job, remember?”
“Can’t we just look?” Sheryl asked with her pleading eyes.
“Later. Right now, we need to set up.”
“God, this is so cool. Why can’t we cover for Mary more often?”
“This is a one-time thing, you know that,” Chloe said. “Then we stick to our thing. Event planning.”
“Event planning,” they whined. “We want movie stars.”
“Hey, you get to see some pretty cool people at our events.”
“Yeah, but not like this. It’s all about atmosphere, and this is real Hollywood, baby,” Sheryl said with a smile as she extended her arms and began to spin in a circle.
At that moment, a woman carrying a coffee mug came around the corner and ricocheted right off Sheryl’s arm. She crashed into Chloe and the large vat of potato salad she was holding. The two of them went sprawling to the ground, and the salad, which was white and gooey, spilled all over them, the coffee mug shattered.
“Oh, my God,” Sheryl said as she stood covering her mouth. “I am so sorry.”
Chloe slowly wiped at the potato salad covering her white catering jacket and scowled while the woman who crashed into her climbed to her feet.
“Yes,” Chloe said, trying to stand as well. “Please, forgive us, she’s new and—” She stopped talking as she took in the face of the woman standing across from her. She was breathtakingly beautiful and extremely familiar.
“I—you’re—”
“Holy shit,” Sheryl let out. “You’re Luna Kirkman!”
Luna wiped at her neck, which was covered with the mushy, cold salad. “Uh, yes, I am.”
“Oh, my God! I’m like you’re biggest—” Sheryl started.
“What she means is that we are so terribly sorry, ma’am,” Chloe interrupted, trying to save face. “It was an accident and—”
“What is this?” Greta asked as she ran up to them. Her eyes grew huge as she looked at Luna and the mess. “What happened?”
Luna started to speak, but Greta cut her off. She looked at Chloe. “You did this?” She called on her headset, and a younger woman came rushing over. “Take her to her trailer and get her cleaned up. Now! I’m calling wardrobe.”
Chloe blinked and called out after Luna and the young woman, “We’re really sorry!”
“You’re going to be sorry,” Greta seethed.
“I’m sorry,” Chloe said, starting to get ticked off herself at the way they were being spoken to. “Who are you exactly?”
“I’m Greta Polinsky, one of the producers, and I’m furious. Do you know who that was? That’s Luna Kirkman. The Luna Kirkman. And she doesn’t do apologies. Giving or accepting. Now get this shit cleaned up.” She turned to leave but stopped abruptly and pointed at them. “And one more thing. Don’t speak to the talent. Under any circumstances. Got it? Just do your jobs, if you can manage that.” She hurried away, already screaming into her headset once again.
“Geez, uptight much?” Sheryl said.
Chloe was burning from head to toe with anger and embarrassment as she watched Greta run to catch up to Luna Kirkman and the woman she left with. Greta was shaking her head and looking back to give them dirty looks.
“She’s right,” Chloe said, still keeping her eye on the women in the distance. “We need to clean this up and fast.”
“I know, but come on! That woman was rude, Chloe.”
“Yes, she was. But it doesn’t change things. We have a job to do, nothing more. So let’s get to it.” She finally shifted her gaze back to her workers. They were staring at her as if they were puppies that had just been swatted with a newspaper for tinkling on the rug. She clapped her hands. “Come on now, let’s go.”
They jerked and got a move on, and she began searching for something to clean the mess up with. At last she found a passerby, a young man with a downy mustache and an Ozzy Osbourne T-shirt.
“Excuse me,” she said. “Where can I find something to clean this mess up with?”
He glanced down at the potato salad and then sized up her messy smock. “Over here,” he said with obvious boredom. He led her away from the tables and back toward the trailers where there was a little alcove outside of the building. There she found a mop and bucket and a broom with a dustpan. A curious-looking man in cargo pants and suspenders approached as she retrieved the items.
“You need help with something?” he asked.
“I’ve got potato salad all over the ground back at the tables.”
He chuckled. “Sounds like you’re having a time of it.”
“You have no idea.”
He gently took the mop handle from her and wheeled the bucket toward himself. “Tell you what. Why don’t you go get cleaned up and I’ll handle the mess on the ground?”
“Really?” She looked down at herself, thinking how nice it would be to get out of that smock. She smelled like onions and pickles.
“For some of that lunch you brought, you bet.”
“Sure, help yourself.”
He smiled. “The honey wagons are right over that way,” he said, wheeling the mop and bucket away.
“Honey wagons?” Chloe called out.
He pointed and she sized up the semi-truck trailer with numerous doors.
She slipped into the one marked Restroom. Once inside, she carefully stripped out of her smock and wadded it up to throw away. She had more somewhere at home, so she wasn’t worried about cleaning and saving this one. Right now she just wanted to get rid of it.
She balled it up and threw it in the trash and then stood in front of the mirror to wash the remaining salad off her neck and arms. She scrubbed herself with hand soap and rinsed, already feeling better. Next, she drew her hair up into a bun and walked back out into the sunshine. She headed back toward the set but froze when she heard a voice. A familiar voice.
She turned to look and saw Luna Kirkman standing outside a trailer alongside Greta and the younger woman who’d come to get her.
“I don’t understand,” Luna said. “Who was she anyway?”
“I don’t even know,” Greta said, typing madly into her phone. “Just someone filling in for Mary, I think. But don’t you worry. I’m taking care of it. You’ll never have to see her again.”
Chloe burned again, this time with resentment, and stalked back toward the set, not bothering to stick around to hear anymore. She couldn’t believe it. One little accident and she was going to get read the riot act. And it wasn’t even her fault.
She scoffed as she came upon Eva and Sheryl, who were doing their due diligence to make up for the skirmish. They already had the white tablecloths and all the food out on the tables and were working on displaying it nicely, while the kind man finished cleaning up the pile of potato salad on the ground.
“What do you think?” Eva asked, standing next to Chloe with her hands on her hips. “It coming together okay?”
Chloe nodded, her mind still back at that trailer.
“Something wrong, boss?”
“I don’t think it will matter how good it looks,” Chloe said. “I think we’re going to get told off.”
“Really?” She shrugged. “It was a one-time gig anyway, right?”
“Yes, but you know how word of mouth travels in this town.” She touched her shoulder. “So let’s do our best, okay? Keep up the good work.” She left her to rearrange a few items, but as she worked, she couldn’t help but wonder just what kind of person Luna Kirkman was to go and have her fired for one simple little accident. After all, no one got hurt and it was easily cleaned up. Sure, Sheryl was an idiot, but she was a fan, that’s all. Luna must run into those a million times a day. Granted, she probably didn’t literally run into them, but there was a first time for everything, right?
She fumed as she thought about Greta calling Mary to give her the bad report. Mary would be shocked to say the least, and Chloe? Well, her reputation might take a sizable hit in response. She’d have to call Mary to explain. In fact, maybe she’d better do that right now, seeing as how everything was coming together nicely.
She repositioned a dispenser of cucumber water and walked back out toward the vans with her phone to her ear. As the line rang she thought again of Luna Kirkman and deliberated what to say. She wasn’t used to having to defend herself, and she certainly wasn’t used to having to do so against a celebrity, but here she was. Some predicament.
Mary’s voice mail sounded and she began to speak, trying her best to sound professional when she felt anything but. Luna Kirkman was getting the benefit of the doubt on her end, and she probably did on everyone’s end. Especially considering she was one of the most beautiful women in the world.
Ha, who was she kidding? She’d just seen her in person.
She was the most beautiful woman in the world.
Potato salad and all.
But one thing was for certain. She didn’t care if she ever saw her again.





  

CHAPTER THREE 
    
Luna paused to double-check herself in the mirror by the door, where she carefully ran her fingers through her shoulder-length layered hair and carefully maneuvered her bangs to perfection. She wasn’t completely satisfied with her appearance, feeling she still looked a little too tired from her long day on set, but she went with it and walked out the door.
The driver was waiting in a black Chevy SUV, and he promptly opened the door for her. She’d wanted to drive her own car, but Mel had insisted she go with a driver because he’d wanted the paparazzi he’d notified to get the best photos of her as she entered the restaurant. It was just as well. She never had felt comfortable with all the flashbulbs going off in her face, and if she didn’t have a car to deal with, then fine, it would be that much easier. Mel had even hinted that she and Beau might want to leave together after they dined and that she might appreciate a driver who could handle that kind of attention. But she’d quickly put that little suggestion to bed. No way was she leaving with this guy tonight. Mel could dream on. He was lucky she’d agreed to meet up with him at all.
Beau Paget might have been the world’s most eligible bachelor and all, but to her he was just another Hollywood actor. A dude who needed to make an appearance with a woman for his image. That she understood. That she could do. The rest? Forget it.
The paparazzi were waiting at Brazzo’s, like vultures ready to pick her bones, and the flashes began before she even exited the car. She put on her best smile and squinted into the bright lights and stepped carefully toward the entrance as the photographers called out to her.
“Luna, how are you tonight?”
“Luna, over here.”
“Give us a smile, Luna. You look fabulous.”
Just before she reached the maître d’ at the door, she stopped and turned and gave the paparazzi what they’d been after. An exclusive photo of her posing and smiling at the entrance to Brazzo’s. Then she turned and allowed the maître d’ to escort her inside.
“Good evening, Ms. Kirkman,” he said. “We have your table ready. If you’ll step right this way, please.” He ushered her inside the swanky establishment, which was really just an overpriced and overly decorated Italian eatery, but it was one of the popular places to eat in LA at the moment, so again, she went with it. “Your gentleman caller has yet to arrive,” he said, showing her to her seat near the back where a partial partition stood to hide them from the rest of the patrons.
“That’s fine, thank you.” She eased into her straight back chair as he held it for her and then took the menu he promptly offered.
“May I get you started with a glass of wine?” he asked. “We have an excellent Lambrusco della Dama Rosso Amabile this evening.”
“No, thank you. A Diet Coke will be fine.”
He pressed his hands together in front of his chest, smiled, and left her alone at her table. She studied the menu, trying to ignore the people around her who could still see her and were staring. Some would quickly turn their gaze, she knew, this being LA and celebrity sightings frequent, but some would not. It was par for the course. She perused the entrées after having debated an appetizer. What would Beau prefer? Was he an appetizer guy? Why did she care? Hell, she’d get what she wanted.
She set the menu down and sipped her complimentary sparkling water as she searched the entrance for Beau Paget. She tried to relax, knowing the evening was a one-time thing, but meeting someone new always left her anxious, even if it was just for show. She glanced down at her dress. She’d chosen a little lavender number for this evening. Satin and strappy, with a hint of cleavage for the photographers. Nothing outrageously special, but enough to please Mel, who wanted this whole thing to go off perfectly. And one mustn’t disappoint Mel. She’d learned that a time too many. The man was like a bulldog when he wanted something. He bit down and didn’t let go till he got exactly what he wanted. But she knew it was because he was fiercely protective of her.
She chuckled to herself as she imagined what would happen to Beau if he didn’t comply exactly the way Mel saw fit. Poor man. He had no idea what he’d signed up for.
The maître d’ returned with her glass of soda, and she took a drink and relished in its fizzy chill.
A clamor came from the entrance and she could hear voices shouting along with brief flashes of light. Beau Paget entered Brazzo’s with a wide, lady-killer grin, wearing a tailored silver suit and electric blue tie that set off his hypnotic blue gaze. A gaze that was soon aimed right at her as he was led to her table.
“Ms. Kirkman,” he said, bowing slightly. “I’m Beau.” He extended his hand.
Well, he has manners.
She gave him her hand and he took it gently and kissed it.
Very good manners.
“May I?” he asked, referring to his chair.
“Please.”
He sat and quickly took the attentive waiter up on the offer of the Lambrusco. “At last, we meet,” he said, settling in as the waiter left them.
She returned his smile and inhaled his cologne. It was Armani Code. She’d know it anywhere, thanks to an ex she’d dated some time before. Though initially pleasant, it began to bring back memories she’d rather forget.
“At last,” she said, playing along. He seemed nice enough to humor. At least for a little while.
“I don’t know how we haven’t crossed paths before.” He lifted the menu and began scanning it. “In this town, you’d think we would have.”
“Mm, so true.”
After a quiet moment, he lowered the menu. “Forgive me, but are you interested in eating? Or would prefer we skip the meal?”
“Are you kidding? I’m starved.”
“Thank God. I am, too. Just wasn’t sure if you were one of these women who prefers not to eat on a first date.”
“Seriously?”
“Oh, yeah. I can’t tell you how many dates I’ve been on where she refuses to eat in front of me.”
“That’s crazy.”
“I think so, too.” He looked back at the menu. “Have you decided then? Because I’m really eyeing these appetizers.”
“I’m going to start with the shrimp diavolo.”
His eyes sparkled with interest. “Will you share? If so, I’ll get the calamari and share with you.”
“It’s a deal.”
He waved the waiter over and placed the order. They discussed the entrees after that and they both decided on the same thing, the fettuccini pomodoro. Beau seemed pretty pleased as he handed over the menus and sipped from his wine glass.
“Oh, this chilled wine is excellent. Especially on such a muggy day.”
“Hear, hear,” she said, toasting him with her Diet Coke. He stared at her soda in confusion.
“I don’t drink alcohol,” she said.
“That’s right. You’re sober.”
“Almost two years now.”
“Wow, good for you, Luna. Another cheers to that.” He once again raised his glass to toast hers.
She laughed and drank the icy cola. Beau seemed to be good-humored and well-meaning. Not to mention hot. With his Bradley Cooper eyes and Brad Pitt squared jaw, she could see why the ladies swooned. But her heart wasn’t careening in her chest just yet. It took a lot more than good looks to get her engines going these days.
Just then, two middle-aged women approached their table with their phones in hand. “Excuse us,” one said with her shoulders raised in a bashful manner. “But can we get a quick photo, Mr. Paget?”
Beau smiled, the utmost professional that he was, and stood to smooth down his tie. “Of course, ladies.” He wrapped his muscled arms around them to pull them in tight. “It is my pleasure.” The women giggled and blushed as he allowed them to take several different shots before shaking their hands to return to his seat. They hurried away, eyes glued to their new photos and he cleared his throat and sipped his wine.
“My apologies,” he said. “But it happens quite a bit.”
“I understand,” Luna said.
“I’m sure you do.”
He continued to smooth down his tie as he glanced around the restaurant. He smiled as he did so, a well-practiced one, like he was expecting people to be looking at him.
It was exhausting being on cue like that. She knew firsthand, and she felt sorry for him in that moment. She no longer cared if she looked as though she were enjoying herself while out in public. She was just a person, and a person was all she wanted to be. Despite what Mel might say.
“Pretend they aren’t here,” she said with a shrug. “It’s what I do.”
“Is that why you seem so relaxed?”
“Relaxed?” She chuckled. “I’m far from that. I just don’t care if they’re scrutinizing me or not.”
“I wish I could do that.”
“You can. It just takes practice.”
“I just feel like the second I let down my guard, someone snaps a pic, and suddenly an unfavorable headline about me is published.”
“You?” She was surprised. “I don’t ever see anything unflattering about you in the press.”
“It happens, trust me.”
“I’m sorry, Beau. That I do know about firsthand.”
“That’s why I try to always look my best, you know?” His intense gaze swept her up and down. “You do know. You look lovely this evening.”
“Thank you, so do you.”
He appeared to blush a little. Hm. Endearing.
The waiter brought their appetizers, expertly placed them on the table, and asked if they needed anything else. When they said nothing, he hurried away.
“Check out that shrimp,” he said. “It even looks spicy.”
“Please, help yourself,” she said, handing him her fork.
He stabbed a shrimp and held his hand beneath it in case in dripped. But instead of forking it to his own mouth, he held it out in front of hers. She smiled, pleasantly moved by the gesture, and leaned in for the bite. It was divine. Just hot enough to enhance all the flavors.
“Mm,” she said. “That is good.”
Beau forked his own bite and nodded in agreement with her as he chewed. Then he offered her some of his calamari. She took the first bite, this time with her own fork, and promptly gave her approval. Beau stabbed a piece for himself and was just about to bring it to his mouth when his gaze shifted to somewhere behind her and his face lit up like the Fourth of July. “Chloe!” He lowered his fork and jumped up from his seat. “Excuse me a moment, will you?” he said just before he hurried across the room.
Luna sat staring after him, dumbfounded, watching as he grabbed another woman in an embrace. “I’m so glad to see you,” Beau said. He didn’t even seem to give the woman a chance to speak before he had her by the hand and was leading her toward Luna, a sloppy grin plastered on his face.
“Luna Kirkman.” He tugged the other woman forward. “I’d like you to meet my sister, Chloe Paget.”
Luna felt her mouth fall open. It was the same woman from the set. The one who she’d crashed into with all that stinky, gooey potato salad. The same woman who Greta had said had copped an attitude over the whole thing.
She’d had to spend an extra two hours in hair and makeup thanks to her. And here she was staring her down with the same similar attitude Greta had alluded to. And she was Beau Paget’s sister to boot? What the hell was going on?
Chloe stuck out her hand at Beau’s sudden nudging.
Luna gripped it quickly, glad it was no longer covered in potato salad, and released it. “How very nice to meet you,” Luna said.
“Likewise.” But her face told a different story. Her large maple-colored irises were sizing her up intently, as if she were wondering just what Beau was doing there with her. Luna wanted to explain, to help ease her qualms about their supposed relationship, but she refrained. Why should she try to comfort her? She’d caused her nothing but trouble and then had the nerve to have an attitude about it.
Still, she was strikingly beautiful. Something Luna could not ignore. With her rounded blond stacked bob, graceful neckline, and classically defined features, she looked as though she could be in movies. And when she smiled, like she was doing now, up at Beau, a dimple marked her left cheek, leaving Luna nearly breathless.
How can I get her to smile like that at me?
Wait. Why would I want her to?
Get a grip, Luna.
She quickly tossed her napkin onto the table and stood from her chair. “Excuse me, Beau. I need the restroom.” With her purse in hand, she hurried across the restaurant, hoping that when she returned, Chloe Paget would be gone. Or at the very least, not nearly as beautiful.





  

CHAPTER FOUR 
    
Chloe stood awkwardly looking after Luna Kirkman as she walked hurriedly from the dining room to find the restrooms. She could tell that Luna had been just as uncomfortable as she was in their brief exchange and she wished she could run off to escape as well. But as it was, she was stuck. Beau was looking at her expectantly, with a big goofy grin on his face, as if he’d just brought home the most adorable puppy and was asking for permission to keep it. And she had her own dinner guest to attend to back at her table.
Well, shit.
“So, what do you think?” Beau asked. “She’s something else, right?”
“Yeah, she’s something all right.”
Thank God she’d been able to talk to Mary to head off the call she knew would be coming in from Greta, the cranky producer. Mary had said it was no problem and that she understood and that Greta probably just needed to curse and throw a little fit for good measure. Mary was used to it in her business and, frankly, so was Chloe. Bigwigs always seemed to find something to bitch about. Especially in this town.
“What are you doing with her?” Chloe asked, unable to contain her curiosity. “Surely, you’re not dating her.”
“Why not?” He had the audacity to look hurt. The man could have any woman he wanted and he was into Luna Kirkman? Hollywood’s wild child?
What gives?
Chloe lowered her voice. “Because she’s trouble, Beau. Real trouble. Just look at her track record. You don’t want that kind of publicity.”
Besides, she didn’t think she could stand being around her more than once. She was too hotsy-totsy, too Hollywood. Not to mention gorgeous.
“She’s changed.”
“Now, how do you know that?”
“I’ve been assured as such.”
“Oh, by whom? Calvin? That slime bag? You can’t trust a word that comes out of that guy’s mouth.”
Beau’s brow crinkled and she knew then that she was beginning to piss him off. Though he was her younger brother, he didn’t appreciate it when she told him what to do. In fact, he often made it a point to do just the opposite.
“Whatever, Chloe.”
There’s a mature comeback. She shook her head and sighed.
“Enjoy your dinner.”
“You’re leaving?”
“I have a dinner date.” She glanced back at her table. Her date was staring endlessly into her wine glass, obviously bored. “I need to get back to her.”
“Wait, who is she?”
“Just a date.”
“Does she have a sordid past?”
Chloe crossed her arms. “Smartass.”
“See, it’s not fun, is it? Being told who you can and can’t date.”
“Point taken. I’ll see you later.” Luna emerged from the restrooms and headed back toward them. “And, Beau, be careful, okay? I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” She stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. “And lay off the cologne. You’re not fifteen.”
She gave Luna a polite nod and walked back to her table to join her date. But the remainder of the dinner seemed to crawl by. Her companion, Zelda, just went on and on about her screenplay and how she was only working as an administrative assistant until she sold it and made it big. That, sadly, seemed to be everyone’s story in LA. Everyone was just waiting for their big break. Everyone but her. She was perfectly content with her event planning business and she said as much to Zelda, who seemed thoroughly disinterested and wasn’t shy about showing it.
Eventually, the conversation got around to Beau and Luna. “So, you like, know them?”
Chloe glanced at her watch. It had taken her twenty minutes to ask. She had to give her credit. She hadn’t asked right away like she’d expected.
“Yes. Ur, I know Beau.” She left out the part about him being her brother. She didn’t want this woman to try to cling to her just to get to him. Which had happened before, numerous times.
“Oh, my God, he’s so handsome. And talented.”
“Yes.”
“And Luna? God, I’d love to meet her. She’s been my crush since, I don’t know, since I came to Hollywood and I saw her at a premiere. She’s so incredibly beautiful, don’t you think?”
“Mm.”
“God, I’d really love to meet her. Do you think you could introduce me?”
Chloe coughed into her hand and sipped her water. Was she serious? Yes, she was. She was looking at her deadpan, a hopeful look in her eyes.
“I don’t really know her.” Nor do I want to.
“But you know Beau. So it wouldn’t be too awkward, would it? Come on, please?”
Chloe glanced over at their table, saw them laughing together, and she groaned and tossed down her napkin to stand. “Come on. But after this, I’m going home. Alone.”
Zelda nodded eagerly, seemingly uncaring about the alone comment. It was just as well. This was not a love connection by any stretch. Why she’d agreed to come was beyond her. Sure, she’d owed her friend a favor, but it wasn’t worth this kind of a headache. And how could Yvonne think this woman was perfect for her? She was self-absorbed, fame-driven, and boring. There wasn’t one thing about her that piqued her interest. Not one. Not even her looks.
Chloe led the way over to Beau’s table and offered an apologetic smile. “Please forgive the interruption, but my dining companion has asked to be introduced. Zelda, please meet Beau Paget and Luna Kirkman.”
Beau, as gracious as ever, stood and enveloped her hand in his and said his pleasantries, while Luna extended her hand from where she sat. She also told Zelda that it was a pleasure to meet her and gave her a big, beaming smile.
Zelda spoke quickly, her hand to her heart, clearly overwhelmed with excitement. She spoke of her fandom for both of them and then filled them in on her attempt to write a screenplay. Beau was encouraging and Luna nodded as if interested, but Chloe could tell she was only doing so to be polite.
Chloe lightly touched Zelda’s arm, signaling her that it was time to go.
“Thank you both for your time. You two have a nice evening now,” Chloe said, trying to lead her away.
But Zelda wasn’t ready. She fixed her heavy gaze on Luna and spoke. “You wouldn’t want to…I don’t know…get a coffee sometime, would you?”
Chloe squeezed her arm. She couldn’t believe she just asked Luna out when she was out on a date with Beau. Good God, the nerve.
“Please forgive her,” Chloe said, trying again to escort her away. “She obviously has no manners.”
Zelda tugged her arm away. “I do so.”
Sensing a scene, Luna quickly stood and once again took Zelda’s hand. “Why don’t you give me your cell number, Zelda? And we can set that up at another time?”
Zelda smiled from ear to ear and relayed her cell phone to Luna, who put it into her phone.
“There,” Luna said, easing back down into her seat. “All set. It was lovely to meet you.”
“Lovely to meet you,” Zelda said, giving a curtsy. She gave Chloe a disgusted look and walked away, leaving her standing at the table alone.
Beau chuckled. “Some date, sis.”
“Don’t,” she said.
“I didn’t think you were dating at all.”
“I’m not. That was just a favor I owed Yvonne.”
He laughed some more. “Remind me to never owe Yvonne a favor.”
“You didn’t like her?” Luna asked, resting her chin on her hands.
Chloe was surprised at the question. And more surprised that she really seemed interested in knowing the answer.
“No.”
“She’s, uh, not Chloe’s type,” Beau said. “Not by a long shot.”
“Oh. So you have a type?”
“No—”
“Yes, she does,” Beau said. “Don’t let her tell you otherwise.”
Luna batted her eyelashes up at her as if waiting for her to relay her type. It made Chloe’s heart rate triple in pace, as did the light reflecting off Luna’s auburn hair and mesmerizing eyes.
“Someone with manners, for starters,” Chloe said. “I can’t believe she did that. And that’s after she insisted on coming over here for introductions.”
“Manners are important,” Luna said. “Thankfully, Beau seems to have them.” She smiled over at him.
“Well, we were raised right,” Chloe said. She shifted on her feet, growing uncomfortable. She didn’t like the way Luna was smiling at Beau. It was as if she were really into him, and it stung.
Am I jealous of my little brother?
She shook the thought away. “Anyway, sorry to trouble you. I’ll leave you to it.”
“Why don’t you join us?” Beau asked. “You don’t mind, do you, Luna?”
She seemed taken aback by the suggestion, but she recovered quickly. “No, please, have a seat.”
“No, no. I really need to get home. Pascal is waiting, and you know how he has separation anxiety.”
“Pascal?” Luna asked.
“Her little dog,” Beau said. “Her baby.”
“Yes, he’s my child and he’s all alone.”
“She worries more about that dog than she does the people in her life,” Beau said.
“I have a dog too,” Luna said. “Rufus. He’s a Westie and he doesn’t like it when I leave either. Most of the time Rosa stays with him. She’s my housekeeper.”
“Ah, so you understand,” Chloe said. You have a dog? Huh. Never would’ve pegged you for an animal lover.
“Totally.”
“You guys and your dogs,” Beau said.
“Hey, who needs a man when you’ve got a dog?” Luna said with a laugh. “That’s been my motto as of late.”
“Or a woman?” Chloe added, feeling a little more light-hearted. Maybe Luna Kirkman wasn’t so bad after all. “Okay, I’m leaving. You two enjoy the rest of your meal.” She gave a wave and headed off before Beau could try again to talk her into staying. She resisted the part of her that wanted to remain, knowing it was only because of Luna and some deep desire to spend time with her. She didn’t know where it was stemming from and she didn’t like it. Not one little bit. Luna was her brother’s date and she was trouble. She just knew it. And Beau would unfortunately know it too, given time. Even still, she was drawn to her, wondering if she really had changed. She’d handled Zelda’s rude come-on like an expert, keeping the peace and keeping her happy. And Beau seemed to really like her.
But she didn’t mention the incident on set, or the phone call to Mary from Greta, who had complained. So what did that mean?
Maybe she knows she was wrong and she doesn’t want to own up to it.
Or maybe she’s just trying to put it behind her and not let it affect her relationship with Beau.
Speaking of, what was her relationship with Beau? Were they an item now? Where did this come from? And why her? Why Luna Kirkman?
She wasn’t sure, but she intended to find out. Because no one messed with her family. Especially her younger brother. While he might not always know what was good for him, she did. And she’d go to any lengths to keep him safe.
Luna Kirkman and her fame be damned.





  

CHAPTER FIVE 
    
“Congratulations, kid, you did it,” Mel wheezed through the phone with excitement. “You’re all over the tabloids with Beau, and people are eating it up.”
She rolled over in bed and rubbed her forehead as she tried to open her eyes and focus. “Oh. Okay. Great,” she croaked. Rufus scuttled his way over to her, butt wiggling, and began kissing her face. She laughed softly and gave him his morning pets as he showered her with affection.
“Tell me all about it,” Mel said. “Did you have a good time? What’s he like? I told you he was a good guy.”
“It was a…nice evening.” She sat up and reached for the glass of water on her nightstand as Rufus jumped from the bed to rocket out the doggie door next to the bathroom. The bedside clock read 7:46 a.m. Mel was calling early. It was Saturday, for God’s sake. Didn’t he realize how valuable sleep was to her? Of course he did. He knew her schedule. But when Mel got excited, nothing in the world stopped him from sharing it.
“Nice evening? According to these photos and the reports from patrons inside Brazzo’s, you two should be ready to elope.”
She rolled her eyes. “Not quite, Mel. It was just one evening. And though it was pleasant, I’d hardly say it was something special.” In fact, she’d hardly thought of Beau at all after leaving him the night before. His sister, Chloe, on the other hand, was a different story. She couldn’t seem to get her out of her mind. Why hadn’t she brought up their skirmish on set? Was it out of politeness? Or something more? And why did she have to be so damned attractive? And more importantly, why was she noticing?
She’d been around some of the most beautiful women in the world and she’d never been attracted to any of them. So why now? And why Chloe Paget? She wasn’t sure, she just knew she was interested and she told herself it was because of the incident on set. They needed to speak about it and put it to bed.
Yes, that was it. Get things settled.
“Hello, you there?” Mel asked, raising his voice.
She blinked. “Yes. I’m here.”
“You didn’t answer me.”
“About what?”
“About Beau. I asked if you were going to see him again.”
She slung her legs over the side of the bed and slid her eyeglasses on as she stood. “Oh, I don’t know, Mel. It’s only been a few hours since we parted. Give me some time to think about it, okay?”
“You don’t have time, Lune. You’ve got to ride this wave while you can. Besides, this might end up being really good for you emotionally. You know, like a real love connection kind of thing.”
She pressed the button on the remote next to the bed to raise the shades and crossed to the picture windows to stare out at the bright sunshine illuminating her beautiful garden. An instant rush of peace washed over her as she took it in. All the green and the bright, brilliant colors of the blooms never failed to soothe her. Did she have time to work in it today? Get down and dirty with her hands? She would make time. Perhaps after breakfast. Yes, that sounded good.
“Just don’t take too long, alright?” Mel said, prodding her from afar like he often did.
She sighed. “He hasn’t even asked me out on a second date yet, Mel.”
“So? Why don’t you ask him?”
“No, I’m not going to do that.”
“Why not? Don’t tell me you’re old-fashioned.”
“Hardly. I just—I’d rather wait to see if he’s interested.” She suspected she knew the answer already, though. Beau was into her. She could tell as much from his behavior the night before. Question was, was she interested in him? While he was a nice man and devastatingly handsome with a good reputation, she didn’t feel anything toward him one way or another. Not exactly a good sign when it came to hopes for romance. But she kept that to herself.
Her phone chimed. “Hold on a second, Mel.” She pulled it away to look at the screen. She had a text from Beau.
Had a great time last night. Would love to do it again. You game?
She smiled. He was nice.
So is Chloe.
She put the phone back to her ear. “He just texted. He wants to go out again.”
“Great! I’ll let you go so you can go tell him yes.”
She opened her mouth to disagree with him, to tell him that he shouldn’t assume as to what she would do, but he was gone and she knew she was going to say yes. Beau was polite and personable and she had had a nice time with him. So who knew? Maybe her feelings for him would grow.
And maybe she’d get to see Chloe again.
She lowered the phone and exhaled, confused once again by her feelings. After all, who was she dating here? Beau or Chloe?
Beau. Definitely Beau.
But Chloe was into women. She’d been on a date with one. The thought sent butterflies fluttering throughout her insides.
Quickly, she raised the phone and answered Beau.
Would love to. Let me know when.
Rufus came bolting back into the house, tail wagging.
“Well, good morning, sunshine,” she said, kneeling to love on him. “You’re just a little morning pup, aren’t you?” Rufus loved the mornings. He ran around happy as a little lark every day when they first woke, and today, it seemed, was no different.
“I don’t have to go to work today,” she said as she scratched behind his ears. “I get to stay home with you, little man.” He stood at alert and cocked his head as if he understood her, and then ran from the room as Rosa knocked and opened the door.
“Buenos días,” she said as she allowed Rufus to zoom by her. “Are you ready for breakfast?”
“Oh, absolutely, Rosa. And good morning to you, too.”
“You want an omelet?”
“Yes, please.”
She nodded and closed the door, obviously already knowing just what kind of omelet to make. Luna headed for the bathroom, relieved herself, eased into a pair of Lululemon pants and a soft matching T-shirt, and pulled her hair up into a loose bun. Then she left the bedroom to head for the kitchen, where she could already smell her breakfast cooking. Rufus stood at his elevated bowl, happily scarfing up his morning meal.
Luna chuckled at his massive appetite and slid into a chair at the kitchen table. She switched on her tablet to search for the morning’s headlines. While a lot of folks got their daily news from television, she preferred to hold the news in her hand to read in silence. Especially as she relaxed over breakfast.
“You are in there,” Rosa said, standing at the stovetop. “In the news.”
Luna searched, looking for the entertainment section of the news app she was using. And yep, there she was, on Beau’s arm, leaving Brazzo’s, a million-watt smile on both their faces.
“I see,” she said, setting the tablet down to sip her steaming coffee. Rosa knew how to make it just right. Black with two creams, no sugar. God, was it good.
“It’s a good picture,” Rosa said. “And that Beau is so good-looking.”
Luna couldn’t help but smile. “Yes, he is.”
“Is he nice?” Rosa easily flipped the omelet in the pan.
“Yes, very.”
“Bien.”
Luna read the article and was pretty pleased with the reporting. They’d gotten almost everything correct, which was rare. She wondered what the tabloid articles said. She’d have to check. Whatever they were reporting, it must paint her in a favorable light because Mel sure sounded happy.
She sipped more of her coffee and set the tablet aside as Rosa brought her her omelet along with some fresh fruit. She took a bite of the steaming egg with cheese and veggies and stared out the window into the vast, well-manicured backyard.
“I think I’m going to work in the garden today,” she said.
Rosa was at the sink, cleaning up. “Oh?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“You want help?”
“No, I think I’d like to be alone this time. After I check the tabloid sites, that is.”
She smiled. “You going to read about you and Mr. Beau Paget?”
“That’s the plan.”
She made a squeaky noise of delight. “I am happy for you, Ms. Luna.”
“Don’t be happy just yet. It was only one date.”
“Yes, but you two…you look good together, no?”
Luna opened the screen to to look at the photo of her and Beau again. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. We do look like a nice couple.”
“Beautiful couple.”
Luna stared at Beau’s strongly angled face and piercing blue eyes, willing them to move her. But all they did was remind her of Chloe, who had a similar jawline and equally expressive eyes, even if hers were larger and maple in color. She just couldn’t get her from her mind.
“I will go now,” Rosa said, drying her hands on a dish towel. Rufus finished eating, got his fill of water, and came to plop down at Luna’s feet.
“Okay, drive careful.”
“You want anything at the store?”
“No, I’m good. Just get what you need.”
Rosa agreed and headed out the door with her car keys in hand.
Luna sat back in her chair and drank her coffee, lost in the lure of her garden. Her phone chimed and she leaned forward to check it. It was from Hillary, one of her BFFs.
Dinner tonight with Jo. Don’t forget and you can’t back out! BTW nice photos with you and Beau Paget. You absolutely must spill the deets.
She laughed softly and typed back, confirming their dinner date. Then she finished her meal in silence, enjoying the quiet. When she was on set there was always noise and people moving about like busy little bees. There was never any peace. Not even in her trailer, though it did offer her some reprieve. Still, there was nothing like home, even though she was aware that the paparazzi were probably outside on the street, waiting for her to leave. But they couldn’t get to her in here. She pushed her plate away and decided to put off looking at the tabloids until after she spent some time in her garden.
She stood, hoping Rosa was able to dodge the paparazzi safely, and put on her shoes by the back door. Next, she tugged on her floppy sun hat, grabbed her gardening gloves, and stepped outside alongside Rufus, who happily trotted ahead of her, seemingly knowing where she was headed.
After closing the door behind her, she retrieved her knee pad and bucket with her gardening tools from against the wall and crossed the lush, shimmering grass to her plants. She took a moment to smile up into the sun before setting down her knee pad and bucket. And just as she was about to kneel to get to work, Rufus barked and she heard something in the far corner of the yard. She looked toward the cement fence line and saw a man up in a tree, clicking rapid-fire photos of her. Rufus was going nuts, trying to get to him at the fence.
“Are you kidding me?” She tore off her hat and stomped toward the man as he continued to snap away. “What are you doing? You have no right. No right!”
The man lowered his camera, smiled, and dropped down from the tree. Rufus turned to run back to her, as if relaying the situation. Fuming, she immediately pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed 911. She reported the man and insisted that they send a patrol car over. Then she tossed her hat on the ground and stomped back inside.
“So much for peace.” She slumped down at the table and slid over her tablet. She opened it up and began searching for homes far away. Places where real peace and quiet could be achieved. Places far away from the glitz and glam of Hollywood.
Someplace she’d like to someday call home.





  

CHAPTER SIX 
    
“You’re going out with her again?” Chloe asked, a little irritated. She’d been hoping that the restaurant was the last place she’d ever have to see Luna Kirkman. She poured Beau a cup of coffee, dumped in a boatload of ground cinnamon, and slid it to him, along with a spoon.
“Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I? And don’t even say it’s her reputation again, because I told you, she’s changed.”
“You don’t honestly know that, Beau. You couldn’t possibly. No one does. Probably not even Luna herself. These addicts, they relapse all the time. It happens. And I don’t want to see you get hurt when it does.”
“Will you stop?” He stirred the cinnamon around and around in his coffee, trying to get it to dissolve. She didn’t know how he drank it like that. Black with just cinnamon. She thought it tasted awful. But Beau had gotten used to it, complaining about the dangers of cream and sugar. She took her chances and added a generous dab of pumpkin spice creamer to her mug and took a sip. God, how she loved fall. Beau continued. “It’s really none of your business anyway.”
“None of my business?” She just about spit out her coffee. “Beau. Seriously. Who picks up the pieces when these women run you through the wringer or break your heart? And what about what’s her name? The last one? Fritzy or Franny or—”
“Frankie.”
“Yes, her. What about her? You were devastated when she broke it off and kept the ring you’d given her. Which, I still don’t understand why you did that, to be honest. She was obviously a fame-monger and a gold digger.”
“Well, maybe I’m not as good at seeing things as you are, okay? I’m not perfect. I’m just a guy, looking for love.”
“But why, Beau? You don’t need anyone. You have a wonderful life.”
“I’m not like you, okay? I don’t want to be alone. I want someone. A real someone.”
“And you think Luna Kirkman is it?”
“She could be. I don’t know. That’s why I want to keep seeing her.”
“I thought you said this was just for publicity?”
“It is. It was. Calvin thought it would be good for my image to start dating again. And I agreed.”
“So why not ask someone out on your own?”
“Because the last few that I chose on my own were disastrous. You just said so yourself.”
“And you think Calvin can choose for you? Jesus, Beau. You’re smarter than that.”
“He knows Luna. He’s the one who got her into rehab. He says she’s really changed, and I’ve always wanted to meet her, so it worked out. And you met her. She’s nice, isn’t she?”
Chloe grabbed her mug and sat on the couch across from Beau, who was in her favorite armchair by the window. He looked so debonair sitting there sipping his coffee with his legs crossed in his pressed chinos and light blue polo shirt. She could see why women around the world clamored to get to him. But it was precisely for that reason that she had to protect him.
“She seemed polite enough. But…”
“But what?”
“That wasn’t the first time I had met her, Beau.”
“What do you mean?”
“We sort of ran into each other on the set of Saint Hope the day before.”
“Wait. You were on her set? Why? Did you have an event?”
“I was covering for Mary. Doing a little catering job. And Luna, well, she sort of got shoved into me and we fell and ended up getting potato salad all over the both of us.”
“What?” He set his mug aside and leaned forward. “Why didn’t you tell me this?”
“I didn’t know I needed to. I had no idea you had plans to date her. I thought, and hoped, I’d never see her again.”
“Why did you hope that?”
“Because she had her producer, Greta, call Mary to complain about me. Tried to raise all kinds of hell over it. And I didn’t appreciate that. It was an accident.”
Beau ran his hands through his hair.
“She didn’t say anything to you about it?” Chloe asked.
“No, not a word. And the way you two interacted, I would’ve had no idea.”
“Yeah, I don’t know why she didn’t bring it up. I thought for sure she would have. Especially after making such a fuss over everything to Mary.”
Beau rubbed his face. “So you don’t like her?”
“Not especially.”
“And she doesn’t like you?”
“I would think not.”
“Great. So now I’m just supposed to not see her because of this? Forget it, Chloe. You two can just get over it. It’s obvious she has, otherwise she would’ve said something.”
“Well, maybe she will.”
He shook his head. “She’s already agreed to a second date. No hesitation and no mention of you.”
The comment stung, even if he hadn’t intended it to.
She placed her mug on the coffee table, suddenly losing her appetite for it.
“Fine. Go out with her. Date her. Marry her. Do whatever. But don’t come crying to me when it all goes south this time.”
He scowled at her. “Must you always be so pessimistic?”
“When it comes to your love life, yes, I do.”
“Jesus, sis. Give it a rest. I mean, I know you’re just trying to look out for me, but—”
“But what?”
“Like I said last night, how would you feel if I interfered with your romantic life? You wouldn’t like it one bit, would you?”
“No. I wouldn’t. But I don’t have your track record.”
“Oh, you don’t, huh? Your last lover only up and left you with nothing. Took everything. The dog. Even the shower curtain rings.”
Her skin caught fire as he spoke, spewing daggers right into her heart.
“She took everything,” he continued. “You had to come stay with me until you could get new furniture and a new dog.” He pointed at Pascal, who raised his head up from the couch. The scruffy gray terrier mix looked confused for a moment before he once again lowered his head and closed his eyes.
“That was years ago,” Chloe choked. “And one time.”
“It doesn’t matter. It was still awful. And I picked up those pieces.”
She stood.
“Where are you going?” Beau asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Don’t run. You always run.”
“I don’t like confrontation.”
“Well, too bad. You need to hear this.”
“You’ve made your point, Beau. I won’t interfere with you and Luna, okay?”
“Good.” He eased back against the chair and once again sipped his coffee. He eyed the couch. “You going to sit or you going to run?”
She sat but still didn’t touch her coffee. Instead she leaned over and loved on Pascal, who promptly rolled over to offer his freckled belly.
“I know it didn’t exactly work out last night, but I was glad to see you dating again,” Beau said.
“Oh, that? That was nothing. Just a favor for Yvonne.”
“So? You should do it again. I mean, not with her, obviously, but with someone else. It would be good for you.”
“I’m not ready.”
“I don’t believe that. Like you said, it’s been years since your breakup with Crystal. You’ve had plenty of time to heal.”
“I may have healed, but I still haven’t forgotten. Women—I don’t know, Beau. I can’t go through that again.”
“I know, sis. But I hate seeing you alone. You have so much to offer someone. A beautiful soul, a wonderful heart, a loving home.”
“Crystal said I worked too much. That I lived for my job.” She looked over at him. “She was right.”
“So, you make a few adjustments. Cut back on your hours. I think if you found the right person, you’d want to spend time with her. You’d make it a point to make time. Crystal obviously wasn’t right for you.”
Chloe stopped her massage of Pascal’s tummy, and he pawed at her hand to continue. She considered Beau’s words. Maybe he was right. Maybe she’d been unhappy and therefore had worked all those hours to avoid being home with Crystal. To be honest, she couldn’t really remember. She just knew she wasn’t content like she was now.
“I’m happy with the way things are now. I don’t mind being alone.”
“Maybe. But it’s not healthy. You should at least go out every once in a while. I mean, come on, don’t you miss sex?”
“Are we really having this conversation right now?”
“Well, don’t you? You need to be touched, sis. Held. Loved. We all do.”
“I’m fine.”
He leaned forward again to rest his elbows on his knees. “I don’t think you are.”
“Well, we’ve just agreed not to interfere, so you can’t do anything about it.”
“We’ll see about that.” He grinned as he stood, and she panicked.
“I mean it, Beau. You better not send a woman over here to my doorstep.”
He laughed and grabbed his car fob. “I’ll see you later, okay? And don’t spend the day working like I know you want to do. Get out and do something. Go meet Yvonne for lunch.”
“She’s busy.”
“You haven’t even asked her.” He headed for the front door.
“I just know.” She followed him with Pascal on her heels.
“Bullshit.” He kissed her cheek.
“Maybe.” She smirked.
He rolled his eyes.
“See ya.”
“See ya.”
He walked out the door and turned to kiss her on the cheek. “Check out this morning’s news. There’s a great shot of Luna and me you might appreciate.” He winked, then slid on his sunglasses and disappeared around the front of the house. She whistled for Pascal and walked back inside to close the door. The sound of Beau’s Ferrari purred through the walls and she once again sat on the couch, this time awakening the screen on her phone to swipe through the news to the entertainment section. She held her phone out in front of her and studied the full page photo. Her heart caught in her throat.
Beau was there, just as he’d said, but her eyes were fixed on Luna. She was radiant in the flash of the cameras, auburn hair shimmering, her lithe, creamy body posed oh so seductively beneath her strappy lavender dress. She was quite literally breathtaking, and Chloe found herself burning with both desire and jealousy.
“What the hell is wrong with me?” She lowered the phone and glanced down at Pascal, who sat looking up at her quizzically. “I’m lusting after my brother’s girlfriend?”
She glanced back at the photo. “Well, she’s not exactly his girlfriend, but still. She had Greta call Mary on me. That should be enough for me to dislike her, right, boy?” He wagged his little tail. “Yeah, you would think. But here I am, lusting after her.” She tossed the phone aside and held her head in her hands. “And what’s this business about me dating again? Since when does Beau care if I’m having sex or not?”
Pascal cocked his head.
“Right?”
She sighed. “Talk about minding your own business, he needs to follow his own advice and leave me alone.”
Pascal barked his throaty little bark and began backing up across the rug. He wanted a treat.
“Okay, okay.” He barked some more and began to jump at her feet as she walked to the pantry. “Everyone is bossing me around today. Even the damn dog.” She gave him his treat and then stared hopelessly into the fridge. Beau had brought over bagels and cream cheese, but she just wasn’t in the mood. What she really wanted was an omelet. She grabbed the eggs and cheese and some assorted leftover vegetables and got busy at the counter dicing her veggies. She stood at the stovetop and cooked her omelet, feeling a little better about the day ahead.
She had a lot of work to do, and she had every intention of doing it. But she also thought that lunch with Yvonne sounded nice after all. She hadn’t seen her in a while, and she definitely wanted to see why in the world she’d set her up with Zelda of all people. So maybe she’d give her a call. And maybe they’d have a nice time.
Anything to get that photo of Luna Kirkman off her mind.





  

CHAPTER SEVEN 
    
“Girl, that man is fine as hell. I wouldn’t care if he was related to the devil himself, I’d do him,” Jo said as she sipped from her margarita on the rocks.
Luna rolled her eyes as Hillary belted out a laugh and clanked glasses with Jo. “Oh, I agree.”
They continued their riff about Beau’s looks, and it took a moment for them to realize that Luna wasn’t laughing along with them. When they did, they fell silent.
“What’s with you?” Jo asked. She set her glass on the poolside table and reached for a thin and crispy tortilla chip, which she carefully dipped into some salsa. She angled the whole thing into her mouth and chewed as she waited for Luna to respond. But that was Jo for you. Loud, extroverted, blunt, and an unashamed eater. The woman could put away food like a growing boy, and yet it never showed. Luna had always wanted to kick her ass for that.
“Nothing,” Luna said. “I just don’t find your comments amusing.”
Hillary guffawed. “Since when?”
“Since, I don’t know. Now.”
“You need to get laid,” Jo said after she swallowed. “Like soon.”
“Why is it always about sex with you guys?” Luna asked. She was trying to have a good time, but lately, with these two, it was becoming a struggle. Since she’d sobered up, their wild and crazy antics and conversations just didn’t come off as fun anymore.
“Why isn’t it with you? I mean, come on, darling,” Hillary said.
Luna sipped her Diet Coke with lime. She let the question go, refusing to answer. Honestly, she didn’t have an answer. What would she say? She just wasn’t into sex anymore? No, she couldn’t say that. They’d think she’d completely lost her mind. Even if it was the truth. Sex…lately…it just wasn’t on the forefront of her mind. She had other things to focus on. Like her sobriety and wellness, for starters. Speaking of, why weren’t Hillary and Jo being more supportive? They were drinking in front of her again, and she’d even seen Jo do a line of coke in the kitchen. Some friends.
“For real though, sweetie, tell us about him. What’s he like?” Hillary asked, pulling her knees up to her chest in the lounge chair. She was covered in a beach towel after having taken a quick dip in her heated pool. Now they were all enjoying drinks with chips and salsa on the veranda, and soon they’d head inside for a light dinner. One that Hillary’s cook was in the house making.
Luna wondered if George would come home to join them for the meal. Hillary’s husband often worked late, and Luna suspected he was having another torrid affair. But she kept that suspicion to herself. Hillary didn’t seem to want to discuss it, not after the last affair, and Luna respected that. After all, according to Hillary, George provided her with a good life. A privileged life. One that afforded her many luxuries, and she wasn’t about to risk that over some other woman.
Luna shrugged. “He’s nice.”
“Oh, Jesus,” Jo said. “Nice. He must be a bore.” She tugged on her beach towel and covered her chilled skin.
“Is he?” Hillary asked.
“No, he’s just…nice.”
“Well, you must have talked about something over dinner. You didn’t just sit there and stare at each other,” Hillary said.
“We did discuss some things. We—actually we were interrupted. His sister came over to the table and—”
“Wait, what? His sister?” Jo asked.
Luna smiled, recalling the way Chloe had looked that evening in her white pantsuit with a shimmering pink shell. She’d looked spectacular. Very fit and extremely professional and confident. Much different from the woman who had fallen to the ground with her, covered in potato salad.
“Chloe,” Luna said softly, almost to herself. “Chloe Paget.”
“Who in the hell is Chloe Paget? Never heard of her. And I’ve heard of everyone in this town,” Hillary said.
“I didn’t even know Beau had a sister,” Jo said.
“He does. And she’s really quite beautiful.”
“Oh?” Jo asked.
Luna smiled again. “Oh, yes. She has the most deeply expressive eyes and this perfect little dimple on her left cheek. And her features, she looks like she could’ve been in classic films.”
Hillary exchanged a look with Jo but said nothing. Luna continued.
“You haven’t heard of her?” she asked. “I think she’s some sort of caterer? I actually met her on set when she was setting up for a lunch—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa there, sweetie,” Hillary said, holding up a hand. “A caterer? Are you serious, Luna?”
“Yes, why?”
“A caterer? Luna, love. You shouldn’t be talking with a caterer. You’re too good for that.”
Luna inwardly cringed. “Too good? I don’t understand. Where is this coming from?”
“I’m just saying, you should be careful who you mingle with. You’re a top-notch star. People might try to take advantage.”
“I hardly think she would take advantage. Not when her brother is who he is.”
“You’d be surprised,” Jo said. “I’ve seen some pretty desperate people try to worm their way into my mom’s life. And these were friends of friends. Or relatives of friends. People know no bounds,” She was referring to her famous mother, Ursula McFadden. She’d been a popular screen actress in the ’70s and Jo had grown up in Hollywood, much like Luna had. Seen and experienced things only a Hollywood kid could.
Luna shook her head. “Chloe’s not like that.”
“How do you know?”
“I can tell. She’s too…classy for that.”
Hillary smirked and sipped her drink. “A caterer? Classy? You’re really impressed by this woman, aren’t you?”
Luna flushed.
“You are,” Hillary said. “Interesting.”
“What?” Luna asked.
“Nothing.” But she again passed a look to Jo. This time it pissed Luna off. She shoved her beach towel aside and stood.
“Where are you going?” Hillary asked, but she didn’t move. Hell, she didn’t even bat an eyelash. She just remained in her lounge, looking disinterested.
“Home.”
“Why?” Jo asked. She scooped up more salsa on another tortilla chip and shoved it into her mouth.
“Because I don’t like the tone of the conversation. And I don’t appreciate the looks you two are giving one another. It’s rude.”
“Whoa,” Hillary said, holding up her palm. “Why are you getting so uptight over all this? We’re just talking like we always do.”
“Well, maybe I no longer like the way we discuss things.” She gathered her belongings.
“What about dinner?” Hillary asked. “Surely you’re not going to leave before we eat? Amelia is making some sort of foreign dish. It’s supposed to be wonderful.”
“I’ll pass,” Luna said, feeling a little sick to her stomach at the comments they’d made about Chloe.
“You’re really leaving?” Jo asked.
“I am. I’ll see you guys later.” She turned to head back to the house.
“Are you going to see Beau again?” Jo called out. “At least tell us that.”
But Luna didn’t respond. She just walked through the open back patio, said goodbye to Amelia, and showed herself out.
She’d never walked out on her friends before, and she felt strange about it. But she couldn’t shake the nausea in her belly over the catering comments. Since when were Hillary and Jo such snobs? She’d never heard them talk that way before. But then again, she’d never mentioned conversing with a caterer before. All her acquaintances were big-time Hollywood. They were either actors or producers or directors, or in some way involved in the big money-making business of Hollywood. So, maybe they just hadn’t been given the chance to lambast somebody over their occupation before.
“Maybe they’ve always been snobs,” she said to herself as she drove home in silence. “Does that make me one too?” She cringed. “God, I hope not.”
She pulled into her driveway and waited for the gated entrance to open. Outside the vehicle, a handful of paparazzi snapped photos of her through the windows. She kept her eyes fixed straight ahead. The police coming earlier had done little to deter them. She wasn’t surprised. It was just life as she knew it.
The lights were on in the house up ahead, so she knew Rosa was still there. Thank God. Sometimes she hated coming home to a quiet house. It made her feel all alone in the world.
She drove through the gate and parked in the garage. Rufus barked at her as she entered the house and set down her bag. She knelt to love on him and he spun in a circle, eating up the affection.
“That you, Ms. Luna?” Rosa called from the kitchen.
“It is.”
“Ah, you’re home early.”
Luna headed her way. “I am,” she said, greeting her with a brief hug. “And I’m so glad to be here and so glad that you’re still here.”
“You are?”
“Oh, yes.” She held her shoulders. “Have I told you lately how much I appreciate you, Rosa?”
She looked perplexed. “No.”
“Well, I do. I really appreciate you and all the hard work you do. In fact, how about a raise?”
Her eyes grew big. “You mean it?”
“I sure do.” She kissed her on the cheek and opened the fridge for a bottle of her ionized water.
“Oh, my goodness, Ms. Thank you!”
Luna smiled. “Thank you, Rosa.” She glanced back into the fridge after taking a big swig of the water. “Now, what should we have for dinner?”
“We?”
“Yes. I’d like it very much if you’d dine with me tonight.”
“Really?”
“Mm-hmm.”
Rosa threw up her hands and laughed. “Okay. I will make us whatever you want.”
“No,” Luna said, closing the fridge. “On second thought, let’s order in. You’ve already put in a hard day’s work. We’ll get whatever you want to eat.”
Rosa stared at her in disbelief and Luna hugged her again.
“It’s your night, Rosa. So, let’s enjoy it.”





  

CHAPTER EIGHT 
    
Chloe pulled up to the gate and opened it with the remote. Paparazzi seemed to jump out of the shadows as they suddenly clamored around her car like bees at a disturbed hive. She held up her hands to shield her face, wondering why there were so many and why they seemed so bloodthirsty.
“It’s no one,” one of them called out, and the clamoring halted just as suddenly as it began. She lowered her hands and the photographers slowly backed away from her vehicle to allow her through the open gate.
She drove on, up the long drive to the circular path in front of the house. Beau’s white Ferrari was parked there, along with a burnt orange Range Rover. She hoped to God it wasn’t a new purchase on Beau’s end. It just screamed “Look at me!”
She parked, retrieved Beau’s clothes from the back seat of her Nissan Pathfinder, and walked to the front door. She gave a little knock and entered, just as she usually did, and headed farther into the sprawling two-story Spanish mission-style house. Her heels clicked on the decorative tile, and she froze, hearing something she hadn’t expected to hear. Laughter.
She listened carefully and it came again. Throaty and rich and definitely female.
“Beau?” Chloe called out. “You here?”
And who the hell else was here?
“Hey, sis! We’re in here.”
She continued on into the kitchen and froze again as she stared through the archway into the dining room. Luna Kirkman was sitting at the table next to Beau, leaning her chin on her clasped hands, smiling in the candlelight. Had it been any other moment in time and Luna with any other person, Chloe would’ve swooned at the sight of her. But as it was, she was with Beau, and the two appeared to be having some sort of romantic dinner.
“I’m sorry,” Chloe said, throat tightening. “I didn’t know—”
Beau jumped up. “It’s okay. We were just enjoying a quiet meal at home.”
“No, I should go.” She felt ill. Physically ill. And Luna just sat there looking gorgeous as hell, completely oblivious to what she was doing to her insides. “I brought your dry cleaning.” Chloe draped the plastic-covered clothes over the barstool and tried to calm her racing heart. She felt ridiculous and, well, really fucking jealous, which pissed her off even more.
“Wait,” Beau said, coming to her to lightly grip her forearm. “Don’t run off.”
“I’ve got a million things to do—”
“You can at least come in and say hello.”
“But—” He was right. It would be rude of her not to at least say hello to Luna. The tension left her body as she conceded and followed Beau to the table.
“Hello, Luna,” Chloe managed through a ragged sounding throat. “It’s nice to see you again.”
“Same,” Luna said with a bright smile.
“I’m sorry for the interruption, but Beau didn’t tell me he was having company.” She gave him the side-eye, frustrated at him for not sharing his plans. He knew she often stopped by after work so they could catch up and eat dinner together. He also knew that she often picked up his dry cleaning for him too. So why he hadn’t bothered to fill her in on his plans was beyond her.
Had she known Luna would be there, she definitely would’ve steered clear. After all, she was still trying to get over yet another full-page photo of her that she’d seen just that morning. It was a tabloid shot of Luna in her yard, dressed casually, looking as though she was about to work in her garden. The simplicity of her attire and her relaxed stance had touched Chloe down deep. She’d immediately imagined being there with her, working in the sunshine, digging in the earthy smelling soil, smiling over at her as sweat began to coat her neck and face.
She shook the thought away as she realized Beau was speaking to her.
“Did the paps attack?” he asked. “When you drove in?”
“Yes. Until they realized I was a nobody. Then they backed off rather quickly.”
“You’re not a nobody,” Luna said. “They should be trying like crazy to get your photo. I know I would.” She offered her a soft smile and Chloe burned beneath her stare. She knew she was just being polite, but still, the words struck her.
“Come on,” Beau said, pulling out a chair. “Join us. There’s plenty.”
“No, I—”
“No arguing. Sit.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and eased her down into the chair across from Luna, while he sat at the head of the table. He looked to Luna and spoke. “Chloe sometimes stops by after work to eat with me.”
“Oh, how nice.”
“We’ve been doing it for years now,” he said. “And I…forgot to tell her about us this evening.”
“Yes, so I should go and leave you two—”
“Nope.” Beau gripped her wrist. “Luna was just telling me about how she’d like to get to know you. So, you stay put.”
Chloe swallowed the ball in her throat and looked at Luna. The candlelight was reflecting off her auburn hair and dancing in her eyes. She was breathtaking.
“You want to get to know me?” First the photo comment and now this?
She knows I’m a lesbian, right? This kind of thing can get to a girl.
“Well, sure. Who wouldn’t?”
Okaay.
Chloe blinked. “What would you like to know?”
“Beau was telling me that you run an event planning business. And that you were filling in for a friend when we met on set.”
“Oh, yes. Mary. She’s a caterer.”
“Mary?” Luna’s face lit up. “I love her. She’s so nice. And her food. To die for. I can’t tell you how many lunches she’s done for us throughout the years.”
“Yes, she’s great.” Chloe shifted a little, confused. “You weren’t previously aware that I had been covering for Mary?”
Luna looked confused. “Come to think of it, I think Greta did mention something about it.”
“She definitely did because I heard her. And then she actually called Mary up to complain about me.”
Luna lowered her hands. “She did what?”
“Oh, come on. You knew. You had to know.” Why was she feigning all this innocence?
“No, I didn’t know.”
“Greta told Mary that she was calling on your behalf.”
“Well, she wasn’t.” She looked at Beau. “I swear, I never asked her to call anyone. The whole thing was an accident and I brushed it off as such.”
“I heard you and Greta talking about me by the trailers,” Chloe said. “So please don’t sit there and act all innocent.”
“Chloe, whatever you heard—I—”
“Let’s calm down,” Beau said, squeezing Chloe’s wrist. “It was an accident, we can all agree on that, right?”
Chloe eventually nodded and Luna did as well.
“Greta, or whoever, is obviously at the root of all this. Not Luna. So let’s let it go, okay?”
“No,” Luna said. “I’m going to make sure and talk to Greta. Set things straight.”
“You don’t have to do that, Luna,” Beau said softly.
“I do. And I will.”
Beau sighed and looked at Chloe. “Will that make things okay between you?”
Chloe leaned back against the chair. “Yes.”
“Good. It’s settled, then.”
“No, wait,” Luna said. “Chloe, I want to apologize. I admit I was upset at having to spend an extra two hours in hair and makeup, but I got over that. Stuff like that just happens sometimes and I’m used to it. But Greta, whatever she did, it wasn’t at my behest, and I’m sorry she said it was. Sorry that she did whatever it was that she did. She had no right.”
“Thank you,” Chloe said. “And I’m sorry that my worker slammed into you. She was goofing off, and that was unacceptable.”
“Aw, she was sweet. Don’t even worry about it.”
They sat in silence before Beau spoke again. “Can we eat now? I’m starved.”
Chloe pushed away from the table and stood. She felt more like a third wheel than ever now that things had been settled between them. “I’m going to go. I really do have a lot of work to catch up on.”
Beau exhaled and stood alongside her. “Okay. If you insist. I just wish you didn’t work so hard. You’re looking a little gaunt these days.” He planted a kiss on her cheek and held her hand. “Did you ever go out to lunch with Yvonne? You didn’t, did you?”
“Actually, I did. And we had a great time.”
“Did you talk about Zelda?”
She laughed. “We did. I told her paybacks were a bitch.”
“Good for you.” He took a step with her to head away from the table, but she stopped him.
“No need. I can show myself out.” She gave Luna a wave. “Nice to see you again, Luna. Enjoy your dinner.”
“Thanks, Chloe. It was nice seeing you too. And I’m glad we got to talk.”
“Me, too.” She left them then, and walked out of the kitchen to the front door. Beau called out one last goodbye as she pulled the door closed behind her.
“Have a good time, little brother,” she whispered to herself.
She climbed in her car and drove back out through the gate and the now flashing lights of the cameras. The sun was about to dip beneath the horizon, casting a beautiful, peach and purple glow to the sky, making her momentarily forget the crazy humdrum that was LA. The moment passed quickly, though, as she waited in a long line at a drive-thru to take home a grilled chicken salad.
When she finally arrived at her house, Pascal greeted her at the door, doing his little hops and bossy barks. He was hungry and wanting his dinner. She fed him right away, and his metal dog tag clanked against his bowl as he wolfed it down. She sat on the couch with her salad, kicked her heels off, and propped her feet up on the coffee table. She switched on the television, hoping to find something pleasantly mind-numbing, but the image on the screen made her pause mid chew. It was the backyard shot of Luna there on her flat screen television. The commentator was discussing the candid photo as more similar photos flashed across the screen. Luna was coming closer to the photographer, sun hat off, yelling and fussing. It wasn’t a good look for her, and the host of the entertainment-type show wasn’t shy about sharing his feelings on the matter, reporting that Luna had even called the police to report the photographer. No charges were filed but Luna, it seemed, was once again a main target of the tabloids. Not a good position to be in by any means.
“No wonder the paps were acting so crazy tonight at Beau’s. They were trying to get to her.”
She switched the channel and wondered once again what Beau’s end game was with Luna Kirkman, and just what all it would cost him to get it.





  

CHAPTER NINE 
    
“That’s lunch!”
The first assistant director brushed past Luna as she sighed with relief and glanced skyward. She’d been praying for rain, knowing it would shut down the set, but no such luck. The sky was a clear blue, without a cloud in sight. God, she just didn’t feel like working today.
She gave a nod to her costars and walked off toward the line of tables where the caterer had set up lunch. It was yet another birthday, and they were having a small celebration for one of her fellow actors over the midday meal. She was grateful, hoping that it meant a little extra time off. She desperately needed to decompress for a while. Otherwise, she was going to pull her hair out.
Royce’s perfectionism, while she was mostly used to it, was grinding on her nerves. He’d insisted on take after take, to the point where she was ready to scream. Usually she had more patience. Not today.
It didn’t help that the tabloids were all over her again. All because of that intruding pap and his photos of her in her garden. They were criticizing her for her tantrum, even claiming that the pap had nearly fallen from the tree because of her verbal tirade. And they were really letting her have it about calling the police. It had caused quite a scene at her house, and dozens more photographers and press had shown up to report on the matter.
It felt like a never-ending nightmare. She could do nothing right. Not getting sober, not changing her life, not dating Beau Paget. Hell, she couldn’t even defend her right to privacy in her own backyard.
Would it ever end?
She laughed to herself as she grabbed an icy bottle of flavored tea. No. It would never end. Not as long as she remained in this town.
But maybe that was the whole point. Maybe it was time to slow things down. Do something else. Live somewhere else.
Ha.
Right.
Mel would have a major hissy fit, right alongside her agent and her folks.
“But it’s my life,” she said aloud.
“Sorry?”
Luna looked up. Mary, the caterer, was standing across the table from her, looking at her curiously.
“Oh, nothing. Just talking to myself.”
“I do that all the time.” She was arranging some flowers in a vase in the center of the table. She always had the nicest, most beautiful arrangements. For both food and flowers. “Bad habit, I’m afraid. But I do find that it helps sometimes.” She glanced over at Luna, as if suddenly aware of who she was speaking to. “I’m not going to get in trouble for talking to you, am I?”
“No, of course not.”
She checked both left then right. “Last time we spoke, I got reprimanded.”
“You…did?”
“Oh, yes.”
“By whom?”
She crinkled her brow. “Greta? Is that right?”
Luna exhaled. “Yes.” Just what all was going on with her? “I’m sorry that happened. I’ll have a word with her.” She was going to have more than a word. The woman was causing all kinds of issues with her sanctimonious attitude, and Luna had had enough.
“Oh, no need. I’m actually afraid it will just piss her off more.”
My God, these people are really terrified of her.
Just what all was she doing?
Luna opened her bottle of tea and took a sip. It was raspberry, and the icy flavor burst in her mouth. She took another drink and rested her hip on the table. “You’re not the first one to have issues with her.”
“Oh?”
“Your friend Chloe Paget? I guess Greta called you to complain about her?”
Her face went ashen. Luna continued.
“Don’t worry, I didn’t tell her to do it. She did that all on her own.”
“She was very upset. Said that you were very upset. She said I was lucky that she wasn’t going to fire me and forbid me from coming back on the lot.”
Luna snorted. “Don’t worry, that won’t be happening.”
“Thank God. I do a lot of work for Paramount.”
“And you do a fabulous job. What happened with Chloe was an accident. Plain and simple.”
“I’m still sorry it happened,” Mary said. She stopped fiddling with the flowers and came to a stand near the plates. “Can I make you a plate?”
“Oh, yes, please.”
“My pleasure.”
“Everything looks so good.” Luna began to point to what all she wanted as she and Mary slowly moved down the table together. It was an assortment of Mexican food, and it looked and smelled wonderful. But Luna had something else on her mind. Or rather, someone else. “So, your friend, Chloe.”
“Yes?”
“Have you known her long?”
She paused as if to think. “Gosh, I’ve known Chloe for about twenty years now.”
“Really? That long?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Do you think she’ll ever help you out again? You know, come back to the set?”
“I don’t think so. That was just a one-time thing. But you never know, something could happen to where I need her again. If…that’s okay with everyone, of course.”
“Oh, yes, of course. I was just curious. She seems rather nice is all.”
“She is. I can honestly say that Chloe is good people.”
Luna smiled and took the offered plate now full with all kinds of delicious food. “That’s nice to hear.”
“Can I get you anything else, Ms. Paget?”
“No, thank you. You’ve been more than helpful.”
Bailey hurried up to Luna’s side, breathless and panicky. “I’m sorry. I needed the restroom. I should’ve been here to get you a plate.”
“It’s quite alright, Bailey. I managed with the help of Mary, here.” She nodded goodbye at her, and she and Bailey headed for the trailers. “You don’t want a plate?” Luna asked.
“I’ll get one later.” She was still struggling for breath, and her face was flushed. Something was obviously wrong.
“What is it, Bailey?”
“It’s Mel. He’s here and he’s looking for you.”
“Great. Just what I need.” She looked skyward again. “God, why won’t it just rain and rain hard so I can call it a day and get away from here?”
“You okay?”
Luna laughed. “Do I sound okay? I’m going nuts, Bailey, and Mel and Royce aren’t helping. In fact, they’re the driving force. Them and the damn tabloids.”
“Oh, right.” Her voice dropped. “That’s the other thing.”
Luna paused, plate in hand. “What?”
“The latest issue is out, and you’re not going to like it.”
“Why?”
Mel came flying at them from around Royce’s trailer. “Luna! Christ, where have you been?”
“I’ve been right here working, Mel. Why?”
He held up his tablet and flicked it with his hand. “This. This is why.”
“Look, Mel, I don’t have time for this today. Whatever is in there is bullshit and—”
“It’s about Beau.”
“Beau?”
Mel led the way to her trailer door and held it open for her. He looked to Bailey. “Excuse us, kid.”
Bailey slowly backed away. Luna mouthed the words “I’m sorry” to her and entered the trailer. She set her plate on the table and kicked off her shoes to sit and relax. Thankfully, Bailey had set the thermostat to something reasonable and it wasn’t as stifling as it had been the last time Mel had been there.
“So, tell me what’s going on,” she said, though she really wanted to tell him to get lost. Tabloids and gossip were the last thing she wanted to discuss. Even if they were about Beau.
Mel slapped the tablet on the table. It had a picture of Beau on the screen, along with a mysterious, busty blond. And they looked more than happy to be in each other’s company.
“Who is that?” Luna asked, though she didn’t feel the burn of jealousy. Like…at all. It was pure curiosity.
“That is Jenny Kilgrove. Former Playboy Playmate of the month.”
“She certainly looks it. I mean, wow. I wish I could pull off a dress like that.”
“No, not wow.” He jabbed at the photo with his fat finger. “She’s your competition.”
“What? No.”
“Yes.”
“Oh, come on, Mel. Beau and I aren’t exclusive. Not even close. We’ve only had two dates.”
“There need to be more. And Calvin agrees. This—this photo—it’s hurting Beau. No one wants to see him with her. She’s not only a former Playmate from a few years back, she’s got an OnlyFans page, if you know what I mean.”
“Oh,” Luna said.
“Yeah, she’s questionable. Possibly even has some soft porn ties. I don’t know. It just ain’t good. And Beau’s suffering because of it.”
“Wait, what exactly does Beau say?”
“He says they met at some party. He likes her, but Calvin, as his manager, isn’t going for it. Beau’s too big a star. He needs you. Just like you need him.”
Luna rubbed her temples. “I have no problem going out with Beau again, Mel. But…you should know. I’m not exactly having romantic feelings for him. I mean he’s nice enough, but—”
“No. I don’t want to hear it. Not right now. Just go out with him again. Lots of times. And get your photo taken. We’ve got to shake last weekend’s photos and the call to the police.”
“That wasn’t my fault. They invaded my privacy.”
“I know. I’m not blaming you. But unfortunately the tabloids are.”
She pushed back against the seat. “I’m getting sick of all this, Mel. Really sick of it.”
He slid into the booth across from her and folded his hands together. “I know, and I’m sorry, Lune. Really, I am. But like I’ve always said, this is the game. And you’ve got to know how to play it. You know that.”
“I don’t want to play it.”
“You don’t gotta choice.”
“The hell I don’t,” she murmured.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
Mel exhaled through his wide nostrils. “Look, just go out with Beau, have a good time, and it will pay off for both of you, okay?”
“Fine.”
He patted her hand. “Now, we need to talk about that contract.”
“Oh, hell no. That I refuse to do. Not right now.”
He held up his hands. “Take it easy. I just want to have a conversation.”
“I said no. And I mean it.” She picked up her fork, determined to stand by her word, and sifted through her food. It no longer looked as appetizing as it had before. Damn this day.
“Why won’t you at least talk to me about it?” Mel asked, his tone noticeably softer.
“Because I’m not ready, that’s why.”
“They’re going to want answers, Lune. Soon.”
“Well, they’re going to have to wait until I’m ready.”
He stared at her. “What’s going on with you? You okay?”
She set down her fork. “Mel, I want to eat in peace. Just for today? Is that too much to ask?”
“Hey, say no more.” He slid out of the booth and stood. “I’ll leave you to it.” He pointed at the tablet on the table. “You should read that, though. It’ll give you a heads up about your competition.”
“If I cared, I would. But I told you, Beau and I are just friends.”
“Whatever you say, Lune. Just make sure it looks like more than that to the paps, okay?” He lifted a small chimichanga from her plate and took a bite. “I’ll see you later.” He pushed out the door and left her alone.
“Finally.” She looked down at her food and sighed. Then she looked at the photo of Beau with the busty blond and she wondered again why she didn’t feel the sting of jealousy.
The answer came quickly.
It wasn’t Beau she was interested in.





  

CHAPTER TEN 
    
Chloe cursed to herself as the doorbell rang and she scrambled around her room for her boots. “Why, oh why, did I agree to do this?” She sat on her bed and yanked on the ankle-high boots to zip them up. “Because of my annoying little brother, that’s why. I always fall for his shit. Always.” Boots on, she stomped her feet on the ground and slapped her thighs. “Now, time to face the music.”
She stood and gave herself one last look in the vertical mirror. She had to admit, she looked nice in her dark jeans and tan sweater vest, with the tan suede boots to match. Wearing the sweater vest alone showed off her arms, which she prided herself on keeping very toned, and the jeans? They showed off the flare of muscles in her legs. Her rigorous workouts were at least paying off, while they also helped with her stress level. So, that was a good thing. But she feared that would probably be the only good thing to come out of the evening. Because she had stupidly agreed to go out on a blind date, thanks to Beau and his incessant nagging. She had, however, made him agree to attend a fundraiser she was organizing for domestic violence victims in exchange for agreeing to the date.
“He better keep that promise,” she said as she hurried down the stairs. The doorbell rang a second time just as she unbolted the door to pull it open, expecting to see her date. Beau had said she’d be picked up at seven and to be ready. But she still wasn’t expecting to see her brother on the other side of the door. And dressed to the nines, no less.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
He grinned and motioned toward the limousine on the curb. “Why, picking you up for your date, of course.”
“What?”
He tugged on her arm. “Come on, our dates are waiting.”
“Our dates?” She stumbled outside and Beau closed the door behind her. Then he linked arms with her and led her toward the idling vehicle.
“Yes, our dates. Luna and Victoria are waiting for us in the car.”
“We’re double-dating?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I knew you would’ve refused. It was hard enough getting you to agree to the date to begin with, so I wasn’t about to push my luck by asking you to double with Luna and me.”
“Well, you were right about that.” The last thing she wanted to do was to be around him and Luna. But he didn’t know the real reason why. For all he knew, she just didn’t want to interfere.
The driver opened the door for them, and Beau allowed her to enter first. She crawled inside and slid across the seat to settle in. She smiled, though she was nervous as hell, and found Luna and the other woman, Victoria, smiling at her in return. Chloe shifted her gaze quickly, trying not to stare at Luna, who looked absolutely incredible in a dark green satin blouse with slinky, strappy shoulders and tight-fitting faded jeans. Her trendy leather square-toed boots finished off the outfit, and Chloe was nearly breathless.
I’m not going to stare at the beautiful dip just above her collarbone, or her lithe, sinewy arms. Or the way her hair falls around her graceful, creamy neck. No, I’m not going to do it. I’m going to concentrate on my date.
Victoria was, by all standards, a very beautiful woman herself. With thick, long blond hair, almond-shaped brown eyes, and full, luscious-looking lips, she had the capability of turning heads. But her style was completely different from Luna’s. Where Luna appeared dressy-casual and downright sexy without even trying, Victoria had the look of a woman who was trying too hard. Her makeup was heavy and overdone, her outfit designer and absolutely perfect in every way, with a designer handbag to match. And those luscious lips? They appeared to be filler. But still, Chloe knew, she’d turn heads. Just not hers.
“Victoria,” she said as she reached out to clasp Chloe’s hand.
“Chloe. Very nice to meet you.” Chloe took her limp hand, equated it to a cold, dead fish, and eased back against the seat.
Beau settled in next to her and the limo began to move.
“How does seafood sound to everyone?” Beau asked.
The women happily agreed and Chloe kept the smile on her face, though she felt anything but agreeable. Beau had once again caught her off guard, and she was not having it. Just what all was going on with him? And why had he insisted on this date? And a double to boot? Did Luna know Victoria?
“Do you two know each other?” Chloe asked them.
Luna and Victoria glanced at each other and laughed. “No,” Luna said.
“I’d like to,” Victoria said with a smirk. “I’m a huge fan.”
“Well, thank you,” Luna said.
Chloe was beyond confused. “I’m sorry, how do you know my brother, then?” She directed the question to Victoria, who seemed unnerved at having been interrupted in her brief conversation with Luna.
“Beau? Oh, we met a short time ago on set. I’m a makeup artist.”
Chloe gave Beau a look letting him know that she had a lot more questions for him and that he was no way out of the hot water he’d put himself in. He narrowed his eyes at her sheepishly, knowing full well that she couldn’t question him now. It pissed her off all the more.
“I just thought it would be fun if we all went out together,” he said.
“Like high school,” Victoria said.
“Yes, it is a bit like high school, isn’t it?” Beau said.
“I wouldn’t know,” Luna said with a chuckle. “I didn’t go to high school.”
“Oh, right,” Victoria said. “You must’ve had private tutors on set.”
“I did.”
“How fascinating.” She turned to face Luna, and more comments and questions came flooding out of her. Luna answered her graciously, but it was more than evident that she felt a little overwhelmed at all the direct attention.
Chloe wasn’t sure what to do about it, so she nudged Beau and whispered, “What did you do?”
“What do you mean?”
“This date! Why?”
“I’ll tell you later, just play along and try to have a good time.”
Chloe fished out her phone and texted him.
Chloe:
She’s not my type!
Beau:
Just play along.
Chloe:
Tell me why.
He sighed and then typed some more.
Beau: Because I met someone I like, but I don’t know how to break that to Luna. So I thought a double date would keep things light.
Chloe:
Wait. You don’t like Luna?
Beau:
She’s great. But there’s no spark.
Chloe:
So, call it off.
Beau:
I can’t. I need the photos with her.
Chloe scowled at him, disgusted. Beau continued to type.
Beau:
She needs me too. It’s a mutual thing.
Chloe: It’s still disgusting.
Beau:
It’s Hollywood.
Chloe slid her phone back into her jeans as they pulled up at the restaurant. The flashbulbs started before the driver even opened the door, causing Victoria to squeal like an excited child. Chloe fought rolling her eyes and slid out into the onslaught of yelling and lights. She waited politely for her date to emerge, as did Beau, and the four of them made their way inside, with Beau and Luna stopping a few times to pose for the paps.
People continued to stare at them as they headed for their table, and Chloe wished like hell the evening was already over with. She hated the attention Beau garnered, and he knew that. Which was why she preferred to spend most of her time with him at home, away from all the glitz and glamour. He was really going to have to make this up to her.
The waiter came immediately and took their drink order, which Victoria took advantage of and ordered a cosmo. Her focus was still solely on Luna. It was as if Chloe wasn’t even there, which, by all accounts, Chloe didn’t mind, seeing as how she wasn’t interested in her either. But she would’ve at least pretended. To be polite. It seemed that Victoria wasn’t going that route, though.
Chloe glared at Beau, knowing he must be aware. He merely smiled, but she could tell he’d noticed. And poor Luna was still being bombarded with questions. Victoria apparently had no shame—or any plans of slowing down, for that matter.
“So, have you ever dated a woman?” she asked Luna, causing Chloe to nearly spit out her water.
“I’m sorry?’ Luna said.
“A woman? You know, have you ever gone that way?”
Beau cleared his throat. “What does everyone want to eat?”
Victoria was now very much making her intentions clear, and it wasn’t sitting right with Beau. Chloe wanted to laugh but she refrained, still feeling bad for Luna.
“I think I’ll have the lobster Thermidor,” Luna said, perusing the menu. “What about you, Chloe?”
Chloe blinked. “Me? Oh, I’m thinking the salmon Wellington.”
“Mm, that looks good as well.”
Beau spoke. “How about you, Victoria?”
“Oh, I don’t know.” She pretended to look over the menu. But before she even closed it to set it down, Chloe knew what she was going to choose.
“I think I’ll have the lobster Thermidor as well.” She smiled over at Luna. “We can be twinsies.”
Luna nodded and sipped her Diet Coke.
Beau ordered a surf and turf combination when the waiter returned and took their orders and Victoria continued to speak to Luna. She asked her about acting, about the set of Saint Hope, about her personal life, and on and on. Beau tried to interrupt from time to time, but it didn’t stop her for very long. Finally, two cosmos and a Thai shrimp cocktail later, Victoria got up to use the restroom.
When she left the table, Beau reached over and grabbed Luna’s hand.
“I’m so sorry,” he said.
Luna laughed. “It’s quite alright.”
“No, it’s really not,” he said. “She’s maniacal.”
“She is persistent, I’ll give her that,” Luna said. She looked behind her toward the restroom. “I really need to go, but I’m afraid if I go now she’ll try to get into the stall with me.”
Chloe laughed softly and Luna met her gaze. “How are you, Chloe? I can’t imagine this is any fun for you, either.”
“I’m managing.”
“You’re not…into her, are you?”
“No.”
“Oh, thank God. I’d feel really bad then.”
“It’s not your fault,” Chloe said.
“I still feel responsible.”
“No, I’m the one who’s responsible,” Beau said. “I thought because she works on set that she’d be cool. Guess not.”
“That’s what you get for setting me up,” Chloe said. “Don’t forget it.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
Victoria emerged from the restroom, and Beau said, “I’ll try and head her off from here on out.”
She returned to her seat and Beau started in on her, asking her about her job and who all she’d worked with. Victoria was all in, seemingly thrilled in talking about herself, and soon her eyes were focused solely on Beau. Again, Chloe wanted to laugh. It served him right for setting up this whole ridiculous charade. But Beau never seemed to learn. He’d always just done whatever he wanted, consequences be damned. Unfortunately, she was the one who usually had to deal with those consequences. Like tonight. Her date was the one acting the fool and now she was stuck there, sitting on her thumbs listening to her ramble on about herself.
It was just as well. She hadn’t really planned on having a good time to begin with, and at least now Luna wasn’t having to suffer from Beau’s poor decision. So Chloe relaxed and sipped her iced tea with fresh mint as Victoria continued to talk to Beau and sip on yet another cosmo.
But as Chloe glanced across the table and caught sight of Luna, beautiful, breathtaking Luna, looking at her so understandingly, she thought that maybe, just maybe, the night wasn’t a total loss after all.





  

CHAPTER ELEVEN 
    
“You don’t want any wine?” Luna asked as Chloe waved the waiter away after he offered her a pour from the new bottle he’d just opened.
“I don’t drink,” Chloe confessed, sipping on her iced tea instead.
“Really? May I ask why?” Luna asked.
Chloe glanced to her right as if to check that Victoria and Beau were still engrossed in conversation. Seemingly satisfied, she looked back to Luna and traced her fingertip along the rim of her frosty glass and answered her.
“I never wanted to. With having to help raise Beau after my folks died, I just focused completely on providing a life for us and nothing else.”
“Your folks died? Oh. I’m so very sorry to hear that.” She touched her chest, truly heartbroken for her. “I—didn’t know.”
“It was an accident. Ten-car pile-up on the expressway during a record-breaking ice storm in Chicago. They were killed instantly.”
“That’s so awful, Chloe. How old were you?”
“I had just turned nineteen. Beau was fifteen.”
“So, you took over in caring for him?”
“My aunt and uncle helped, but Beau really struggled there. He didn’t like their strictly run household and he rebelled a bit. So, yeah, I got a job, saved some money, and we moved into our own place. It’s been just the two of us since.”
“You two are tight.”
“Yes.”
She cocked her head. “So, how do you feel about him dating me?”
Chloe stared at her glass. “I don’t feel one way or another about it.”
“Oh, come on. I know that’s not true. You’re obviously very protective of him. And with my history, I’m sure you have some concerns.”
“Even if I did, there’s no stopping Beau. He does what he wants. Always has.”
“He’s a pain in the ass, eh?”
“A big one.”
Luna laughed. “I can imagine. I seem to be one myself. Or so I’m told.”
“Yeah, I can see that,” Chloe said with a chuckle.
“What?” Luna feigned tossing her napkin at her and laughed.
“You just seem formidable, that’s all.”
“Maybe I am.”
“It’s not a bad thing,” Chloe said. “Especially since you seem to have a healthy balance.”
“I do now. But there was a time…” She shook her head. “When that wasn’t the case.”
“You’ve been through a lot,” Chloe said softly. “Come a long way. You should be proud.”
Luna was moved by her kind words, and she studied her carefully, noting how exquisitely beautiful she looked in her sleeveless V-neck sweater and light, natural-looking makeup. Her short blond hair was styled over to one side, showing off her deep, maple eyes that seemed to draw Luna in with every single slow blink.
“Thank you,” Luna said.
“You don’t hear that often enough, do you?”
“Not lately, no. It seems everyone, especially the tabloids, just want to focus on the past.”
“That’s because it sells. But so does a comeback. So just keep your head held high and they’ll come back around.”
“You think?”
“That seems to be the way it works.”
“I’m tired of how the whole thing works. This game.”
The waiter brought their food and they all took a few moments to dig in. It wasn’t long though, before Victoria started in again, this time on both Luna and Beau, volleying the questions back and forth between the two. This time Chloe did laugh and Luna smirked at her, knowing it was because Victoria was completely ignoring her presence. As if she weren’t even there at all.
“You know what?” Luna suddenly said, glancing over at Victoria. “You asked if I’d ever dated a woman?”
Victoria straightened. “Yes?”
“The answer is no. But if I had to choose a woman to date, I know who it would be.”
“Who?” Victoria’s eyes were wide, and the pulse was jumping in her neck. She obviously thought Luna was going to say it was her.
“Chloe.”
Chloe coughed and Victoria seemed confused. “Chloe who?”
Luna held out her hand toward Chloe. “Chloe. Your date.”
“Oh.”
“Yes, I would date Chloe. She’s wonderfully funny, exceedingly bright, and most importantly, she’s genuine.”
“She…is?”
“But you wouldn’t know that, would you? Seeing as how you’ve done absolutely nothing to engage with her.”
Beau laughed nervously. “Anyone want more wine?” He held up the bottle. They all ignored him.
Victoria sat and blinked. She tried to smile, but it kept faltering each time she locked eyes with Luna. Luna wasn’t about to let her off the hook. She had a point to make, and she was going to make it.
She set down her fork when Victoria still remained silent, refusing to even apologize. “I think I’ve had enough for the evening.” She wiped her mouth and stood. “Beau, if it’s alright with you, I’m going to have Chloe see me home.”
Beau swallowed and nodded. Then he stood. “Of course. Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
“I’ll be fine.” She kissed his cheek, thanked him for dinner, and looked to Chloe. “Ready?”
Chloe stood as well, and they left the table without another word to Victoria, who sat looking dumbfounded.
“The nerve of that woman,” Luna said as they stepped outside into the barrage of flashing lights. She laughed and smiled, even grabbing hold of Chloe and wrapping an arm around her waist for a few quick photos. “Smile,” she said to her softly. “You’re no longer having to listen to Victoria.”
That did cause Chloe to smile, and the paps ate it up.
“Luna, who are you with?”
“Did you enjoy dinner?”
“Where’s Beau?”
Luna led Chloe away from the madness to the awaiting limousine, where they both quickly crawled inside. The driver closed the door and got in behind the wheel. “Where to, ladies?”
“Somewhere where they serve good tacos. I’m starved,” Luna said.
“You got it.”
“I wasn’t in the mood for that lobster anyway,” she added, squeezing Chloe’s hand. “You like tacos?”
“I do.”
“Excellent.” She moved her hand, the tingling she’d felt in touching Chloe a little too much to bear. Being so close to her was difficult enough. “Then let’s go have some real fun, shall we?”
“What about Beau?”
Luna looked behind them at the disappearing restaurant. “I think Beau kind of made his own bed tonight, don’t you? Besides, something tells me he can handle her.”
Chloe glanced back with her. “Yeah. He can handle her. He’s handled a million women like her.”
“Why in the world did he set you up with someone like her to begin with? She doesn’t seem your type at all.”
“She’s not and he knows better. I think he’s just desperate for me to date again.”
“Why is that?”
“Because it’s…been a while.”
“Ah. Say no more. I understand. I’ve had a few bad breakups myself. Only mine seem to play out on the cover of the gossip magazines.”
Chloe nodded. “That must be difficult.”
“What’s difficult is everyone judging me based on those crazy headlines.”
Chloe fell silent and shifted. “I have to admit, I misjudged you a little.”
Luna turned toward her. “You? Why?”
“Because you’re dating my brother and I had no other information to go on.”
“So, you just went with what you knew about me.”
“I’m afraid so.”
She chuckled. “I’m used to it, Chloe. You’re not the first and you won’t be the last.”
“But it isn’t right. Isn’t fair. The narrative about you, it’s all wrong.”
“Which is why I—”
“Started dating Beau?”
Luna closed her eyes. “Yes. As awful as that sounds, it’s true.”
“I understand. Beau has done some crazy things too, and if you don’t play the game, you lose every time.”
“Don’t get me wrong, Beau’s a great guy…but it wasn’t my idea to date him.”
Chloe nodded but remained silent.
“Beau…he is a good guy, isn’t he?” Luna asked, sensing some trepidation.
“He is.”
“Now I feel really bad.”
“You shouldn’t. Beau can handle himself. He—”
Luna patted her thigh. “You can relax. I know he’s only dating me for his image too.”
Chloe exhaled. “Oh, okay, good.”
“So, he’s not exactly into me, either, is he?”
“I think he likes someone else?”
Luna leaned her head back against the seat. “Yeah, I heard that too.”
“So what will this mean for you two?”
Luna threw up her hands. “I guess it means we’ll keep dating as long as our managers want us to. As long as it’s paying off.”
“But leaving tonight without him will raise some eyebrows.”
“Probably. But I don’t care. It was worth it.” She gripped Chloe’s hand and smiled at her. “I don’t know what it is about you, Chloe Paget, but I feel so comfortable with you. So right.”
Chloe glanced down at their hands. “I—”
The limo came to a stop and the driver crawled out to open their door. Luna held fast to Chloe’s hand. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go have an honest-to-God good meal together.”
Chloe climbed out behind her and they headed for the crowded food truck. People parted like the Red Sea as they neared the window.
“Don’t worry,” Luna said over her shoulder to Chloe. “You hang with me, you’ll get used to this.” She stopped. “Oh, right. You are already used to this with Beau, aren’t you?”
“Yes. And I don’t like it.”
Luna seemed to think for a moment. Then she waved over the driver and plied him with cash. She gave him their orders and walked back to the car to let Chloe back inside.
“We’re getting it to go,” Luna said as she let her in.
“You don’t have to do this.”
“I want to. Because truth be told, I don’t like all the fuss either, Chloe.”
The driver came back with their order and Luna instructed him on where to go. He drove them to the top of the Hollywood hills and parked where they had a panoramic view of the city lights below.
Luna got out of the car and turned to help Chloe out as well. Then she led her to the front of the car and scooted onto the hood. The driver complained, but Luna gave him more cash and asked him to take a long walk. Then she patted the hood and encouraged Chloe to sit next to her.
Chloe did and they ate in silence for a while.
“Good, right?” Luna said, loving the freshness of her taco.
“Mm.”
“The driver knows his taco stands,” Luna said. She turned and found Chloe staring at her. “What is it?”
Chloe shook her head. “You’re just not at all what I expected.”
“This again?”
“No, I mean, you’re so down-to-earth and—well, really fucking cool.”
Luna belted out a laugh. “Well, thanks.”
“I mean it. I thought for sure you’d be like every other Hollywood ass.”
“But Beau’s not.”
“I thought he was an exception.”
“He is,” Luna said, reaching out to touch her cheek. “But that’s only because of you, isn’t it? Having you in his life has kept him grounded.”
Chloe shivered and reached for her hand. “Luna, you shouldn’t touch me like that.”
“Why not?”
“Because it does things to me.”
“What things?”
“Crazy things.”
“Such as?”
Luna leaned in closer.
“Things you wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.”
Chloe visibly swallowed. “Okay.” She leaned in as well and slowly closed her eyes to graze her lips across Luna’s.
Luna heated from head to toe in an instant and her heart began to thrum throughout her body as they remained connected, delicate lips pressed upon delicate lips, with the lights of the city dazzling brilliantly just beyond them.
“Ahem.”
Luna’s eyes flew open and they pulled apart to find the driver standing nearby in the darkness.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, but Mr. Paget just called, asking for me to return to get him and his guest.”
Chloe slid off the car and hurried to climb inside the back. Luna gathered the rest of the food and joined her. The driver closed the door and they took off back down the hill.
“Sorry about that,” Luna said, silently cursing the driver and the interruption.
“It’s okay.”
But Chloe wouldn’t look at her. She just kept staring out the window.
“Chloe?” Luna touched her hand. “Can you look at me?”
“He’s going to tell.”
“Who?”
“The driver. It will be all over the tabloids tomorrow.”
“Is that why you’re upset?”
Chloe finally burned a gaze into her. “Of course it is. Look, this is your life, Luna, not mine. And I don’t want any part of it. I can’t—handle it, okay?”
“I’ll handle the driver, don’t worry. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”
“You can’t promise that, Luna.” Her eyes filled with tears. “I wish you could, but you just can’t. So please, don’t even try.”
She drew her hand away and kept her gaze focused on the lights of the city beyond. The lights that had, just moments ago, witnessed the most profound kiss Luna had ever had. A kiss she wondered if she’d ever know again.





  

CHAPTER TWELVE 
    
Chloe was sitting at the kitchen table rubbing her forehead and nursing a cup of coffee when she heard Beau enter through the front door.
“Chlo?”
“In here.” She felt like hell, not having slept a wink the night before, still thinking about that amazing kiss and subsequent interruption from the limo driver, who she knew, just knew, would tell the tabloids, spewing the story all over the front pages for the world to see.
“What’s wrong with you?” Beau asked, as he placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned down to look at her face.
“Everything.”
“Yeah? You sure you’re not hung over? You look it.”
“Thanks. And you know better.”
He slid a bag of what she assumed to be fresh bagels and cream cheese on the table, along with a drink carrier with two cups of coffee. “I got you a latte.”
She groaned but took the cup and sipped it anyway. It tasted wonderful, and she let it coat her throat.
Beau sat and swiped at his phone, probably searching for the news. She cringed at the mere thought of what he might find and buried her face in her hands.
She peeked out between her fingers. “I don’t want to know what’s in the news.”
“Why? Did something happen last night?”
“Well, yeah. Luna left the restaurant with me instead of you.” She left out the kiss. Praying it wouldn’t need to be shared. But man, was it incredible.
He focused on the screen, and continued to swipe, though slower this time. He chuckled when he finally paused to read. “Well, you’re right. There’s a big photo of you and Luna arm in arm.” He showed her the screen and she cringed again and covered her eyes. They looked like a couple. A very happy couple. Fuck. Would everyone assume that they were?
“Oh, come on. It’s not so bad,” Beau said. “It says here that Luna Kirkman leaves restaurant sans Beau Paget with his sister, Chloe.”
“Oh, God. They know who I am.” It’s worse than I thought. I won’t be able to hide.
He laughed again. “So what? It’s not so bad. Look, here’s me, leaving with Victoria. Boy, they are really speculating on the switcheroo.”
“I knew they would.”
He put down the phone. “It’ll pass.”
“I hope so.”
“It will. Luna and I will go out again and the whole thing will be forgotten.” He patted her arm. “You’ll see. But…” He sighed as he dug out a bagel from the bag. “There are a few paps outside your house.”
“What?” She lowered her hands and looked toward the windows. The plantation blinds were still closed so she couldn’t see. But more importantly, the paps couldn’t see either. She got up and closed them tighter.
Beau shook his head. “They’ll leave you alone. Just give it a day or two.”
“I can’t live like this, Beau. I’m not like you. I didn’t ask for this.”
He retrieved a couple of butter knives. He sat again and began smearing some sour cream and chive cream cheese on a sesame seed bagel. The smell alone made her feel nauseous. Her stomach was churning with nerves.
“How can you just sit there? There are paps outside my house!” She flicked open the blinds and quickly closed them, having seen all she needed to see. “Jesus, there are more than a few, Beau. There’s a whole camp!”
“They’ll get bored and leave.” He took a big bite of the bagel and she had the urge to smack off the bit of cream cheese clinging to the edge of his lip.
“How could you have done this? You know how I feel about the whole thing.”
“I didn’t think it would play out the way that it did.”
“You didn’t think at all.” She sank into the chair and ran her hands through her hair. “Correction, you did, but it was only about yourself.”
He lowered the bagel and stopped chewing. “You didn’t mean that.”
“Oh, I did, buddy. I absolutely did.”
He bored a look into her, but she didn’t flinch.
“My intentions were good, you know that.”
“They may have been, but it was a stupid move, Beau. And I feel used.”
He was quiet for a long moment. Then he swallowed and lightly touched her arm. “You’re right and I’m sorry. I never ever meant to make you feel that way. I honest to God thought we might all have fun.”
She returned his gaze and then laughed. He laughed along with her.
“You were wrong about that,” she said.
“Very wrong.”
“Where in the hell did you find her? You might as well have picked her up off the street at the Chinese Theater.”
“I know, she was pretty bad. You have no idea how hard she was to shake when I dropped her off at her house.”
“You’re right. I don’t. Thank God the driver dropped Luna and me off before he returned to you.”
“How did that go, by the way? He said he drove you two around for a little while.”
She stood and busied herself at the cabinet, retrieving small plates for their bagels. “Oh, you know, it was okay. We just relaxed and talked.”
“Yeah? She’s nice, isn’t she?”
“Very.”
“I told you.”
She brought the plates to the table. “You did, and I’m sorry I didn’t listen. She’s very nice. Very down-to-earth.”
“I’m glad you like her.” He took another bite, chewed and swallowed. “Too bad it’s not a love match with me, though.”
“Yeah, too bad.” She sipped more on the latte Beau had bought for her. It was still piping hot. She hoped the flush in her cheeks wasn’t evident, but if it was, she’d just blame the heat from the coffee. She glanced over at him, needing to change the subject before he continued on about Luna.
“So, who’s this new woman you referred to last night?”
He chewed some more and smiled. He swallowed his bite with a long sip of coffee. “She’s incredible, sis.”
“She is, huh?”
“Yes. And she’s a knockout. I’m talking an eleven. Absolutely gorgeous.”
“That tells me nothing about her, Beau.” She shook her head. “You men. It’s really all about looks, isn’t it?”
“At first, sure. It’s what draws us in. But I’m telling you, this girl, she’s funny and vibrant and a little wild and—”
“Wild? Beau, who is this woman?”
He appeared confused. “You mean you really don’t know?”
“Know what?”
“You didn’t see the tabloid?”
“You know I don’t read those things.”
He cleared his throat. “Her name is Jenny Kilgrove. She’s a model slash actress. We met at a party last week and we’ve been talking nonstop since.”
Chloe took the information in. “Why have I not heard of her?”
“She’s relatively new to Hollywood. But she just wrapped an action flick with Steve NyGaard, where she has a bit part.”
“Oh, okay.” NyGaard was known for his big-budget action movies, so at least she was someone notable. Maybe she wouldn’t be so overzealous in being in Beau and Luna’s company.
“Well, I look forward to meeting her.”
He smiled. “Thanks, sis. She wants to meet you too.”
“So, what’s going on with Luna, then? Will you stop seeing her now?”
His smile fell. “Not exactly.”
“Why not?”
“Calvin thinks—”
“Wait, you’re still giving Calvin a say in this?”
“I think it’s a good idea to heed his advice.”
“Okay.”
“Anyway, they think I should keep seeing Luna. For appearances.”
“But why? You’ve got someone you really like.”
“Yes, but—she’s not exactly Luna’s pedigree.”
“What does that mean?”
He sighed. “She’s a former Playboy Playmate and well, she, until recently, had an OnlyFans page.”
“What?” She nearly spat out her coffee.
“Now, don’t freak out. She’s very nice—”
“Beau, are you serious?”
“You’re judging her, just like you did Luna at first.”
“Well, yeah. Come on, Beau. Playboy? OnlyFans?”
“She’s acting too. She’s in that NyGaard film.”
“Please tell me she’s not in anything else. You know, questionable.”
He flushed so hard she thought he’d explode. “Beau?”
“She’s done a bit of other acting.”
“Such as?”
“You know, romantic stuff. For couples. The kind of thing you used to see on cable late at night.”
“Oh, my dear God.”
“It’s not bad. It’s just, you know—”
“Beau, I can’t believe this.”
“She’s trying to break into the business, and those were the opportunities that she had.”
“Well, it’s no wonder Calvin wants you to keep seeing Luna. She must look like an absolute angel in comparison.”
“That’s not fair. You’re judging her.”
“Maybe. But I’m also looking out for you. I don’t want you or your reputation to get hurt by this.”
He clenched his jaw. “I appreciate that, I do. But please, stay out of it, okay? I can take care of myself.”
“Fine.”
“Fine.” He pushed away from the table but then paused. “Is anyone I see ever going to be good enough?”
“What?”
“Seriously. You find something wrong with everyone I date.”
“Oh, I do not.”
He shook his head and stood. “Whatever. I’ll see you later. I’ve got early call on set.”
She heard him slam the door, and a few moments later, she heard his Ferrari rumble to life and speed away, the paps calling after him as he drove down the street.
“Great, he left me alone to deal with the rabid dogs.” But what she was really thinking about was what he’d said about his dates. Had she really been so critical? And over every woman he chose?
She thought back and realized that she had. She’d pointed out flaws on every single one. Why had she done that? To protect him? That’s what she’d felt she was doing, and still did. But could it be something more?
She took the bag of bagels and cream cheese and put them all in a ziplock bag to set in the fridge. She knew Beau would want them later if he stopped by again. Then she went upstairs to shower and dress, trying to come up with some sort of conclusion to her criticisms. But she had no answers and soon grew tired in trying to come up with any.
She had a busy day ahead, and she wasn’t about to let Beau’s news, or the photo of her and Luna, stop her from going out and tending to it. She was just thankful the limo driver hadn’t appeared to have said anything, otherwise Beau would’ve known and her phone would’ve been blowing up. As it was, she had just received a few incoming texts from friends and acquaintances dropping brief congrats on the photo. They all knew how she felt about such things, so they were teasing her over it, which she didn’t mind.
If only they knew just what all had really happened. What would they say then? How would everyone react?
She didn’t want to know. And she hoped she never would.





  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
    
Luna hopped off the golf cart and bid Bailey farewell with a brief wave, sending her on her way. She glanced around quickly, searching for any sign of Mel, and then hurried up into her trailer, hoping he wasn’t already inside. She closed the door behind her and sighed, relieved he wasn’t there and glad to have some sort of reprieve for the next hour or so. She grabbed an ionized water from the fridge and collapsed into the chair in the corner. Soft classical music played in the background, just how she liked. Bailey must’ve turned it on for her. Her trailer was her escape, and she loved how she could just disappear from the world for a while inside, listening to Chopin or Debussy and sipping on ice cold water or flavored iced tea. It was so nice.
If only it could always be this way. But lately, with all the tabloid stories, Mel had been dropping by more and more often, interrupting her downtime. She knew he’d come today eventually. It was only a matter of time. The photo of her and Chloe was everywhere, even the LA Times, and Mel would want an explanation. He was already blowing up her phone, wanting to talk to her. But she’d chosen to ignore him. For one, she had too much work to do, and for another, she was still enjoying her memories from the night before. She’d loved her time with Chloe and really wanted a repeat of that kiss.
She smiled as she once again recalled the way her heart had raced when they’d connected. And how her body had burned as if suddenly ignited, like gasoline to a flame. She’d never felt that way when she’d kissed any of her other dates. Ever. She wondered what it meant.
I’m attracted to her.
Oh my God, it’s true. I’m falling for a woman.
Her heart fluttered behind her ribs and she had the sudden sensation of lightness. Like she could just float away.
What’s happening?
Is this what truly falling for someone feels like?
She palmed her chest, willing her heart to slow down. She had to get control of herself and figure out what she was going to do. Though she wanted more than anything to see Chloe again, she knew it would be tricky.
No one would support their relationship. Not Mel, her agent, or her folks. Probably not even the world. They all wanted her to be with Beau. That much was obvious from all the attention they’d received since they’d started dating.
But what about what she wanted?
Do I ever get to do what I want? What I really want?
She thought of Chloe then and recalled her words as they’d parted. She’d reminded her again that the Hollywood game was Luna’s life and she wanted no part of it. So that meant she’d probably never agree to see her. Not publicly anyway.
So I’ll see her in private.
She’ll agree to that. She has to. Because I can’t take this rush pulsing through me much longer. I need to see her. To touch her. To feel her. Or I quite literally will float away, never to be seen again.
She dug out her phone to text her, to invite her over that evening for dinner. But just as she was beginning to type, a knock sounded from the door, startling her.
“Go away,” she called out, still staring at her phone.
The door opened and Mel came laboring through. He pulled the door closed with a bang and huffed over to the table where he sat. He looked at her with his deadpan stare and clasped his hands together on the table.
“What?” she finally said.
He rubbed his scruffy jaw. “What the fuck’s going on, Lune?”
“With what?”
“With you and Beau.”
“Nothing. Everything is fine.”
He laughed as if amused. “Then why are there photos of you leaving the restaurant with some lesbian?”
She shrugged. “Because that’s his sister, Chloe. And we wanted to leave early.”
“You wanted to leave early?”
“Yeah.”
“Without Beau?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“It’s a long story and I’m not going to get into it.”
“So you leave with a lesbian? And a hot one at that? What were you thinking?”
“Is that what all the fuss is about? Chloe being gay?”
“Well, yeah. You ditch your date and leave with the gay chick, it’s gonna turn some heads, get tongues wagging.”
She laughed. “Good God.”
“Then tell me I’m crazy. ’Cause you two sure did look chummy in those photos.”
“You’re crazy.”
“There’s nothing going on?”
“No.”
“Because there are rumors that you two were at a taco stand together, again looking rather chummy.”
“We got some tacos together. So what?”
He continued to rub his jowls. “You’re being straight with me here? There’s nothing to worry about?”
“There’s nothing to worry about.”
“Good. Okay. Just—stick with Beau. It’s less hard on my heart.”
She didn’t like his tone, or his insistence that she do what he wanted. She spoke, trying to control her rising anger. “Just out of curiosity, what if there was something to worry about?”
“Such as?”
“What if I were to have feelings for a woman. Would that matter?”
“Are you shitting me? Of course it would matter. You’re not—”
She held up her hand. “I was just curious.”
He rasped out a breath. “Thank Christ. I don’t need that kind of publicity uproar.”
“Why would it be such an uproar? Gay relationships are becoming more and more common. I don’t see why it would be such a big deal.”
“Lune, really? You’re one of the most popular people in the world. Of course it would be an uproar. You’ve only ever dated men. So if you were to suddenly switch—Jesus, yeah it would be madness. Besides, we don’t need anything else to cause a ruckus with your image. We need to present calmness. And stability. Not you switching teams to be with a woman.”
He studied her closely, the vein throbbing on his forehead. He was sweating despite the cool temperature in the trailer. He didn’t look well.
“You want a water or something?” she asked.
He rubbed his ruddy face. “Yeah, thanks.”
She got him an ice cold bottle, which he drank from heartily. She slid in the booth across from him. His eyes bored into her once again.
“What’s with the questions? You’re not going gay on me, on you?”
She didn’t respond. She didn’t know how. Was she “going gay,” as he said? What the hell did that even mean?
“Lune?”
“I’m just tired, Mel. Tired of living the way everyone else wants me to.”
“So you ask about going lesbo?”
“That’s offensive.”
He rolled his eyes. “Look, I don’t know what you’re getting at here, but you need a date for this upcoming fundraiser. You gonna go with Beau or not?”
She closed her eyes, wishing she could go with Chloe. How magnificent the evening would be.
“Lune. Hello?”
She looked at him, upset at being interrupted from her wonderful fantasy. “Yes, I’ll go with Beau. If he asks, that is. He might decide to take Jenny Kilgrove.”
“Yeah, that ain’t happening. Not if Calvin is still running the show.”
“That’s so unfair. Beau should be able to see whomever he wants.”
Mel laughed. “Then Beau needs to get a different profession.”
“Then so do I, I guess.”
“Yeah, right. That’ll be the day.”
“Hey, I just might do it,” she said with defiance.
“Uh-huh. And pigs might someday fly.”
She turned away from him, her anger now fierce. “Can you go, please? So I can have some peace?”
He hefted himself up and headed for the door. “I don’t exactly like making these surprise visits either, Lune. Just so you know.”
“Then don’t. You can always call.”
“You’d think that would work, right? Only you ignore my calls. So I have to come here. See you in person. Pain in my ass.” He pushed out the door, leaving her alone once again, just her and her music. The quiet washed over her immediately, but peace—it was a long time in coming.
    
When she eventually returned to set, the rest of the day seemed to drag. She was acutely aware of her unhappiness, and all the takes and script changes wore on her already frazzled nerves. By the time she got home, she was physically exhausted yet still keyed up about her conversation with Mel. Why couldn’t she do what the hell she wanted? It was her life. Not his or anyone else’s. She had every right to date Chloe if she wanted to. The rest of the world be damned.
With that in mind, she decided to put off dinner and instead curl up on the couch with Rufus and a bottle of raspberry iced tea. She texted Bailey and asked her to find Chloe’s number. Fifteen minutes later, Luna dialed that number, breathing with excitement as she listened to the line ring.
“This is Chloe.”
Luna hesitated, her voice caught in her throat. “Uh, hi. Chloe, it’s Luna. Luna Kirkman.”
Silence.
“Hi,” Chloe finally said. “How are you?”
“I’m good. How are you?”
“Other than crazy busy, I guess I’m doing pretty good.”
“That’s good—er, nice to hear.” She was so nervous she could hardly form words. “Listen, I called to say that I really enjoyed our time together and I was wondering if you’d like to do it again sometime?”
More silence.
Then, “Again? Just you and me?”
“Yes. If that’s okay with you.”
“What about Beau?”
“Beau’s a friend.”
“Yes, but he’s also my brother.”
“You’re afraid it would cause trouble?”
“For him, possibly. Plus, I told you, I can’t deal with all the attention you get. I just can’t. I’m not built that way.”
“Well, what if we saw each other privately?”
“You mean secretly?”
“Yes.”
“To what end?”
“I don’t know, I haven’t thought that far ahead. I just know that I really want to see you again, and I was hoping that you felt the same way.”
Chloe was quiet, obviously thinking. “I’m already having to deal with a lot, Luna. From the photograph of us. Paps are camped outside my house, they’re following me around. I don’t want to take the risk in seeing you. I’m sorry, but I just can’t.”
Luna clung to the phone, her heart pounding in her ears. Rufus nudged her hand, wanting pets, but her hand went limp, her insides crushed by Chloe’s words.
“Okay,” she rasped. “I’ll let you go, then.” She ended the call without waiting for Chloe to say goodbye. She couldn’t bear to hear her say those words.
Rufus nudged her again, and this time she picked him up and held him to her chest to snuggle. Tears slipped down her face and into his fur.
“I guess I’m never going to get what I want, little man. Even when I try to go after it, despite being told not to, I’m rebutted.” She kissed him on the head. “At least I have you, though, huh? But even you’ll leave me someday. Then I’ll be all alone. Maybe that’s what I’m destined to be. All alone.”





  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
    
Eva, did you get the ball rolling on social media for the domestic violence fundraiser yet?” Chloe asked as she breezed by her with a latte in hand. Pascal was hot on her heels, following her around the office. She’d been bringing him with her after hearing him barking his fool head off at the paps outside her house on her Ring app. The cameras had picked up the paps nosing around out front, and poor Pascal had been barking himself hoarse.
“On it, boss,” Eva said, typing away at her laptop at her desk.
“Sheryl,” Chloe said, rounding her own desk to get to work.
“Yeah?”
“How’s it coming with those invites?”
“Great. I just got the samples in. You ready to see them?”
“Yes, bring them over.”
Sheryl hurriedly scooped up a white box and came over to her desk. Chloe sat and told Pascal to get comfortable in his bed at her feet. After turning in three tight circles, he did just that.
Sheryl fished out the sample invitations fresh from the printer and displayed them for Chloe to review.
“Very nice,” Chloe said as she skimmed over them. “Better than I expected.”
Sheryl beamed.
“Which do you like?” Chloe asked.
Sheryl quickly pointed at three different cards. She was obviously used to Chloe asking for her opinion on matters. Chloe did that often, with both Sheryl and Eva, wanting a younger point of view. Chloe thought it helped to keep her business fresh and relevant.
“I agree, though I’m partial to this one.” Chloe glanced up. “Eva, come choose an invitation.”
Eva pushed away from her desk and hurried over. “Oh, I like these two.”
Chloe nodded. “It’s settled. We’ll go with this one. We all agree on it.” She handed it to Sheryl. “And this one will be our backup.”
“Got it,” Sheryl said, taking the cards. She then packed up the rest and returned to her desk.
“Thank you, Eva,” Chloe said. Eva, too, returned to her desk.
“Order one hundred fifty of those invites, Sheryl.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“And be sure to do it today. Time’s a-wasting.”
“You got it.”
The fundraiser was still weeks away, but there was a lot to be done. Not to mention her other events that needed tending to. Her calendar, as usual, was chock full, but that was how she liked it. It kept her busy. Focused. Leaving very little time to think about Luna Kirkman and that recent phone call asking to see her in private. She’d thought of very little since, and she’d wondered if she’d done the right thing. She wanted to see her, more than anything. But she just couldn’t handle all the craziness that she knew would come with it.
That’s why she wanted to do it secretly, moron.
She stared at her paperwork, considering the proposal. She shook her head.
No, it was still too big a risk. The paps would catch on. They were following her everywhere, and she was to the point of having to bring Pascal to work with her.
But dear God, how she wanted to see her again.
Get over it, Chloe.
She’s more famous than Beau, and you know what comes with that.
Besides, she was still dating Beau. They’d just been photographed again at another trendy restaurant. She knew because she’d seen them in an article earlier that morning. And once again Beau had failed to mention it to her.
She felt more left out than ever, and she worried for him. He seemed to be making impulsive decisions as of late, and she just hoped that one of those decisions wouldn’t come back to bite him in the butt. Particularly the one that involved the OnlyFans woman, Jenny Kilgrove.
She’d looked her up and didn’t exactly like what she’d found. The woman was considerably younger than Beau and up-and-coming in Hollywood. She’d done bit parts in questionable late-night cable movies as well as nude layouts in magazines other than Playboy as a “model.”
She pulled out her phone and texted him.
Dinner tonight?
She chewed her lower lip as she anxiously waited for a response. She hadn’t heard from him since that morning when they’d argued over Jenny Kilgrove. It wasn’t like Beau to be silent for so long. It made her feel lost and disconnected. Beau was all she had, and vice versa. It was supposed to be the two of them against the world. So what was happening? Why were things changing? And why was it stressing her out so badly?
Her stomach clenched as a reply came in.
Can’t tonight. Have plans.
She typed back quickly.
Tomorrow?
We will see. Busy. Gotta go.
She lowered the phone. Great. He was still putting her off.
“Everything okay?” Eva asked.
Chloe blinked up at her, unaware she was even standing at her desk.
“Hmm? Oh. Yes, fine.”
“I was asking about the caterer. Are we using Mary or someone else?”
“I’d prefer Mary. But she may already be booked out. Call her and see.”
“On it.” She headed back to her desk.
“Hey, boss. The wine tasting event next week? We just got a cancellation from one of the vendors,” Sheryl said.
“Great.” She scrambled the papers around on her desk, searching for the correct file. “Who was it?”
Sheryl relayed the information, and Chloe got on the phone to try to mend the situation, her troubles with Beau momentarily forgotten. She was so caught up in trying to replace the vendor for the wine tasting that she once again didn’t even notice Eva standing in front of her desk.
“Boss?” she said meekly, knowing she was interrupting her.
Chloe covered the phone even though she was on hold. She glanced up at her and did a double take. Eva was drowning in three dozen of the most beautiful red roses she’d ever seen.
“What are those?” Chloe asked, dumbfounded.
“They’re for you,” Eva said, peeking through all the red.
“Me?”
“That’s what the card says.” She shifted on her feet. “Where should I put them?”
Chloe walked over to a nearby countertop, where she cleared away some files. “Here.”
Eva set down the huge vase of roses and backed away. Chloe lowered the phone from her ear, ended the call, and stared, mouth agape. Eve handed her the card.
 
To: Chloe Paget
Please see me again.
I can’t stop thinking about you.
Signed: Anxiously waiting in Hollywood
 
Chloe’s entire body caught fire and she tucked the card into the pocket of her slacks. She cleared her throat and walked away from the massive bouquet, too embarrassed to even look at it even though it was stunningly beautiful.
“So,” Eva said, following her. “Who are they from?”
“No one.”
“What do you mean, no one? They’re obviously from someone. Someone who really wants to see you again.”
Chloe turned to face her and found her smiling like a schoolgirl who’d just learned about another girl’s secret crush. She knew she meant well, but she was unnerved by the whole thing and worried that people would know who sent the roses.
“It’s nothing.”
“But—”
“Eva, please. Leave it.”
She appeared crestfallen. “Okay, boss. Whatever you say.”
Chloe headed back to her desk and tossed the phone on a pile of papers, too shook up to worry about the call she’d been on. She rubbed her temples, unsure what to do about the situation with Luna. Should she respond? If so, what would she say? Leave me alone? She couldn’t say that. She didn’t want to say that.
She hadn’t been wooed by a woman in years and she’d forgotten what it felt like. The rush of exhilaration, the mad thudding of her heart. And just knowing the roses were from Luna made it all the more exciting, because she actually felt the same about her in return. This wasn’t just a one-sided crush. She was right there with her as far as feeling a strong attraction. She just didn’t know what to do about it.
A part of her liked the idea of seeing her secretly. It ramped up the excitement and made her feel like a daredevil, something she generally was not by any means. But where had being a Goody-Two-Shoes all her life gotten her? All alone and brokenhearted, that’s where.
Sheryl and Eva were watching her, their gazes beyond curious. They’d never known her to date. So this was knew to them as well. She had to explain. Otherwise they’d remain curious, and that would not be a good thing. They’d already questioned her about the photo with Luna outside the restaurant. She’d easily explained that, though, simply stating that Luna was dating Beau and that she’d seen her home that evening. They’d bought it. Or at least they’d seemed to. They were surprised to hear that she and Luna were friends now, after the fiasco with the potato salad on set. But they seemed happy about it nonetheless.
“I went on a blind date,” she said, sinking into her chair.
The girls came closer, all ears.
“It went well and she wants to see me again.”
“Are you going to?” Sheryl asked. “See her again?”
“I don’t know. I need to think about it.”
“What’s to think about? I mean, if you like her, go for it,” Eva said.
Chloe sipped from her latte. It was now lukewarm, but she needed something to coat her throat and buy her time before she had to respond.
“Do you like her?” Sheryl asked.
“That’s the thing. I think I do,” Chloe said.
“So, say yes,” Eva said.
“I don’t know. With work and everything, I’m not sure I even have time to date.” She was bogged down with work. And the situation with Beau was adding to that stress level, which she’d noticed was causing her to lose her appetite as well as sleep. She was running on fumes and she wasn’t sure how long she could keep that up, especially if she added secretly seeing Luna into the mix.
“You make time,” Sheryl said. “Besides, you work too much as it is.”
“Yeah, you deserve this, boss. You should say yes. What can it hurt?”
Chloe wanted to laugh and say “everything,” but she refrained. “I’ll think about it.”
Eve shrugged and the girls walked away. Pascal snored from his bed at her feet, completely oblivious. Oh, to be a spoiled little terrier. What a life.
She grabbed her phone and typed out a text.
Thank you for the roses. You didn’t have to do that.
She waited on pins and needles for a reply. It didn’t come. She looked up at the clock. It was after one. Luna was on set, no doubt filming a scene.
She would just have to wait. God, it was going to kill her. She didn’t know why, though. She had no idea what she was going to say to her when she did answer.
Regardless, she was dying to talk to her, to find out exactly what was going on in her mind. Did Luna really want to do this? To see her secretly? It was a huge risk on her end as well, and none of it made sense. None of it was rational.
Was this how Beau felt with Jenny Kilgrove?
Like it was forbidden, so all the more exciting and tempting?
Maybe she should ease up on him and try to understand where he was coming from.
Question was, would he do the same for her if he ever find out about her and Luna?
That, she did not know.





  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
    
Luna sat in her chair on set and motioned for Bailey to bring her her phone. She knew Chloe would be getting the roses soon and she wanted to see if she’d tried to call her. She powered the phone on and smiled when the screen lit up and unlocked. She had a text from her, thanking her for the roses.
“Get something good?” Bailey asked, watching her closely.
“I did indeed.”
“Awesome. You need anything else? How about a drink?”
Luna didn’t look up from the phone. “That would be great, Bay, thanks.”
“Raspberry tea?”
“Sure.”
Bailey walked away and Luna typed out a text.
You are most welcome, Chloe. I’m really glad you like them.
She bit her cuticle as she waited for a response. It came quickly.
They’re magnificent. Took my breath away.
Luna typed.
Really? Like you took mine away?
She blushed at her own words and held her breath.
Chloe typed back.
I took your breath away? The feeling was mutual.
Luna stifled a giggle, prompting looks from some of the crew. She sank lower into her chair and continued to text.
Can I see you?
Once again she held her breath, and her heart beat so fast she thought for sure she’d pass out before the next text came through.
When were you thinking?
Luna typed. Tonight?
There was a moment of silence.
Where?
Luna answered. My place.
Chloe responded. Can’t. Paps are following me now.
Luna thought for a second. Then… Restaurant?
Chloe answered. You really want to risk being seen with me again?
Luna nodded as she replied. I’d do anything to see you again.
Another pause.
Luna texted again quickly. Have drinks with me. At Brazzo’s. There’s nothing wrong with having a drink with a friend, right?
Chloe told her that she would, agreeing to meet at seven.
Luna signed off and sat holding the phone to her chest, overwhelmed with excitement.
“What’s going on with you?” Keegan asked as she settled in next to her.
“Oh, nothing.”
“Doesn’t look like nothing.”
Bailey came back with her iced tea, and Luna thanked her and unscrewed the top for a sip. “I got a text from someone special, that’s all.”
“Oh, anyone I know?”
Luna raised an eyebrow at her.
“Beau Paget?” Keegan asked.
“Wouldn’t you like to know.”
“I would, actually,” Keegan said.
“Well, too bad. I don’t kiss and tell.”
She scoffed. “The tabloids will do that for you, I’m afraid.”
“They are bad, aren’t they?” Luna said.
“With you? Hell yeah. I don’t know how you deal with it.”
Luna sighed. “I have no choice in the matter.”
“No, I suppose you don’t. Which sucks major monkey balls.”
Luna stared off into space, thinking about what she’d wear to see Chloe and what all they’d discuss over drinks. Perhaps she could even talk her into dinner as well. The thought made her smile.
Keegan noticed. “Well, whoever it is texting you, they’re sure making you happy. And that’s nice to see. You’ve been walking around here with your head down for weeks now.”
“Have I?”
“Oh, yeah. Royce is even concerned. Asked me if I knew what was up with you. I think he’s scared you’re going to quit.”
Chloe scrunched her brow. “He said that?”
“Mm-hmm. You’ve put the fear of death in him, girl.”
She glanced around for Royce but couldn’t locate him. The crew rushed around like ants setting up for the next scene. She looked at her watch. Four more hours to go. Could it go any slower? And please don’t let there be any more adjustments to the script. She’d already spent the previous evening memorizing all her lines for the day, she didn’t want to have to concentrate on learning any more before the day’s end. Her brain just couldn’t take it. Not with Chloe on her mind.
Ah, Chloe.
What would she be wearing tonight? Another pantsuit? Another sweater vest?
Whatever it was, she knew she’d look dynamite. She was just so incredibly fit and mesmerizing. An actual Greek statue come to life. Aphrodite right here in Los Angeles. Why the hell weren’t women clamoring all over her like they were Beau?
“Say, Keegan? You’re into women, right?”
Keegan slowly turned to gawk at her. “Sometimes. Why?”
“Did you see that photo of me with Beau Paget’s sister?”
“Who didn’t?”
“Well, what do you think of her? You think she’s hot?”
“Smokin’. Why are you asking?” Her eyes grew big. “You’re not—”
“I’m just asking because I’m trying to set her up with someone.”
“Oh.”
“So, you’d go out with her?” Luna asked.
“Based on looks alone? Hell, yes.”
“Huh.”
“What?”
“I just don’t understand why women aren’t all over her.”
“Who says they’re not?” Keegan said.
“Well, she just seems so lonely. I don’t think she dates very much.”
“A woman who looks like that? Then it’s her choice.”
“What do you mean?”
“She probably doesn’t want to date.”
“Why wouldn’t she want to date?”
“I don’t know. Why didn’t you? I mean, this whole Beau thing has taken us all by surprise. None of us thought you’d date again for a long time.”
Luna took that in. “So, you think she doesn’t want to date, huh?”
She shrugged. “More than likely.”
“Hmm.”
“Just ask her why. She’ll tell you. She’d probably rather you talk to her about it first instead of just going ahead and setting her up,” Keegan said.
“Right. And I intend to do just that tonight over drinks.” She slid off her chair and stood. “Thanks, Keeg.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Royce came back on set along with the first AD. Luna handed her phone off to Bailey and took her mark. It was time to get back to work. Now only if time would fly.
    
Time didn’t fly. In fact, it crawled. To the point where Luna was dragging by the end of the day. She finished up in her trailer, bid Bailey goodbye, and climbed into her Range Rover like a zombie. She felt like death, the thrumming excitement of seeing Chloe all but diminished. But she wasn’t about to call her to cancel. No way. She was lucky to get her to agree to meet her to begin with, so she wasn’t going to ruin her only chance to see her alone again.
She brushed by Rosa when she entered the house and paused only briefly to kiss her hello and then knelt to do the same to Rufus, who then followed her into the bath. She showered quickly, fighting the urge to linger beneath the hot spray for hours. After she stood in her closet for fifteen minutes rummaging through her clothes, she finally decided on a navy sweater tank and a pair of khaki cargo pants with paint-splattered work boots. She stood before the mirror, eyeing herself, wondering if the outfit was too obvious. It was rather masculine, but she didn’t care. It was actually what she liked, her stylist be damned. She wondered if Chloe would like it too.
The thought caused her stomach to flip-flop and she sprayed on some unisex cologne, tied her wet hair in a loose bun, and rushed out the door. She waved at Rosa as she grabbed her purse and hurried from the house back out to the Range Rover to drive to Brazzo’s. The valet seemed surprised to see her and there were no paps in sight.
“Ms. Kirkman,” he said as he took her keys. She hadn’t called ahead, hadn’t even thought about it. She hoped there would be seating for them in the bar.
The maître d’ rushed out to her as soon as he caught sight of her.
“Madame, will you be dining this evening?”
“Just drinks tonight, Fabio. Unless plans change.”
“Right this way.” He led her inside and gave her a private table back beyond the bar. “May I ask who will be joining you?”
“Just one other person. She should arrive any moment. Her name is Chloe Paget.”
“Ah.” He nodded. “I will show her in.”
“Thank you, Fabio.”
“Madame.”
He left her with the drink menu and she set it down, realizing she could only order a Diet Coke. Unless…she eyed the cocktails. Why couldn’t she do one of those, without the alcohol? Yes, that sounded good. She’d order a mocktail. Now, which one?
She was busy looking over the menu when she heard a commotion back toward the entrance. Paps were shouting, calling Chloe’s name.
Oh, boy. Leaving together will sure be fun.
Chloe hurried inside, head tucked, with the maître d’ leading her in. She didn’t look up until he brought her all the way to the table.
“That bad, eh?” Luna asked, standing to embrace her. But Chloe sat right away, looking like a terrified rabbit. “I’m so sorry, Chloe.”
“They won’t leave me alone. They’re vultures. They followed me here.”
“Yeah.”
“We can’t leave together,” she said, glancing behind her. “There’s no way. They’ll eat us alive.”
“Well, they’re gonna know we’re here together.”
“How?”
Luna motioned to some of the other guests. A few had their phones out taking photos and video.
“Great,” Chloe said, cringing.
“Try to ignore them.”
“That’s impossible.”
Luna’s heart sank. “Would you like to go? I don’t want you to be uncomfortable all evening.”
“No, we’re here. Might as well try to make the best of it.”
Luna smiled. “I’m glad to hear you say that.”
Chloe finally me her gaze. She smiled in return. A bashful smile.
“You look…” Chloe said. “Wow.”
“You like?” Luna asked. “I was worried it was a bit too—”
“Lesbian?”
“Yes.”
Chloe laughed. “You look really good.”
“Thank you. So do you. In fact you look better than good. You look downright sexy.”
“In my blouse and slacks?”
“Uh-huh. Very professional.”
“I didn’t have time to change.”
“Well, I’m glad you didn’t.”
She blushed.
“And you blush. How adorable.”
“Stop.”
“I can’t help it. You’re obviously not used to attention. Though you should be. A woman who looks like you.”
Chloe cleared her throat, met her gaze fleetingly, and studied the menu.
“I’m getting a mocktail,” Luna said. “Thought it might be fun.”
“That actually does sound fun. Which one are you getting?”
“The piña colada.”
“Nice. I think I’ll have a banana daiquiri.”
“Oh, yum.”
The waiter came and took their orders and they both sipped their water.
“So, you came straight from work, then?” Luna asked.
“I did. Very busy day.”
“I hear that.”
“You must put in some crazy hours on set.”
“We do. Days and nights. It’s chaos sometimes. I can’t imagine doing it with a family.”
“Me neither. Kudos to all the working moms,” Chloe said.
“Hear, hear.” Luna raised her glass and Chloe joined her. They laughed but movement from a nearby table caught their attention. A man and a woman were staring them down unabashedly and videoing them while positioning themselves awkwardly. Chloe immediately turned away and tried to hide her face.
Luna called over the maître d’ and asked him to handle the situation. He did so at once and the couple was asked to leave. They raised hell for a few moments, but the maître d’ insisted, along with the manager, and they managed to escort the couple out of the restaurant. The remaining few patrons who had their phones out set them down and went back to their meals.
“Thanks,” Chloe said, as she relaxed once again.
“You bet.”
“I’m sorry, I’m just not used to all this.”
“I know. And I’m sorry you have to deal with it. But I promise you, I will not let anyone hurt you.”
Chloe looked at her and slowly nodded. “I hope you can live up to that promise.”





  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
    
Chloe couldn’t believe what a great time she was having. So much so, that for a moment, she actually wondered if her banana daiquiri contained alcohol. She felt what most people referred to as pleasantly buzzed, and she knew it was because of Luna. The way she was looking at her from across the table, like she wanted to kiss her again. And the way she laughed, all throaty and deeply genuine, making her feel like she was the only other person on earth. God, she was something. Really something.
Chloe basked in that buzz, thoroughly enjoying her company. It was as if the rest of the world had slowly fallen away, leaving just the two of them to dine together alone. It was a wonderful feeling and she wished the night would never end. But she knew it had to at some point, and she wasn’t looking forward to it. She knew she’d have to leave and battle the paparazzi once again and then face the photos of them together in tomorrow’s publications.
That’s okay. I can handle it.
But could she?
She didn’t know. She just knew she’d kill to stay right in that chair, gazing across at Luna Kirkman for all eternity.
But before she knew it, the maître d’ was letting them know that the restaurant was about to close and that they could stay for cleanup if they wished, but Luna politely thanked him and declined. They paid the bill, or more accurately, Luna paid the bill, and they stood to head toward the door. The maître d’ escorted them, thanking them again for choosing to spend their evening at Brazzo’s and showed them to the door.
The flashing lights started at once, along with the shouts.
“Luna, Luna, over here!”
“Luna, where’s Beau tonight?”
“Luna, are you two dating?”
“Have you swapped Beau for Chloe?”
“Chloe, how do you feel tonight? Did you enjoy your time with Luna?”
Luna wrapped her arm around her waist and they paused to pose for a few photos. Chloe put on her best smile, truly proud to be standing next to Luna but also feeling like she’d do anything to get the hell out of there and away from the paps.
Luna waved goodbye to them, asked them to now please respect their privacy, and led Chloe to her vehicle.
Chloe crawled inside and Luna stood just inside the open door. The paps were swarming, still snapping away. Chloe squinted and tried to shield her eyes.
“I’ll call you,” Luna said, knowing they could be heard.
Chloe nodded.
“I had a nice time,” Luna said with a small smile.
“Me, too.”
She pushed the door closed and Chloe lowered the window.
“Drive safely,” Luna said.
“You too.” Chloe put the Nissan in drive and drove away, slowing to check her rearview mirror to make sure Luna got into her Range Rover without incident. When she had, Chloe headed out of the lot and drove toward home. The paps were soon on her tail, no doubt anxious to see if Luna was going to follow her to her house. How disappointed they must’ve been to see just her pull into her garage. She ignored their calls as she pressed the button to lower the garage door and stepped inside the house.
“Hi,” a baritone voice said.
Chloe froze, her heart in her throat.
Beau was sitting on the sofa, and Pascal jumped down to join her by the door. She’d asked Eva to drop him off for her, and she was glad to see that she had. As for Beau’s presence, she was at a loss.
“Hey.” She deposited her purse on the chair near the couch and walked into the kitchen. She must’ve driven right past his car. She’d been too caught up in the paps behind her to pay much attention. The swarming photographers really were a nuisance.
She tried to play it cool as she moved about the kitchen, but she could feel Beau’s eyes on her.
“Where have you been?’ he asked.
She filled Pascal’s bowl with food and set it on the floor. He trotted up to it and dug in, getting his dinner quite late tonight. She should’ve asked Eva to feed him too.
“What are you doing here, Beau? I thought you had plans.” She grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and twisted it open. She took a hearty sip, still able to taste the numerous banana daiquiris she’d had. Her stomach growled in protest, wanting more than water. She and Luna had not eaten, too caught up in their conversation to even think about it. She opened the fridge again to rummage around for something to munch on. She was surprised she had an appetite at all after the day she’d had.
“I did,” Beau said. “They’re over. So I came to see you, but you weren’t home. Where were you?”
“Out.” Why did she feel like a teenager coming home after curfew?
He chuckled as if amused. “Out where? You don’t ever go out.”
She considered continuing to play coy, knowing it really was none of his business, but she thought about the photos and knew he’d find out soon enough.
“I went out for drinks.”
“Drinks?” He looked at her with surprise.
“Yes. With a friend.” She found a container of chicken salad she’d gotten from the nearby deli and set it on the counter. Then she retrieved some crackers from the pantry and dug in, not bothering with a plate.
“What friend? Why are you being so vague?”
She swallowed as her phone beeped with a text alert. She knew who it was without checking. It was Luna, probably wanting to make sure she got home safely. She’d wanted to text the same to her, but she couldn’t. Not with Beau staring her down.
“I’m not. I’m just trying to eat,” she said.
He walked over to the counter and sank onto a barstool across from her. He had the look of a man on a mission, and she knew he wasn’t going to let it go until she told him everything.
Her phone beeped again and she blushed, quickly shoving her hand in her pocket to silence it.
Beau was watching her closely.
She lifted a shoulder and confessed. “I met Luna for drinks at Brazzo’s.”
He blinked rapidly at her. “Luna?”
“Mm-hmm.” She bit into another cracker loaded with the chicken salad.
“As in Luna Kirkman?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Why?”
She chewed and considered how to answer. “Girl talk.”
“Girl talk?”
“Yeah?” She wiped at a crumb. “It was fun.”
“Fun?”
“Am I not allowed to have fun?”
“With Luna Kirkman? I don’t know, are you? I mean, I’m dating her, getting to know her, and you meet her for drinks? It’s a little weird, Chlo.”
“How is it weird? You’re only seeing her for appearances, and she’s nice. We had a good time.”
“Still, how is this going to look?”
She took a swig of water. “Like your sister is getting to know your girlfriend.”
He blinked some more, seemingly at a loss for words.
“Nothing weird about that,” she added.
“Yeah, but…”
“But what?”
He shook his head, obviously frustrated.
She decided to pivot the conversation while she had the chance. “Now, what were your big plans for the evening?”
He ran his hand through his carefully styled hair and sighed. “I had Jenny over for dinner.”
“Oh.” She ate another cracker and closed up the container of chicken salad, suddenly full, and returned it to the fridge. “How was that?”
“It was nice. Really great, in fact.”
“Yeah? That’s good, Beau.” She washed her hands and wiped down the counter. Then she put the crackers away.
“Good? You mean you’re not pissed?”
“Why would I be pissed?”
He looked shocked. “What has happened to my sister? Is she even here? Hello?” He waved a hand in front of her face. “Earth to Chloe. Are you in there?”
She swatted his hand away. “Knock it off.”
“You knock it off. I know you’re not happy about me seeing her.”
“Actually, that’s no longer true. If you want to see her, then I wish you well.”
“Whoa.” He reared back. “Did you actually drink tonight?”
“Of course not.”
“Then why the sudden change of heart?”
“Because you’re right. You should be able to date who you want. Even if I don’t necessarily agree.” And she hoped, that when the time came, if the time came, he’d be just as supportive of her.
“Okaay.”
She sipped more water. “So you had fun?”
He narrowed his eyes at her. “Yes. We did.”
She shrugged again. “Great.” She screwed the cap back on the water and returned the bottle to the fridge. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m beat. I need to get to bed.”
Beau continued to stare at her as if he were examining a new species beneath a microscope. She raised her brow at him. “Beau?”
“Yeah. Okay. I guess I’ll see you later.”
“Let’s do that dinner sometime.”
“Sure. Sometime.”
She could tell he wasn’t happy and he was struggling to absorb the fact that she was suddenly okay with his new relationship, but she didn’t want to spend the rest of the night trying to reassure him. It would only lead to more questions, undoubtedly about Luna, and she didn’t want to go there with him. Not yet. She still wasn’t even exactly sure what was going on between her and Luna, so she didn’t want to risk setting him off when she couldn’t yet explain things herself.
“Good night,” she said as she followed him to the door to bolt it behind him.
“Night.” He walked out without turning to kiss her cheek. Yep, he was pissed. But there was nothing she could do about it now.
He would just have to follow his own advice and get used to the fact that what she did in her private time was none of his business.
It seemed they both had a lot to get used to as far as that was concerned.
She locked the door, extinguished the kitchen and living room lights, and headed up the stairs. Pascal brought up the rear and happily jumped up on the bed and snuggled in to await her. She stripped down, slid into her satin nightie, and washed her face and brushed her teeth. She sat on the bed to apply her moisturizer and then snuck a look at her phone. Luna had texted a few times to make sure she was okay. Her last two read like she was quite concerned by her silence.
Chloe crawled into bed, killed the bedside light, and called her.
Luna answered on the second ring.
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine. I’m sorry for the delay, but Beau was here.”
“Beau? Oh wow, how did that go?”
“Not so good. He didn’t understand our getting together.”
“Oh, shit. What did you tell him?”
“Just that we met for girl talk and that we had a nice time over drinks.”
Luna laughed that throaty laugh of hers, and it made Chloe’s heart warm.
“Girl talk?”
“I know, but I was caught off guard. I didn’t know what to say.”
“He couldn’t handle the truth?”
Chloe hesitated. “I don’t think so. Not with how he reacted tonight. I think it would sting.”
“But he and I aren’t together. It isn’t like that.”
“I know. But regardless, I think it would hurt him. He would feel betrayed.”
Luna fell silent. “What should we do?”
“I don’t know. It seems like the whole world is against this, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, and it isn’t right. Isn’t right at all. We’re two grown adults. Single and available. We should be able to see each other without everyone having a coronary over it.”
“I agree. But that doesn’t seem to be the way it works in your world. Things are so complicated.”
“I hate it,” Luna said with a bite in her tone. “I really hate it, Chloe.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“Oh, but I do. I’m really sick of living this way. I can’t do anything freely. Not a thing. Somebody has to have a hand in everything I do, and it’s getting really old, really fast.”
“I’m sorry.”
Luna sighed. “I am too.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I don’t know. I’m not sure there’s anything I can do.”
“Well, what do you want to do?”
“Right now, the only thing that comes to mind is to keep seeing you.”
Chloe smiled and turned over on her side. “Really?”
“Absolutely.”
“Despite all the noise and madness that could possibly rain down on us?”
“I’m not going to let that happen.”
Chloe closed her eyes, feeling the warmth from her heart radiate throughout her entire body. She felt so safe and secure in that moment, as if nothing could touch her, and she wondered if that was what it would feel like to lie in Luna’s arms.
“I don’t want you to get hurt either,” Chloe whispered.
“I won’t. I’ve developed a very thick skin over the years.”
“Still, I worry.”
“Shh, let’s not think about it, okay? Let’s just both close our eyes and wish each other a good night. Sound good?”
“Mm, yes.”
“Okay then. Good night, Chloe.”
“Night, Luna.”
Chloe ended the call and hugged one of her pillows to her chest, still clutching the phone in her hand. Pascal made himself comfortable against her back and she breathed deeply, ready to fall asleep and dream about something she’d never thought she’d dream about again.
Love.





  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
    
“I just don’t understand why you guys had to go out,” Beau said, sipping his microbrewed lager. He bored a serious look into Luna, and it made her uncomfortable. She almost shifted in her seat.
“Because we wanted to,” she said. “And that’s all the reason anyone needs, including you.”
He held the stare, but she didn’t back down or look away. She was not about to let Beau, or anyone else, bully her into not seeing Chloe. Mel had already blown up her phone, going on tirade after tirade on her voice mail. She didn’t need Beau adding to that.
“Besides,” she said, taking a sip from her sugar-free lemonade, “you and I aren’t exclusive.”
His eyes widened, and she knew she’d stuck her foot in her mouth. She quickly glanced around at the high-end bar and grille where they’d decided to meet for a meal. Thankfully, most of the other patrons were caught up in their own conversations.
“Wait a damn minute,” Beau said. “Wait just a damn minute. Are you saying that you’re dating my sister?”
“No, that’s not what I’m saying,” she hurriedly said, taking another drink of her tart lemonade. She’d wanted something with a little kick, something other than her usual Diet Coke, but now she was regretting it. The conversation was giving her enough of a kick.
She thought back to what Chloe had said a couple of nights before when they’d discussed Beau. She’d said telling him the truth would hurt him, that he’d feel betrayed. Luna didn’t totally understand why that was, but she wasn’t willing to risk it and find out.
“Then why did you mention our relationship status?” he asked, clenching his square jaw.
“I don’t know. I shouldn’t have. It isn’t relevant.”
“Damn right it’s not. Because you are not going to date Chloe.”
She was silent, unsure what to say. He was angry, his face red. She didn’t want to get into an argument with him over Chloe. Not here or anywhere, for that matter.
“You understand?” he said.
She took another sip of her drink, feeling her heart rise to her throat. Here she was having a meal with yet another man who was telling her what she could and couldn’t do, and that little realization set off a spark of indignation in her.
“Why does that bother you, Beau?”
He appeared shocked at the question. “Because—because—for many reasons.”
“Such as?”
“She’s my sister. And you and me—”
“Yes?”
“We’re—”
“Pretend dating?”
He leaned back. “I don’t know. I don’t know what this is. But the thought of you and her, it just feels wrong, okay?”
“To who? You? Why would you have any say in the matter?”
The red on his cheeks deepened a shade. He gripped his beer glass in his strong-looking hand and breathed heavily through his nose. He reminded her of Mel when he got testy with her. Like an angry bull about to break free and charge, destroying everything in its path.
“I would have a say,” he said. “You’re damn right I would.”
“Would you? Because as far as I can tell, who I see, or who Chloe sees, is really none of your concern.”
“Well, it is.”
“Why is that, Beau? Do you have some sort of control over who Chloe dates?”
“No, but—I have a say. She’s my sister. I care about her.”
“Caring and controlling are two different things.”
He banged the table with his fist, splashing a bit of beer out of the glass. A few people turned to look at them, but he immediately flashed a winning smile and wiped up the beer with his napkin.
Luna’s heart pounded, knowing she was pissing him off, but she didn’t care. Beau was overstepping his bounds, and she was fully aware that he couldn’t make a scene there in the bar. He would never tarnish his image by doing such a thing. So she felt safe in pushing the matter, needing him to steer back into his own lane.
“Beau, I’m telling you this in the nicest way possible. You need to back off. Chloe and I can see each other whenever we want, despite how you may feel about it.”
“So, you’re dating? That’s what you’re saying?”
This time she did shift in her seat, but the waiter came up to their table just as she was about to speak.
“Are you ready to order?”
Beau put on that winning smile again and lifted the menu he had been ignoring. She thought maybe he’d refuse to eat, given how worked up he was, but he wasn’t about to draw unwarranted attention to himself by not ordering food. No, Beau was too careful about his appearance.
“I’ll start with the lobster bisque and then I’ll have the sushi-grade sesame seared tuna for my entrée,” he said.
“And another beer for you, sir?”
“Please.”
The waiter turned to Luna. “And for the lady? Something to start with?”
“Yes, I’ll have the caramelized French onion soup.”
“And for your entrée?”
“The filet mignon, please. Medium rare.”
“Very good, miss. And I will refill your lemonade.”
“I’d actually prefer a Diet Coke, please,” she said.
He nodded and collected their menus to walk away. Beau rubbed his face and looked as though he’d just returned from war.
“Where were we?” he said with a long sigh.
“We were about to move past this whole thing and enjoy our dinner.”
He fingered the sweat on his beer glass and studied it as though it were a crystal ball about to tell him his future. “You really think we can do that?”
“Yes.”
He looked to his right, to stare out at the open patio. “I’m not sure I can. I feel ill.”
“You shouldn’t. I haven’t divulged anything awful.”
“No, but it’s bothering me nonetheless.”
“Then perhaps you need to look deep within yourself to find out why.”
He met her gaze. “Just please don’t date Chloe.”
“Beau.”
He held up a hand. “I’m sorry, I’ll stop. Let’s just move on.”
“Okay.”
They sat in silence for a moment. Then Luna spoke. “How are things with Jenny Kilgrove?”
He let out a laugh and rotated his glass on the tabletop. “I see what you’re doing.”
“What’s that?”
“You’re pointing out that I can see whoever I want, yet I don’t want you to do the same. But it’s not the same. Chloe is my sister. My sister.”
“That should have nothing to do with anything, Beau. I like her. She’s wonderful. And we have a good time together. That’s all.”
“That’s all?”
“Yes.” For now.
He laughed again and drank his beer, finishing it off in one big swallow. “If you say so.”
“I do. Now tell me about Jenny. I’m dying to know the deets.”
“What do you want to know?”
“For starters, is she as beautiful in person as she is in photos?”
He smiled. “Unbelievably beautiful. So you’ve seen her photo spreads?”
She laughed. “Not the more risqué stuff, but I’ve seen some of her other modeling work. She reminds me a lot of Marylin Monroe.”
“She gets that a lot. People are always comparing her to her.”
“A very big name to be compared to.”
“Yes. But she’s trying to break away from that. Step out on her own. She’s even thinking about dying her hair.”
“Really? How do you feel about that?”
“I just want her to be happy. Do what she needs to do, you know?”
“You sound very supportive of her.”
“I’m trying.”
“How do you feel about the nudity? You okay with it?”
“She’s beautiful. If she wants to do that, then who am I to tell her she can’t?”
“Does she want to do it?”
“I don’t think so. Not anymore. She says she wants to be taken seriously.”
“She sounds like she’s got a good head on her shoulders.”
“She does, and that surprises everyone. Most people assume she’s an airhead. But that’s not the case at all. She’s got a master’s degree.”
“Really?”
“Yes. In philosophy. She’s very intelligent.”
“I guess so. Wow. Well, I know it’s not possible now, but at some point in the future, I’d love to meet her.”
He nodded. “Maybe we’ll double-date again.”
“Oh, boy, Beau. I don’t know about that.”
“This time I’ll set you up.”
Her heart fell. He really wasn’t going to accept that she might have an interest in Chloe. The waiter returned with their starters and she let the matter go.
There were some things better left alone for the time being. And this, she knew, was one of them.
    
The paps had been eager to take more photos of her and Beau as they left the restaurant later that evening. Their questions had come at them like lightning, like their flashbulbs, cutting to the core.
“Where’s Chloe?”
“Beau, is Luna dating your sister?”
“Beau, how do you feel about that?”
“Luna, who do you prefer, Beau or Chloe?”
Beau had, of course, only held her tighter and smiled brighter, choosing to ignore all the jabs. But she could feel the tension in his grip, see it in his clenched jaw. The issue of Chloe was getting to him, just as it had over dinner. Soon, she knew, it would come to a head and it would explode. She and Chloe were going to have to do something about it to keep that from happening. But what, she wasn’t sure. Chloe was adamant that they not tell him, and perhaps she was right. Maybe it was too soon.
She flipped the turn signal on in her Ranger Rover and made the final turn into her neighborhood. More photographers were waiting for her at the gate, calling out her name and flashing their strobes. She ignored them and pulled slowly in through the opening gate, pausing to make sure it closed all the way without one of them sneaking in behind her. After the whole tree incident and the police’s lack of help, she was being extra cautious.
She drove up the drive and was surprised to see another vehicle waiting by the garage. She recognized the white Mercedes convertible at once. It was Jo.
Luna parked and climbed out of her car. Jo did the same and sauntered up to her with an easy smile on her face. “Well, look who’s been out on the town,” she said as she pretended to kiss Luna on the cheek.
“How are you, Jo? What brings you by?” Luna led them into the house, disappointed to see that Rosa had already left for the night. Rufus, however, was there with bells on, hopping around in excitement. She deposited her purse and knelt to scoop him up for some affection.
Jo followed her inside, looking around as if she’d never seen the place. But she had, countless times. Which was why she had the gate code and even a spare key to the house. Luna wondered why she hadn’t used it to let herself in. She’d done it before.
“Hillary and I haven’t seen you in a while. We were getting worried.” She lifted a small bird statue and examined it before returning in to its place.
“I’ve been busy.”
“Yes.” She crossed to the couch. “And it seems you’ve made a new friend.”
Luna set Rufus down and walked into the kitchen. She opened the fridge and cracked open a can of Diet Coke. She offered one to Jo, who declined. Luna didn’t respond to her assessment, but rather, waited for her to continue.
“Chloe Paget,” Jo finally said.
Luna sipped her drink and sat on the sofa. She crossed her legs, trying to come off as relaxed, when she was anything but. Jo’s demeanor was suspicious, and she didn’t appreciate her tone.
“I’ve spent some time with Chloe, yes. Is that a problem?” Why Jo would take issue with it was beyond her. But everyone else seemed to be so why not add Jo to that equation?
Jo sat on the ottoman across from her. “No, no problem. Hillary and I have just been curious is all.”
“About what?”
“Well, you seem to have very little time for us. But plenty for Beau and his sister.”
Luna lowered her soda. “Ah. So, you came to see what was up.”
“I came to make sure you were okay. That’s what friends do.”
Luna chuckled. “Where’s Hillary? You keep referring to her, but she’s not here.”
“She’s indisposed this evening.”
“George?”
Jo didn’t answer.
Luna sighed. “So what would you like me to do, Jo? Stop dating Beau? Stop seeing Chloe?”
Jo raised her brow as if offended. “No, of course not. I just was hoping to remind you of what’s really important in your life. Or rather, who’s really important.”
“Meaning you and Hillary?”
She merely looked at her. “It would be nice if you spent more time with us.”
Luna set her drink on the end table and rubbed on Rufus, who had climbed into her lap. Jo was right, she hadn’t been spending time with her and Hillary. But there had been a reason for that. She didn’t like the way things had gone the last time she’d seen them. And she knew they’d give her grief over Chloe even if they didn’t know the whole truth about her. It seemed she was correct.
“You’re right, we need to set a date and get together again.” She stood. She was willing to spend another evening with them, with the hopes that it would feel like it used to. Back when they had fun together. But if it went like it had previously, she wouldn’t be too keen on seeing them again in the near future.
“I’ll hold you to that,” Jo said, rising alongside her.
Luna headed for the door to show her out. Jo shook her head. “Seeing me out already?”
“It’s late,” Luna said. “And I have an early call.”
She laughed. “Okay, Luna.” She paused at the door. “You’re not really going to choose this Chloe woman over us, are you?”
Luna swallowed against her rising anger. “Good night, Jo. Thanks for stopping by.” She opened the door and Jo walked through. She said one last thing before she disappeared into the night.
“Make sure you don’t.”





  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
    
Chloe groaned as she studied the budget spreadsheet on her laptop. She wasn’t over budget yet on the upcoming fundraiser, but they were cutting it close, and they were still three weeks out from the event. Some nips and tucks would have to be made, and that meant possibly going with lower priced vendors, which she hesitated in doing. This fundraiser meant a lot to her, and it needed to go off without a hitch. Especially since Beau’s name was tied to it.
Her phone buzzed from her desktop. She quickly snatched it up, expecting it to be Eva, reporting more on the last-minute timeline changes for the wine tasting event tomorrow. But to her surprise, she saw that it was Luna, and she was wanting to talk. In private. She was asking to come over to her place that evening.
Chloe hesitated, knowing what it would mean. The paps and the press would go nuts. But how else were they supposed to see one another? The meetings in public worked, but what about time alone? Something needed to give if this was going to continue.
Chloe finally responded with a yes. They agreed on eight o’clock, and Chloe set her phone back on her desk. She must’ve had a silly grin on her face because Sheryl was staring at her, grinning right back.
“You seeing your mystery woman tonight?” Sheryl asked.
“What makes you think that?” But she was already blushing at her accurate foresight. She fumbled with some papers, trying to look like she was organizing and not freaking out.
“Your face.”
“It was just a text.”
“Some text. I wish my texts put a look like that on my face.”
“Funny.”
Sheryl chewed on the end of her pen as she continued to study her. “So, what’s going on with you and your mystery woman? Things going well?”
“Will you stop calling her that?”
“Well, what should I call her?”
“I don’t know. Just not that.”
“How about Penny?”
Chloe shot her a look, preferring they drop the matter altogether. But she knew that wasn’t about to happen.
“We have to call her something, and you’re not willing to tell us her name, so…”
“Fine. Call her Penny.”
Sheryl smiled and tapped her desk. “Great. So how are things going with her?”
“Good.”
“Just good?”
“Fine, they’re great, Sheryl. Just great.”
“Hey, I’m just making conversation here. Not trying to tick you off.”
Chloe pushed out a breath. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m just a little stressed about the whole thing.”
“She’s not cool with all the paparazzi attention, is she?”
“Not really.” That much was true.
“Or the whole Luna Kirkman thing.”
Chloe glanced up. “What do you mean?”
The color drained from Sheryl’s face. “Nothing. Never mind.”
“No, tell me. I want to know.”
“Well, it’s just with all the photos of you two, and the rumors…”
“Rumors?”
“Yeah, you know. About you two possibly being an item.”
“Oh.” Chloe blinked. “People are still thinking that?”
“Oh, yeah. Especially since that last date you had with her. Guess you two had a great time together, and the photos were fabulous. You two looked hot.”
Chloe flushed. “I see. I didn’t realize people still assumed that we were, you know—”
“How can they not? You look good together. Really good. And with you being gay…”
“Yeah, I get it. A gay woman can’t possibly be friends with a straight woman.”
Sheryl frowned. “I didn’t mean it like that.”
Chloe waved her off. “I know. Let’s just drop it, okay?”
“Okay. But for what’s it worth, I hope things work out with Penny. She seems to really make you happy.”
“Thanks. I hope so too.”
She refocused on her budget spreadsheet and tried to concentrate. But it was difficult with thoughts of Luna running through her mind. Were people ever going to let them be? And why was it so obvious that they had feelings for each other? Just because they had drinks and seemed to have fun together didn’t necessarily mean anything.
In this town, with Luna’s stature, it apparently did.
She rubbed her temple and wished for some caffeine. She had to get this budget straightened out and soon. Especially if she wanted to be free to spend time with Luna that night.
But commotion from the front of the office caught her attention and she turned to find Beau coming through the door, fending off some lingering paps. He closed the door behind him, gave a wave to the hungry photographers through the glass, and made his way toward her. Sheryl immediately began to giggle from behind her desk. She’d yet to meet Beau in person, as he rarely came into the office.
“Hey,” he said, as he whipped off his shades to kiss Chloe on the cheek.
“Hey.”
He smiled at Sheryl and walked over to extend a hand. “Hi, I’m Beau.”
“Hi,” she said, still giggling, shaking his hand heartily. “I’m Sheryl.”
“Pleasure to meet you, Sheryl.”
“You too.”
“You must be my sister’s right hand.”
“I don’t know about that.”
Chloe spoke up, amused by the interaction. “She and Eva are absolutely my right hands. Couldn’t do this without them.”
“I bet not,” Beau said, releasing her hand to back up to Chloe’s desk, where he rested a hip. “Glad she’s got someone like you helping her out.” He gave her one last smile and then looked at Chloe, who was smiling too, still amused at the easy effect Beau had on women. They literally swooned in his presence. Some even fainted. She hoped Sheryl would remain upright and conscious.
“I was just in the neighborhood,” Beau said, “and I thought I’d drop by and see about dinner tonight. I was thinking I’d make spaghetti and meatballs. Your fave.”
Chloe’s heart sank. “Oh, shit, Beau, I can’t. I’ve got plans.”
“Oh.” The look of disappointment on his face was more than evident. “Anyone I know?” He appeared curious, but more than that, he appeared apprehensive.
“I hope it’s Penny!” Sheryl blurted.
Beau turned to look at her. “Penny?”
“Penny is what we call the boss’s new girlfriend.”
“Girlfriend?”
“She’s been seeing someone,” Sheryl squeaked and then, upon seeing the look on Chloe’s face, shrank down into her chair. “Sorry, boss.”
“You’re seeing someone new?” Beau asked, facing her once again.
“Sort of.” She too wanted to shrink down into her chair.
“Well, who is it? Can I meet her?”
“Not yet. It’s very new.”
He crossed his arms and nodded. “Okay. So, no on dinner tonight?”
“I can’t, I’m sorry.”
He glanced over at Sheryl and then leaned down to whisper in Chloe’s ear. “Are we okay, sis?”
“Yes, of course.”
“It’s just, you aren’t being very open about things lately and—”
Chloe straightened and spoke to Sheryl. “Sheryl, would you mind excusing us for a minute?”
“Sure.” She hopped up and made herself scarce.
“Everything’s fine,” Chloe said, wishing she meant it. She felt guilty as hell, though, and didn’t like keeping things from him. But she didn’t want to tell him about Luna if there turned out to be nothing to tell. The way things were going, with everyone raining on their parade and now Luna wanting to talk in private, it was very possible that the whole thing would be over before it even started. Plus, there was the way he’d reacted over the mere mention of it.
“You’ve just been so distant lately, and we haven’t gotten together and—”
“That’s not all on me, Beau. You’ve been busy and distant as well.”
“True. But regardless, we should get together.”
“We should.”
“Okay.” He straightened from his casual lean. “You’ll call me?”
She nodded and stood to kiss his bristly cheek. She was just about to walk him to the door when Sheryl came hurrying in carrying another enormous bouquet of roses. She squeaked again as she set the vase on the counter.
“Look, boss, more flowers for you!”
“More?” Beau said.
“Oh, yes, she got some last week too. From her admirer.”
“Penny?”
“I think so.” Sheryl giggled.
Beau looked at the roses and then at Chloe. “Well, you going to read the card or what?”
Chloe, who knew she was beyond scarlet with embarrassment, plucked out the card and tucked it into her back pocket. “I will later. In private.”
Beau laughed. “You’re embarrassed. How sweet.”
“I’m not embarrassed. I just want some privacy.”
“Hey, okay. Whatever.” But she could tell he was hurt. He slid on his sunglasses and headed for the door. “I guess I’ll see you whenever, sis.”
“Yeah, see ya,” she said softly as he pushed out the door. She knew she should go after him and explain, explain it all, but the paps were already swarming him, and truth be told, she was afraid. She knew how he would react, and it wouldn’t be good.
“Damn,” she whispered. She pulled the card from her pocket.
Dearest Chloe,
Can’t wait for tonight.
XOXO
She slid it back into her pocket and took a moment to inhale the lovely scent of the roses. They were beautiful. Two dozen dark red long-stem roses. Just for her. Just because Luna was looking forward to seeing her.
She should be thrilled. Excited. And looking forward to it herself.
So why do I feel so damn guilty?
Sheryl was watching her. “They sure are beautiful, boss.”
“Yes.”
“You don’t look too happy, though.”
“You’re very perceptive, Sheryl.” Perhaps too much.
“That’s what my mother always says.” She cocked her head. “Why so gloomy?”
“I’d rather not discuss it.”
“It’s Beau, isn’t it? I said too much in front of him. Me and my big mouth. I just get so excited, I get carried away.”
“It’s fine, Sheryl, really.” She poured herself a cup of half-day-old coffee and sat behind her desk. The coffee was tepid at best, but she was too caught up in her thoughts to pay it much mind.
“Don’t you want to heat that up?” Sheryl was standing before her, holding out her hand. “I can do it for you.”
“Hmm? Oh, yes, please.” She gave it to her.
Sheryl quickly heated it in the microwave and returned it to her. Chloe took a tentative sip and exhaled. Much better. Sheryl smiled. “That’s it, boss lady. Just relax. The day’s almost over, and then you can go home and—”
“Oh shit. The day’s almost over.” She set down her mug. “Sheryl, we’ve got to work on that budget for the fundraiser. And the wine tasting is tomorrow, please tell me we’re all set.”
Sheryl hesitated. “You do remember that I won’t be there, right, boss? It’s my sister’s baby shower.”
A ball wedged itself in Chloe’s throat. “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”
“I told you about it weeks ago.”
“Damn it, I can’t believe I forgot. That’s so unlike me.” She’d been planning on asking Mary for one of her best employees to do the covering for Sheryl, but it had totally slipped her mind. And Eva already had the day planned for personal business as well. In a nutshell, she was screwed. The entire event would totally be on her.
“Are you okay, boss?” Sheryl asked.
Chloe rubbed her forehead as she studied the budget layout and thought about the wine tasting tomorrow. Then she thought of Beau and Luna, and everything felt like it was spiraling out of control. She sighed as she looked at her employee and answered as honestly as she could.
“I don’t know, Sheryl. I just don’t know.”





  

CHAPTER NINETEEN 
    
Luna sat at the end of Chloe’s block in the rental four-door sedan Bailey had secured for her. She lowered the vanity mirror and pulled on her ball cap, tucked her ponytail up inside, and slipped on her oversized shades. Then she powered the windows up, made sure the doors were locked, and texted Chloe to let her know she was there. When she received a reply, she slowly accelerated toward the small cluster of photographers who were camped out in front of the house.
They came to life as she neared, cameras poised. They rushed her windows and snapped photos, trying to figure out who she was. Some called out her name, asking if it was her. She ignored them and drove up onto the drive and into the open garage. The door closed as soon as she was safely inside.
She quickly turned off the engine and popped open the door to step out with the bags of food she’d brought. Chloe smiled and waved hello from where the garage opener was on the wall, but Luna put a finger to her lips to motion for silence, as she knew the paps could still hear them.
Chloe nodded and they crept into the house, closing and locking the door behind them. A little gray terrier mix rushed up to greet them, and Chloe scooped him up to introduce him before Luna even had a chance to properly greet her.
“This little heathen is Pascal,” Chloe said, positioning him for Luna to see. “I hope you don’t mind if he hangs out with us.”
“Not in the least. I have a little dog, too, remember.”
“Aw, you should’ve brought him. They could’ve entertained one another.”
Luna laughed. “Maybe next time. Say, we should take them hiking together at Griffith Park sometime. I take Rufus there on the weekends, and he loves it.”
“Yeah, we should do that. Sounds like fun.”
Chloe seemed to blush at that prospect, and she led them farther into the house, pausing to see what all Luna had in her hands.
“Dinner,” Luna said. “Since I know you had to turn down Beau for tonight.”
“Oh, wow, Luna, you didn’t have to do that.”
“It was no problem. I got us some spaghetti from Brazzo’s. They were more than happy to accommodate. Even brought it out to the car.”
“Nice.”
“Where shall I put it?”
“On the kitchen table is fine.” Chloe set Pascal on the floor, and Luna placed the bags between the two enormous bouquets of roses she’d sent her.
“I see you brought the roses home.”
“I wasn’t about to let them wither away under the office lights.” She moved them over to the counter to give her and Luna more room at the table.
“I’m glad you like them.”
Chloe smiled softly. “I do, thank you again.”
“It was my pleasure.” She felt a little blush coming on herself. “I’ve never sent flowers to anyone romantically before, and I have to say, it felt kind of exciting. It gave me a little thrill knowing you would get them and know they were from me, while no one else knew.”
Chloe paused as she opened up a container of spaghetti noodles.
“What is it?” Luna asked.
“I’m afraid people still suspect.”
“What, us?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, let them. They’re going to anyway, no matter what we do.” She studied her. “They didn’t suspect about the roses, did they?”
“I don’t think so. They—my employees think I’m seeing a mystery woman. They call her Penny. They assume she’s been sending them.”
Luna was amused. “Penny, eh? I’ll have to remember that.”
“They’ve really caught on. They notice when I get texts from you, notice how happy it makes me.”
“Really?”
“Oh, yes.” Chloe retrieved some silverware and plates and set the table. Luna asked for glasses. Chloe showed her where they were, and Luna went to the cabinet to get them.
“My texts make you happy?” Luna set the glasses on the table and opened the fridge for some soda. “Diet soda okay?”
“Yes, please.”
Luna grabbed two cans and brought them over. Chloe joined her, and they sat across from one another to fish out the food.
“And to answer your question,” Chloe said, “yes, your texts make me happy. They actually brighten my day quite a bit.”
“Yours do the same for me.”
They both smiled and fell silent. Pascal barked from his position at Chloe’s feet. Then he began backing up and wagging his tail.
“What’s he doing?” Luna asked, laughing.
“That’s how he asks for food. Correction, that’s how he demands food.”
“He’s too cute.”
“He’ll back up all the way to the wall if I let him. Barking the whole way.”
“What a riot. I think he’d give my Rufus a run for his money.”
“Think so?”
“Mm-hmm.” Luna forked out some spaghetti for Chloe and then offered her a big spoonful of the marinara sauce. Chloe nodded her approval and stabbed a couple of meatballs for herself. She thanked Luna for serving her and waited politely as Luna served herself. Then they both dug in.
“Is this as good as Beau’s spaghetti?” Luna asked after she swallowed a bite.
“Not even close.” Chloe dabbed her mouth with a cloth napkin and laughed. “I don’t know how he does it, but he makes his spicy, and the flavor of the sauce is just so good. He also boils his meatballs, and they turn out really good as well.”
“He boils them?”
“Yep.”
“Think he’d ever make that meal for me?” Luna asked.
“As far as I know, he’s only ever made it for me. But I ask for it a lot, so that could be why.”
“Maybe I should ask him. Can’t hurt.”
“He’ll know you’ve been talking to me if you do. I rave about his spaghetti.”
“Oh, maybe not then. He seems rather sensitive over the whole topic of us.”
“What’s he said?” Chloe asked, pausing before she took another bite.
“A lot. He flat out demanded that I not date you.”
“You told him we were dating?”
“That’s just it, I didn’t, and he still flipped out.”
Chloe set down her fork and sipped her soda. “I was afraid of this.”
“What’s his deal? He acts like he has a say in who you see.”
“That’s my fault. I’ve been really overprotective of Beau for a long time now. And I’m afraid I’ve interjected my opinions on his love life way too much. In turn, he’s done the same to me.”
“But why? Why do that to each other?”
“Because we were all we had after the loss of our parents. It was just Beau and me. I looked out for him, and as he grew, he looked out for me. Over the years it’s become habit.”
Luna twirled her spaghetti around her fork. What she was hearing was a bit concerning. “Do you think that will ever change?”
“It’s started to on my end. I finally caved and told him that I didn’t care if he dated Jenny Kilgrove, hoping he would eventually give me the same support with you if it came to that. But so far, he’s not willing to give any leeway.”
Luna nodded. She too set down her fork.
“It bothers you?” Chloe asked.
“Yes.”
Chloe bit her lower lip. “I’m not sure what to do about it. I can’t make him change. I can only lead by example.”
“Let me ask you something. If you hadn’t been seeing me, would you have given him your okay on dating Jenny Kilgrove?”
Chloe seemed to think for a moment. Then her face clouded. “Sadly, I don’t think I would’ve. She’s too high risk with her history. I would’ve never agreed that dating her was a good idea. I even felt the same about you.”
“What changed your mind there?”
“Beau just went ahead and saw you, regardless of what I thought. Which really upset me until I got to know you.”
Luna sipped her drink. “Chloe, have you and Beau ever considered therapy?”
She appeared shocked. “Therapy? No. Why?”
“I don’t mean to offend, so please don’t take it that way, but it sounds to me like you and Beau might have some codependency issues.”
“Codependency?” She sat back in her chair, and a pinched look came over her face. “And how would you know?”
Luna quietly explained. “Because I had the same issue with my folks. And it took a lot of therapy in rehab to come to terms with it and work it out. But once I did, my life totally changed for the better.”
“I see. So you know what’s best for me and my brother, do you? You’ve known us for what, a month now, and you know best?”
“Please, Chloe, I’m not trying to upset you or overstep my bounds—”
“Well, you are. So just stop, okay?”
Luna clamped her mouth shut, a little startled at Chloe’s strong reaction. “Okay.”
They sat in silence until Pascal started barking and hopping backward again. Chloe sighed as if annoyed and pinched off a piece of a meatball to toss to him. He carried it off to his bed to eat.
Eventually, when Chloe said nothing, Luna spoke, unable to take the quiet. “I apologize, Chloe. I didn’t mean to upset you. I was only trying to help.”
Chloe was silent for a long moment. When she finally looked up at her, tears filled her eyes. “You don’t know what it was like when our parents died. You just have no idea. We were—literally left with nothing. They hadn’t planned for their death in any way. We had nowhere to live, no money, nothing. It was terrifying. And I did the best I could to protect him, to make sure he stayed with me and that he was okay, but sometimes I feel like I didn’t do a good enough job. I feel like I failed him in some ways.”
Luna stood and rounded the table. She embraced Chloe from behind and knelt to whisper into her ear. “No, Chloe. Beau is a wonderful man. You did an incredible job. Don’t ever doubt that.”
“But I—he—he hasn’t settled down. I haven’t settled down.”
“Because you’ve had each other. But now you’re both taking steps to branch out from that, and that’s a good thing. You’ve just both got to see it that way.”
“I don’t want to lose him, Luna. I can’t lose him.”
“You won’t.” She came to her side and held her face. “Look at me. You’re not going to lose him. He’s your brother, and he loves and adores you. Nothing will ever change that.”
Chloe closed her eyes and a tear slipped down her cheek. “I hope you’re right.”
“I am right.” She swiped the tear with her thumb and gently kissed her cheek. “You’ll see.”
Chloe’s phone beeped, alerting her to a message. Luna drew away as she checked her screen. Her face clouded again.
“Damn.”
“What is it?”
“This wine tasting event tomorrow. I’m having to work it solo, and I’m not sure I can pull it off.”
“Why solo? What about your employees?”
“They both have plans. Plans that they told me about months ago. I just forgot to get replacements for them.”
“Oh, no.”
“Uh-huh. I’m screwed.”
Luna held her close again. “It’ll work out, you’ll see.”
“I wish I had your unyielding faith in everything. But I’m afraid I’m more of a realist.”
Luna brushed the hair away from Chloe’s face. “I’ve had to learn a lot of coping mechanisms here recently, and remaining positive and having faith are a big part of that. It’s how I deal and get through. You should try it.”
Chloe gripped her hand. “That’s difficult to do at the moment. I’ve just got so much on my mind.”
“Let’s not think about it, then. Let’s just relax and enjoy the evening. There’s nothing you can do about tomorrow, right? So why let it ruin tonight?”
Chloe took in a big breath and released it. “I suppose you’re right. All I can do is show up and do my best.”
“Right.”
She rounded the table and sat across from her once again.
“So, for now, we eat. Then later we clean up and hang out together for a while.”
“I thought you wanted to talk?”
Luna stirred her spaghetti with her fork. “We did, and I discovered all I needed to know.”
“About what? Beau?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“What exactly did you discover?”
Luna met her serious gaze. Her maple irises were alive and burning with questions. Luna treaded carefully.
“Just that you two are closer than I originally thought.”
“And that’s a bad thing?”
“I think it might hinder us going forward.”
“I see.”
“I’m just being honest. I want this to be a healthy, happy relationship, Chloe. That’s all.”
Chloe was quiet. She picked at her food. It seemed she wasn’t going to be able to move beyond this. She was in way too deep as far as the relationship with her brother. She couldn’t let it go. It reminded Luna of Beau, how he’d had the same look at the restaurant when they’d last spoken.
“Chloe?” Luna said softly. “Are you okay?”
“No. I don’t think I am.” She set down her fork. “I’m sorry, Luna, but I think I’d like to be alone right now.”
Luna swallowed against her rising emotion. The comment stung, but she absorbed it without a reaction. “Okay.” She stood. “Would you like me to help you clean up?”
“No, I’ve got it, thanks.”
Luna nodded and gathered her things. She stood at the garage door and slid on her shades. “Can we try this again sometime soon?”
Chloe answered but wouldn’t meet her gaze. “Sure.”
Luna stared at her a moment longer, to see if she’d look her in the eye, but when she didn’t, Luna turned and walked out the door.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY 
    
Chloe spoke hurriedly into her Bluetooth device, speaking to the hired hands she’d only worked with a couple of times before. “We’re starting in two minutes. So, I don’t care what you have to do to make it look presentable, just do it!” The workers had come fast and cheap, but that didn’t necessarily mean they were competent. All they had to do was step in and help the sponsors and vendors present their wine and products, but from what she was seeing so far, even that was going to be a challenge. She really needed Eva and Sheryl there to help supervise, to make up for that lack of competence, but that wasn’t going to happen. She was on her own.
She headed for the front of the venue, which was actually just a local park, full of glistening green grass and wide-open sidewalks. She bypassed the numerous booths set up for the wine tasting as she went, wishing she could enjoy the beautiful afternoon and the bright but mild October weather as she went. But as it was, she’d be lucky to notice much of anything other than the presentation of the booths and the functionality of her motley crew.
She paused at a booth to check on the display of various cheeses, biscuits, and crackers. “Where are the pickled onions?”
The young man at the table, one of her workers, whose name was James, looked panicked. “I don’t know.”
She rounded the booth to check and found the jars of pickled onions nestled below the table. She brought one up and handed it to him. “Here. Spoon some of these out for the cheese and crackers.”
“I don’t have a spoon,” he said, staring dead at her.
“Look around!”
She left him as a call came from a booth further down. They needed more glasses. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, can’t anyone do anything on their own?” She hurried down the sidewalk, weaving through the people that had begun to meander through. She located the boxes with the extra glasses and moved on to yet another booth.
“Where’s your water?” she asked. “You need to have a cooler full of bottled water for the patrons.”
“I don’t know. No one said anything about water to me.”
Chloe rubbed her temple and tried to contain her temper. She was just about to lay into the young woman who was standing there looking completely apathetic and clueless when a voice came from behind.
“I can take care of that for you.”
Chloe half turned and saw a woman in a ball cap and sunglasses. “I appreciate that, but—”
The woman touched her arm, causing Chloe to fully look at her. Chloe felt her mouth fall open. Luna was standing there smiling.
“You said you need to set up some water?” Luna asked. She pointed back behind the booth. “I see a cooler right back there. I just need to know where I can get some ice.”
Chloe blinked, completely shocked both by her presence and her willingness to help. “Uh—”
“Ice?”
“Behind the first booth on the right. They have the bags of ice.”
“Got it.” Luna took off at a trot and Chloe stared after her, mouth still agape. Only when she saw her locate a bag of ice and start to return did she snap out of her trance.
“Right, okay. You. You need to open up those packages of water bottles and put them in the cooler.” The young woman nodded and got to work. Chloe quickly did some rearranging of the booth, making it look more presentable. The event was set up for the patrons to begin with the sparkling wines, then the whites, and finally moving on to the reds. Finger foods would be provided throughout, along with bottles of water. There was also live music, which had just begun to play. Chloe breathed a sigh of relief as the band actually sounded halfway decent.
The woman who was in charge of the booth returned, looking flustered. She seemed glad to see Chloe.
“We’re setting up the water right now,” Chloe explained. “And we found you some more glasses.”
“Thank you,” she said, as she began to pour her white wine and line up the glasses.
Luna arrived with the ice and waited for the young woman to add the water bottles before she dumped it in. Then she arranged the bottles expertly to make them appear as though they were in a circular pattern.
“Nice work,” Chloe said.
“I know how to make things presentable.”
Chloe pointed at the display and looked at the young woman. “Take note.”
The young woman nodded, and Chloe and Luna left the booth to walk on. “I can’t believe you’re here,” Chloe said.
“I thought I’d stop by, see if I could be of assistance.”
“You have no idea how much assistance you’ll be.”
“Put me to work, boss.”
Chloe laughed, exasperated. “Aren’t you worried about being recognized?”
“People are too caught up in their wine and having a good time. They won’t notice another helper.”
Chloe threw up her hands. “Okay. If you really want to help, I’d be more than grateful.”
Luna gave her a salute and set off to follow the instructions Chloe gave her. She worked quickly and efficiently, and several of the vendors even commented on her performance and how much help she was. Chloe was more than relieved at having the extra help, especially when it came to the young workers who seemed at a loss as to what to do. Luna worked great with them, showing way more patience than Chloe had. They listened to her keenly and did what she said with little question. All in all, everything was turning out well, and Chloe began to relax a little.
But a short shriek brought all that to an end in a nanosecond.
“Oh, my God, it’s you! Luna Kirkman!” a woman shouted and shrieked again. She hopped up and down and pressed her hands to her cheeks as Luna quickly looked around in an obvious panic. She tugged her ball cap down tighter and held her palm up to calm the woman down.
“Shh, please, don’t cause a scene.”
Chloe reached them nearly breathless. “What’s going on?”
“It’s Luna Kirkman!” the woman said. “She’s here. In the flesh! Oh, my God, I’ve gotta get a pic.” She pulled out her phone and nestled close to Luna, holding her phone out for a photo. “Can you take off you sunglasses so people can tell who you are?”
Luna hesitated but then removed her shades and smiled for the photo. Soon other people began gathering, wanting photos of their own. Luna kept smiling, shaking hands and then posing for the pics. Chloe tried to control the growing crowd, but it was nearly impossible.
Luna handled it like a champ, though, greeting people politely while slowly making her way down the sidewalk back toward the parking lot. She posed for more photos and shook more hands, but then softly explained that she was only there to help for a short time and that she really needed to get going.
She waved goodbye and signed an autograph before turning away from the crowd to walk into the parking lot with Chloe.
“Are you okay?” Chloe asked, glancing behind them. A few people lingered, filming them with their phones as they walked away.
“I’m fine. I’m just sorry for all the commotion I caused.”
“Are you kidding? You helped me more than you know. Plus, I think having you here has really excited people. It’s a wine tasting they won’t soon forget.”
“I didn’t plan on it going that way,” Luna said, pulling off her ball cap. “Damn it.”
“Hey,” Chloe said, lightly grazing her arm. “It’s fine, really.”
“I can’t stay and help now. It’ll be chaos.”
Chloe looked at her watch. “There’s only forty minutes left before we close up shop. So there’s not much else to do besides the cleanup. And like I said, you helped me so so much, Luna. Really. Thank you.”
“Does this mean you aren’t still upset with me?”
They stopped beside her Range Rover and Luna unlocked the door with her key fob.
“Is that why you came? To make up for last night?”
Luna smirked. “Maybe. Did it work?”
“I’d say so. You saved my ass big-time.”
“So, you’ll have dinner with me again? This time at my place?”
“Sure.”
“And you’ll bring Pascal? I’m dying for Rufus to meet him. He gets so lonely when I’m on set.”
“Sure.”
Luna held her hand. “Great. I’ll call you, okay?”
“Yes.”
She squeezed her hand. “People are still watching, so I’m going to go without giving you a kiss, which I’m dying to do, by the way.”
“I know the feeling.”
Luna opened the door and tossed her ball cap onto the passenger seat. “We’ll have to make up for that sometime.”
“I look forward to it.”
“Bye, Chloe.”
“Bye, Luna.”
She gave her one last smile and climbed into the vehicle to shut the door. Chloe watched as she drove away and then headed back into the park. A group of onlookers stood at the entrance, lingering, wanting a better look at her. But she held her head high as she walked on by and continued on her rounds, making sure everything was running smoothly.
The event wound down without further incident, and to her surprise, the band played on even as they broke everything down. There was talk of Luna’s presence, people still thrumming with excitement over seeing her and speaking to her. Chloe merely smiled, and when she was questioned about it, she acted like it was no big deal, that Luna was just a friend there to help out.
She didn’t know if anyone bought into it, but they seemed to, questioning her no further. Soon she was standing in the middle of the park with her hands on her hips, staring into the setting sun as the last of the booths were broken down and cleared away. She knelt on her way out to pick up an empty water bottle and breathed a sigh of relief.
It was over. She had done it.
Actually, she and Luna had done it.
How was she ever going to repay her?
A few thoughts came to her and she blushed, glad no one could read her mind. She hadn’t had thoughts like that in years, and the desire they caused to rush through her was overwhelming. Suddenly her body was alive and beating in rhythm with her heart, demanding to be dealt with.
What was happening?
Was this for real?
How could a woman she’d very nearly despised a few weeks ago be causing such a strong reaction in her?
Am I completely off my rocker here?
She fished in her tote for her key fob and unlocked her Pathfinder. She stood at the open door, ready to place her bag inside, when her phone chimed with an incoming call.
It was Beau. She smiled, wondering if he wanted that dinner.
“Hey, you. I’m free tonight if you want to come over.”
Silence.
“Beau?”
“You sure you don’t have plans with Luna?” His voice was almost a whisper and dripping with anger and sarcasm.
She froze. “What do you mean?”
“Well, since you spent the day together at your little wine tasting event, I just assumed you might be spending the evening together as well.”
Her blood ran cold beneath her skin, and she panicked. “What are you talking about? Were you here?”
“No, I wasn’t there. But a lot of other people were, and they took it upon themselves to take pictures and post them on the internet. A few of the tabloids are even running them.”
“But that just happened. They can’t be up that fast.”
“Sorry to burst your bubble, sis, but they’re up. They’re all over. Your little secret is definitely out of the bag now.”
“Secret?”
“You and Luna.”
“Beau, she came to help me with the event. I was shorthanded and—”
“Save it. I don’t want to hear it.”
“But—”
“I hope you’re happy, Chlo.”
“Beau—”
But the line went dead.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
    
Luna tightened the belt on her robe as she hurried through the house after her shower. Rufus was barking furiously at the front door and her phone was going off like crazy somewhere on her dresser.
“What the hell is going on?” She shooed Rufus away from the door and peered out through one of the decorative side windows. She couldn’t see well enough to tell who it was, and rather than going to find her phone to look at the camera footage, she called out.
“Who is it?”
“It’s Mel, now let me in, for Christ’s sake!”
She gripped her forehead, knowing by his tone that whatever the issue was, it was bad. She slowly opened the door.
“ ’Bout time,” he said as he rushed inside. “Been out there ringing the bell for ten minutes. You give me the gate code but don’t give me a key. I don’t know why the hell you don’t, seeing as how long I’ve known you.”
“I’ve been in the shower. And if you want a key, I’ll give you one.”
He paid her no mind and headed straight inside for the living room, also ignoring Rufus, who wiggled wildly around his feet.
He braced himself against the back of the couch and wheezed, “You got something fizzy? My stomach’s all jacked up.”
“Sure.” She crossed to the kitchen, leaving Rufus to sniff at his shoes. She opened the fridge and took out a can of ginger ale. She always had some on hand to calm her own anxious stomach. She brought it to him, and he eagerly cracked it open and slurped.
“You okay?” she asked. “You don’t look so good.”
“So you and everyone else keeps saying.” He drank some more and rounded the couch to sink down into it like a bag of bones. He wiped the sweat from his ruddy face and coughed to clear his phlegmy-sounding throat.
“What’s going on?” she asked. “Have you seen a doctor?” She eased into the chair across from him and made sure her robe was covering her legs before crossing them.
“Hell, no. Who’s got time when there are fires to put out?”
She waited, dreading what was coming.
“Like you, for instance. I tell you what to do and you don’t listen. This causes a fire, and here I come to put it out.”
“What fire would that be, Mel? I literally just got home.”
He belched softly and leaned forward to set the nearly empty can down on the coffee table. “Where were you? Before you got home?”
She closed her eyes. She’d been at the wine tasting with Chloe, and somehow he knew. Fuck.
“See? Trouble.”
“I was only there to help her out. Her employees—”
“I don’t give a good fuck about why you were there. It’s the fact that you were there at all. Why, Luna? Why do this to me?”
“You?”
“Yes, me. You’re making not only your life hell, but mine too. Because I have to be the one to put out all these little fires you start. It’s getting to be exhausting.”
“It was a wine tasting, Mel. And she needed help.”
“Well, do me a favor, okay? Help me instead. Can you do that?”
She rolled her eyes. He continued.
“Every time you think about helping her, think of me and choose to help me instead. Got it?”
“I’m getting sick of this, Mel.”
“So stop. Because I’m sick of it too. I mean, I was literally just sitting at home, watching Notre Dame get their asses handed to them by Alabama, and suddenly my phone starts going off like the goddamn Fourth of July. I look at it, and lo and behold, there are pictures of you and this Chloe woman at some wine tasting all over the fucking internet. Looking like the perfect little lesbian couple out for a stroll in the park on a sunny Saturday afternoon.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“No?” He shifted with a grunt and fished out his phone from his back pocket. He swiped the screen a few times and then held it out for her to see. It was a photo of her and Chloe standing beside the Range Rover. They were softly smiling at one another, and she had her hand on Chloe’s arm. They looked like a couple. She couldn’t deny it.
“Shit,” she breathed.
“Yeah, shit.” He swiped some more. “You want to see the others? I got ’em all, right here.”
“No.”
He put the phone away. “Suit yourself.”
“Look, Mel, I’m sorry.”
“Sorry no longer cuts it, Lune. This is a real mess. Calvin is freaking the fuck out and so is Beau. He’s wanting to call it quits with you to save face, but he can’t because of Jenny Kilgrove. So we’re stuck.”
“Stuck how?”
“There are things you’re going to have to do to make this right.”
“Such as?”
“Go to that fundraiser with him.”
“I thought I already was.”
“Well, now you absolutely have to. And you have to make it look real. I’m talking holding hands, kissing, the whole nine yards.”
“No.”
“What do you mean, no? It has to be done.”
“I said no.” She stood.
“Luna, don’t fuck around here. This is serious. You and Beau have got to do the job. The time for games is over.”
“What? Mel, this whole thing is a game.”
He grabbed his stomach and took a moment to breathe. She waited, a little concerned for him. The man did not look good. He was red-faced and sweaty. Crescents of perspiration marked his underarms and his breathing seemed labored. Even more so than usual.
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I will be if you swear to me you’ll do this.”
“Mel—”
“I mean it.” He held her gaze, and she knew he wasn’t going to back down. She also knew that he wouldn’t be demanding she do this if it wasn’t serious. He had always known what was best for her career, and she trusted him implicitly. The only question was, just how much did she still care about her career?
The answer wasn’t forthcoming, and that in itself only raised more questions. For the time being, however, she’d agree with Mel and do as he wanted. But she had a lot to think about. And most importantly, she had to talk with Chloe.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go call Chloe to—”
“That’s another thing,” he said, standing himself. “No more Chloe.”
“What?”
“You gotta give it a break.”
“But why?”
“Do I really have to show you that pic again?”
She exhaled with defeat.
“Yeah, so cool it for a while, okay?”
She nodded.
Mel headed for the door. “I hate this too, kiddo. Believe me, I do. But it’s the life we live.” He turned at the threshold and knelt quickly to scratch Rufus on the head.
“Yeah,” she said, unable to say anything else.
He reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “It will pass soon. It always does.” He gave her a wink and turned to walk out.
She watched him walk away, knowing he was right about it being the life they live, but hating that fact deep down in her bones.
    
Luna quickly dressed and retrieved her phone from her dresser. She checked the screen and saw that she had missed calls from Chloe, Mel, and Hillary and Jo, along with a text from Beau that sounded rather ominous. She wasn’t sure how to respond to him, or even if she should, so she left it alone and dialed Chloe.
“Hey,” she answered, sounding really down.
“Hi.” Luna collapsed onto her bed and rubbed on Rufus as he joined her. “Guess the hurricane has hit you too?”
“Huge hurricane.”
“Damn it. All I did was stop by to help. This is ridiculous.”
“I know.”
“Beau’s upset?” Luna asked.
“Beyond upset. He says he’s never been so mad at me in all his life.”
“Seriously?”
“Uh-huh.”
“He sent me a rather angry text as well.”
“Did he? I’m not surprised.”
“Unfortunately for him, he’s going to have to keep seeing me. Calvin and Mel are insisting we do.”
Chloe laughed, but it sounded laced with sarcasm. “God, can this get any more fucked up?”
“Don’t say that. It always can. Especially in this town.”
Luna was quiet, hating what she had to do next. “Actually, Chloe, it does get more fucked up. I—Mel wants you and me to cool it for a while.”
“Cool it how?”
“Like, not see each other.”
Silence.
“Oh.”
“I don’t want it to be that way, but until this all blows over, I don’t see any other way to deal with it.”
More silence.
“Chloe?”
“I’m here.”
“What are you thinking?”
“That this is so unfair.”
“It is.” Luna ran a hand through her damp hair. “It’s really unfair.”
“So, this means we aren’t going to have dinner anytime soon.”
“Afraid not.”
“But you’re going to keep seeing my brother.”
“Yes.”
She sighed. “So fucked up.”
“I’m sorry,” Luna said.
“Yeah, me too. Look, I should probably go. I’ve got work to do and…”
“Yeah, sure, okay. I’ll talk to you later?”
“When’s later?”
Luna paused. “I’m not sure.”
“That’s what I thought. But yeah, we’ll talk then. Goodbye, Luna.”
“Goodbye, Chloe.”
Luna ended the call and let her arm fall onto the bed. “Fuck, Rufus. Why does my life always have to be so damned dramatic?” He licked her face and then turned several times on one of the pillows to settle down, curling into a ball. She sat up and eyed her phone as it began to beep.
Hillary was calling. She rolled her eyes and once again fell back onto the bed. “Might as well bite the bullet.” She answered the call.
“Hil, hey, how are you?”
“Me? The question is, how are you, my dear? It seems you’ve had quite the busy day today.”
“Something like that.”
“Well, was it worth it? All that trouble for a little wine tasting in some park?”
She cringed. Why did Hillary sound so obnoxious?
“It was actually just a favor. Chloe was understaffed, so I stopped by to help her out.”
“Understaffed? You mean she was working at the wine tasting?”
“Yes. She’s an event planner.”
“Oh, good, God, Luna. You went there to work?”
“To help her, yes.”
“Well, no wonder the people were so crazy. You shouldn’t have even been there at all, much less to work. For God’s sake, honey, have you lost your mind?”
Luna sat up once again, her heart racing. “I was helping a friend, Hillary. I would’ve done the same for you, you know.”
“That’s the difference, though. I never would’ve asked you or expected you to—to do manual labor. Like ever. Never would such an occasion arise with me. You know that. You really need to be careful, Luna. Choose your friends more wisely. Now, what’s this continued nonsense I’m hearing about you and her being more than friends? It isn’t true, is it? Of course not. You would’ve filled me in already if it were.”
Luna stood and stared at herself in the mirror above the dresser. There she was, listening to nothing but bullshit pour out of her friend’s mouth, and she had absolutely no idea what to say in response. If she said what she wanted to say, she’d betray Chloe’s trust, yet if she didn’t, she’d continue to pretend to be something she wasn’t and Hillary would continue to carry on, thinking she was right.
“You know what, Hillary? I don’t really feel like discussing this right now, so I’m going to let you go, okay? We’ll talk soon.”
“What? Darling, you aren’t serious. We haven’t spoken in ages and—”
“I know, but I’ve got to go now. Talk soon, bye.” She quickly ended the call and walked closer to the mirror. She examined herself in her worn jeans and soft concert tee, liking what she saw but wondering who else would. She wasn’t dressed to the nines, she didn’t have on her makeup. She was just Luna. Luna Renee Kirkman. Who would like that?
“Chloe.” Chloe would like that.
She lowered the phone and stood very still. She knew who she was, and she wanted, more than anything, to finally share that with someone, but she couldn’t.
Life, and this game she had to play, truly were unfair.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
    
“Chloe, are you seeing Luna?”
“Chloe, over here.”
“Chloe, how does Beau feel about the two of you together?”
The cameras clicked and snapped as the paps swarmed around her like angry, sting-happy wasps. Chloe held up her hand to block her face and plowed her way through, trying to reach the door to her office.
“Chloe, does Beau feel betrayed by you?”
At that she paused, lowered her hand, and glared at the man who’d asked. He held his camera aimed at her as he waited for her response. But instead of rewarding him with an answer, she straightened her back and turned to pull open the door. Sheryl was immediately at her side as she entered, taking her tote and her purse to set on her desk.
“Are you alright, boss? They’re extra aggressive today.”
“I’m fine.” But was she? Her heart was pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears. And that last question, the one about Beau feeling betrayed, had really socked her in the gut.
“They’re even after Eva and me. Asking us questions,” Sheryl said.
Eva nodded from her desk. “It’s true. They surrounded me as soon as I got out of my car.”
“You didn’t say anything, did you?” Chloe asked, alarmed.
“No way,” Sheryl said.
“We would never,” Eva added.
“Thanks. Just—keep ignoring them. This will all die down soon now.”
“You think?” Sheryl asked. “Because it seems like it’s just heating up. With those new pics of you from the weekend and everything—”
“It’s going to die down.” She walked over to the coffee maker and poured herself a steaming mug full. Then she dug in the small refrigerator for her pumpkin spice creamer and stirred that into the mix. When she took a sip, however, she found it to be drab and lackluster, and it did very little to soothe her frazzled nerves. She carried it to her desk regardless, hoping somehow her taste buds would come to life eventually.
Sheryl and Eva were watching her closely. Sheryl spoke. “How can you be so sure?”
Chloe sat and began unpacking her tote. She didn’t want to answer Sheryl, didn’t want to talk about it at all, but her employees were searching for some sort of reassurance. And seeing as how they were now being harassed too, she felt she owed it to them.
She was just about to explain that she and Luna would no longer be spending time together when more commotion came from the office door. A young man entered, carrying another enormous bouquet of roses.
“Oh, wow,” Eva said. “Another one!”
Chloe rose, feeling the heat rush to her cheeks. She headed off the young man before he could even ask if she was Chloe Paget.
“They’re for me, I’ve got them.” She took the bouquet, plucked out the card, and read as the young man tipped the bill of his cap and left.
Dearest Chloe,
I’m sorry.
I hope someday you’ll forgive me for this whole mess.
XOXO
“Are they from Penny?” Sheryl asked with obvious excitement.
Chloe marched directly over to the garbage bin and dropped the roses in. Sheryl gasped and Eva covered her face as if she’d just witnessed a murder.
Chloe brushed her hands off and returned to her desk. She didn’t say a word.
Sheryl finally spoke. “Everything okay, boss lady?”
Chloe opened her laptop. “Yep. Everything’s fine.”
Sheryl glanced warily over at Eva. “Can I get you anything?”
“Nope, I’m good.”
“Are you sure? You don’t seem it.”
Chloe looked at her over her readers. “Sheryl, I’m fine. Now let’s get to work.”
Sheryl eventually nodded and sat at her desk. The three of them worked quietly for a few moments before Eva approached her carefully, as if she’d strike out and bite at any second. She handed her a slip of paper.
“I forgot to tell you, but your brother called. He wants you to call him back.”
Chloe took the message slip from her and crumpled it up to toss into the trash. She had absolutely no intention of talking to Beau. Not after the way he’d behaved over the weekend in response to the wine tasting photos.
“You’re not going to call him?” Eva asked softly.
Chloe kept typing. “That’s none of your concern.”
“Actually, it is, boss. He made me promise to tell you that he called. And that I was to tell you to please call him back.”
“And you did so. Thank you.”
“But he—”
Chloe yanked off her readers to look at her. “If he calls back, just put the call through to me and I’ll handle it, okay? You don’t have to worry.”
“Okay, good, because I really don’t want Beau mad at me.”
“He won’t be mad at you, Eva. I can assure you of that.”
“Okay.” She returned to her desk.
Chloe slid her glasses back on and tried to concentrate but her phone chirped, interrupting her. It was Beau. Again.
“What does he want?”
She killed the ringer and once again stared endlessly at her computer screen. Then she realized that he might be trying to reach her due to an emergency.
She lifted the phone and called him back. He answered right away.
“Chlo,” he said as if exasperated.
“What is it?”
“It’s Luna.”
Her heart dropped all the way to her feet. “Luna?”
“Her manager, Mel. Rumor is he had a massive heart attack this morning while she was with him. The news is just now picking it up.”
“Oh, my God.”
“Yeah, it’s bad. She’s very close to him, as you know. He’s like a father to her.”
“Yes, they’re very close.”
“I thought you should know. Thought maybe you might want to reach out to her.”
“But I just got flowers—” She shook her head in disbelief.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
Luna must’ve planned to have them sent before the incident with Mel.
“Look, I’ve got to go,” Beau said. “Luna’s not responding to me. Maybe she will to you.”
“I’ll try.”
She ended the call and began swiping on her phone, looking up the latest in celebrity news. Sure enough, there were headlines about Luna and her manager, Mel, all over the place. She read that Mel was in the hospital as of half an hour ago.
She set down the phone and stared at the clock. The girls were very quiet, obviously having heard some of the conversation.
Chloe spoke as she gathered her things. “I need to go out for a bit. Can you girls hold down the fort?”
“Sure, boss,” Sheryl said. “Everything okay?”
Chloe stood and slung her purse and tote over her shoulder. “No, I’m afraid not. A friend is going through something traumatic, and I need to be there for her.”
Sheryl nodded as if she understood.
“If you want, you can lock the door behind me if it makes you feel more secure from the paparazzi.”
“Okay.”
Chloe walked past their desks and paused at the office door. “Order lunch in on me. Just put it on the company card. Get whatever you like.”
“Thanks, boss,” Eva said.
“Thank you, girls. For everything.”
Chloe pushed out the door and into the clamoring chaos. This time the questions and comments weren’t about Beau. They were about Luna and whether or not she felt for her in the wake of this new tragedy.
Chloe, as usual, ignored them, but in her mind, she was answering over and over again.
Yes. Deeply.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
    
Luna sat dabbing her eyes with a tissue at Mel’s bedside in the emergency room. She held his hand and stared into his now pale face, all the while repeating silent prayers as the machines around him beeped and beeped, letting her know he was still alive, though barely. She tried not to look at the colorful spikes on the screen, showing his heart beat, worried that in doing so, the spikes would suddenly halt and flatline.
She dabbed her eyes again, thinking back to less than an hour ago, when she’d rushed over to Mel’s to check on him. He’d called her that morning to discuss her contract, and he’d passed out while on the phone with her after complaining of sudden chest pain. She’d called 911 and sped over to his house, which thankfully was nearby, and found him just before the paramedics arrived. He’d been on the floor of his den, lying in a heap, drool oozing from his mouth, his eyes wide open. She’d never been more terrified in her life.
The paramedics had brought him back to life, shocking his bare chest with paddles. She’d witnessed the whole thing, and it was something she knew she’d never forget. She’d then run beside his gurney in tears as they’d wheeled him out into the ambulance. Somehow the paps had gotten wind of the incident, probably because they’d been following her, and they’d been there like the vultures that they were, taking photos.
It disgusted her, but there wasn’t much she could do about it now. Not much she wanted to do about it now. She just wanted Mel to be okay.
A doctor entered the small room. He gave her a nod and a resolute smile. “You’re his next of kin?”
“He doesn’t have any family, so yes.”
“I’m Dr. Nance, the attending here in the ED.”
“Luna,” she said. “Luna Kirkman.”
“Ms. Kirkman, Mel has had a major myocardial infarction. Do you know what that is?”
“It’s a heart attack.”
“Correct. Does he have a history of heart trouble?”
“Not that I’m aware of. But Mel doesn’t ever go to the doctor, regardless of how he feels.” She looked back to Mel. “And he’s been feeling really bad lately.”
“How so?”
“He just looked awful. Really red-faced and sweaty and short of breath. Yesterday he was complaining about his stomach being upset.”
“His stomach?”
“Uh-huh, and heartburn.”
The doctor studied his tablet and then adjusted Mel’s nasal cannula, which was delivering oxygen.
“Ms. Kirkman, Mel has what’s called a thrombotic coronary arterial occlusion. In other words, his right coronary artery is blocked and it needs to be opened, immediately.”
“Okay.”
He explained the process of doing so and she listened carefully, wiping away more tears. When he finished, he left her to get things rolling for the procedure.
She squeezed Mel’s cool hand as his eyes fluttered open. She leaned forward. “Mel?”
His gaze shifted over to hers.
“Hey,” she whispered. “You’re in the hospital. You had a heart attack.”
“I—did?”
“Yes.”
He stared at her with glossy eyes.
“How are you feeling? You okay?”
“Lune,” he rasped.
“Yes?”
“You should be happy.”
“Mel, I’m fine.” She patted his hand.
“No. You’re not. You’re—sad. Lonely. You should—be happy.”
“Stop talking like this.” She looked desperately for a nurse, but there was no one to be found.
“I mean it,” he said, tightening his grip on her hand. “Do what you have to do—to live how you want to live.”
“But what about the game?” she said, trying to laugh a little. “We have to play it. You have to help me play the game.”
He didn’t respond. She placed her hand on his forehead.
“Mel?”
“Lune?” he said.
“Yes?”
His eyes drifted away from hers and fixed on the ceiling. Suddenly the machines all alerted and the spikes flattened into a straight line.
Luna stood and screamed for a nurse. Three of them came running.
“Code blue!”
Dr. Nance came in right behind them and began barking orders. Another nurse appeared by her side and led her from the room as they began to do CPR. She heard Dr. Nance call for one milligram epinephrine, then the rest became too faded to hear. She cried into the nurse’s shoulder as they walked away, and she knew, down deep in her soul, that she’d just lost Mel forever.
    
Luna was alone in the hospital chapel when someone entered behind her. They walked quietly up to her pew and stood still, waiting for her to acknowledge them. She could see them out of the corner of her eye, but she didn’t want to be bothered. She wanted to be left alone.
“Ms. Kirkman?”
She continued to stare straight ahead. “What?”
“I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s someone here to see you.”
“I don’t want to talk to any more doctors.”
“It’s not a doctor.”
“Or the press.”
“It’s not—it’s—she says her name is Chloe.”
Luna turned to look at the hospital staff member. Her name tag said Julie and she’d been nothing but nice to her. Very kind, actually. But Luna was in little mood for appreciation. Slowly, Luna nodded and Julie waved Chloe inside.
“Hi,” Chloe said as she stood where Julie had just been.
“Hi.” Luna kept her gaze fixed straight ahead. Her eyes felt swollen and tired from tears and her chest felt constricted, making every breath feel like a struggle.
Chloe walked down the length of the pew and stood next to her. “May I?”
“Sure.”
Chloe sat and reached for her hand. She gripped it lightly. Luna fought back more tears at the simple yet caring gesture.
“I know I’m not supposed to be here, but I thought you might need a friend.”
Luna sucked in a quick breath and shuddered, fighting more tears. “Yeah,” she managed.
“Oh, Luna, I’m so sorry.” She wrapped her arm around her and pulled her in close, and Luna lost it then and sobbed against her, clinging to her blouse as she cried. Chloe held her tight and soothed her with a soft voice while stroking her hair.
Luna cried for the man she’d lost, the father figure she’d known since she was fourteen. The man who’d taken her by the hand and guided her, standing beside her the entire way, through thick and thin. Sure, he’d made mistakes, but so had she. But he’d never left her. Ever. Until now.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do without him,” she said. “He’s been in my life for so long.”
“I know.”
“He’s been more of a father to me than my own dad.” She drew away. “See? My own father isn’t even here. Not even now. What does that say?”
“Maybe he doesn’t know.”
Luna scoffed. “Oh, please. He knows. Someone has called him. But he never liked Mel. So he won’t come. He won’t be able to face me over this. He won’t know what to say, so he’ll leave me swinging in the wind.”
“That’s terrible.”
“That’s my dad.”
Chloe gently wiped away a tear from her cheek. “You’ve got me, I’m here.”
Luna nodded. “Yes, thank you.”
“I figured it was the least I could do since you showed up for me.”
“God, I wish this was another wine tasting. Instead of—well, you know.”
“Yeah.”
“Why did this have to happen?” Luna cried. “Why didn’t he take better care of himself? You know what his blood sugar was? Huh? Seven hundred. Seven hundred. He was diabetic and didn’t even know it.”
“Sounds like he was in pretty bad shape.”
“He was. But he always said he didn’t have time for doctors or checkups or anything like that. Because he was always putting out my fires.” She burned a stare into Chloe. “It was my fault, Chloe. My fault he was in such poor condition. He was too busy worrying for and taking care of me to look out for himself.”
“No. No, Luna, that’s not true. He was a grown man. He chose not to take care of himself. That had nothing to do with you.”
“But he said—”
“It was an excuse. That’s all.” Chloe pulled her in closer. “And a sorry one at that.”
“I don’t know,” Luna said, crying softly. “I caused him so much stress over the years.”
“And it was his job to look after you. So he chose that too. Luna, this is in no way your fault. He wasn’t your responsibility.”
“Then why do I feel like he was?”
“Because you just lost him and you’re searching for ways to make sense of it.”
Luna bowed her head and stared at her hands. She couldn’t believe he was really gone. Just hearing Chloe confirm it sounded foreign to her, like she wasn’t really there to hear it. Like she was someone else, hearing the terrible news for the first time.
“He’s gone,” she said, shaking her head, hoping by some miracle that Chloe would correct her and tell her she was wrong. But she didn’t. She only hugged her tighter and cradled her jaw.
“Shh,” she whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”
Luna closed her eyes, knowing that wasn’t true. It wasn’t going to be okay. At least not anytime soon. But at least she had Chloe. Chloe had come. She was there for her.
Luna opened her eyes as noise came from the rear of the chapel. She felt Chloe pull away and they both glanced back toward the door. Hillary and Jo were in the entryway, with Julie.
“Ms. Kirkman, you have more visitors.”
Luna brushed the tears from her eyes and straightened as she sniffled. “Yes, thank you.”
Julie left, and Hillary and Jo, both dressed in designer clothes with matching handbags, walked in. Both of them were silent, staring Chloe down.
“Hillary, Jo,” Luna croaked. “What are you doing here?”
“We heard the news, of course,” Hillary said matter-of-factly. “So we did what best friends do. We came to see if you were okay.”
“We went to your place first,” Jo said. “But Rosa told us you were still here.”
“So we rushed over,” Hillary said. She forced a smile at Luna and then shifted her gaze to Chloe. “I see we are a little late, though.”
Luna cleared her throat, uncomfortable with the tension in the air. “Hillary, Jo, this is my good friend Chloe. Chloe Paget.”
Hillary gripped her purse tighter instead of offering her hand. “Hello.”
“Hi,” Chloe said softly, obviously sensing the unease.
“Why aren’t you home?” Jo said, ignoring Chloe altogether.
“Yes, sweetie, why would you want to remain here any longer than necessary?” Hillary asked.
“I wasn’t ready to leave him,” Luna said. Just thinking about leaving Mel there alone in that cold, strange place made her stomach clench.
“Come,” Hillary said, waving her hand. “Let’s get you out of here and back home where you belong.”
“Yes,” Jo said. “This is no place for you.”
“She said she’s not ready to leave,” Chloe interjected. She squeezed Luna’s hand. Hillary homed in on their intwined hands and frowned.
“No one asked you,” she said. “Come, Luna. Let’s go. Jo, get her purse.”
Jo walked down the back of the pew and leaned over to grab her bag, which had been sitting next to her. Luna blinked in disbelief.
Chloe stood. “She’s not ready to leave.”
Hillary forced another smile. “And I said, no one asked you. Who are you, anyway? Some new little friend, tagging along for all the perks of her fame? You have no idea what she needs. We do. We’re her best friends.”
Luna struggled for words. Chloe released her hand. “Is that so?”
“Chloe,” Luna said, trying to tug her back down onto the pew. “Don’t.”
“Me?” Chloe said.
“Don’t argue with them.”
“Yes, listen to her,” Jo said. “She wants you to mind your own business.”
“Luna is my business,” Chloe said.
Luna cringed, knowing the statement would only set Hillary off. She gripped her forehead, so overwhelmed, so confused. She just wanted quiet. Just wanted to be with Mel, talking about that contract she’d refused to discuss. God, she’d give anything to talk about that stupid contract now.
“Oh, really?” Hillary said.
Luna stood alongside Chloe and tried to head off the impending fight. “Okay, I’m coming.”
Chloe looked at her. “Are you serious?”
“They’re right. I should just go home.”
Chloe whispered to her, “I can take you, then.”
Luna shook her head, knowing that would never work. Hillary and Jo would insist on coming with them, and the bickering would only continue.
“I should just go with them. I’ll call you later.”
Chloe’s face clouded. Pain filled her eyes. “You’re really going to let them take you?”
“I just need peace.”
Chloe walked away and headed down the aisle.
“Chloe,” Luna called out.
But she kept walking. She only paused once, at the door, as Hillary spoke.
“Keep walking, sunshine.”
Chloe walked out the door without a response.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
    
“Chloe, how’s Luna?”
“Are you here to support her?”
“Chloe, can you give us an update?”
“Chloe, over here.”
Chloe hurried through the mass of photographers and then bypassed members of the press. All of them were hungry for details on Mel’s condition and Luna’s whereabouts. But she wasn’t about to give in to their wants. Now or ever.
She walked quickly to her car beneath an overcast sky and crawled in behind the wheel. Tears stung her eyes as she relived the exchange in the chapel. Luna had relented so easily and gone with her so-called friends, allowing them to all but dismiss Chloe as if she were nothing more than an annoying gnat.
“Maybe that’s all I really am to her.”
She started her Pathfinder and exited the crowded parking lot. Sprinkles of rain began to dot the windshield as she drove toward home, attacking the glass just as the words from the woman named Hillary attacked her mind. She couldn’t seem to shake them and she couldn’t seem to shake the feeling of betrayal she’d gotten from Luna. She’d been holding her in her arms, letting her cry just moments before, and then in walked Hillary and Jo and wham, all that went out the window. What had happened? Was Luna so desperate to save face in front of her friends that she would so willingly and quickly cast Chloe aside?
It seemed so.
A hot tear streamed down Chloe’s cheek, but she refused to wipe it away. She wasn’t going to let this get to her. Wasn’t going to give Hillary and Jo the satisfaction. Even if they couldn’t see her, she still didn’t want to wipe away the tear. She had important things to do, like prepare for the upcoming fundraiser. She couldn’t get sidetracked over this.
“Just forget them. Forget all of them.”
But she knew she couldn’t forget Luna. She still felt for her. Luna, even though she’d left Chloe for her so-called friends, was grieving and no doubt still in shock over the loss of Mel.
“But there’s nothing I can do to help her. She won’t let me. She pretty much told me to get lost.”
She slowed for a stop sign as she pulled into her neighborhood.
A car came up alongside her and stopped in the oncoming lane. She glanced over, surprised, and saw a man snapping her photo. Instinctually, she slammed on the gas and sped off, but the car followed, continuing in the opposite lane.
“What are you doing?” she shouted.
But the car kept up, driving right alongside her, the man in the passenger seat now hanging out the window of the vehicle to take her picture.
She sped up and the other car did too. Her heart careened in her chest as she continued to drive, trying desperately to get home. She slowed as she came upon the next stop sign and quickly turned right. The car did as well, but there was another vehicle in the oncoming lane and she was run off the road as the car chasing her swerved into her lane.
Her Pathfinder jumped the curb onto the sidewalk and she slammed on the brakes. She sat clinging to her steering wheel while the car with the photographer sped away.
“Jesus Christ.”
She palmed her racing heart and tried to calm her breathing. Thank God no one had been walking on the sidewalk. Thank God she hadn’t run into a pole or a mailbox or a living being.
She swallowed hard and, after a moment, looked behind her to reverse back into the street. She drove the rest of the way home at a crawl and parked carefully in her garage. Beau’s car was there and she didn’t know how she felt about that. Was he there to argue some more, to give her a hard time? She hoped not. She pressed the button to close the garage and opened the interior door to the house. She caught sight of Beau, standing there holding Pascal, and she lost it, bursting into tears.
“Hey,” Beau said, setting Pascal on the floor. “Come here.” He drew her into his arms and she fell into him, sobbing. “Shh, there, there. Are you okay?”
She drew away and sniffled. “No. No, I’m not okay.”
“Luna?”
She nodded.
“Oh, Chloe. She’ll get through this, you’ll see.”
“No, it’s not that. She—went off with her friends and then the paparazzi ran me off the road and—”
“Wait, what?” He gripped her shoulders. “They ran you off the road?”
“Just down the block a ways, they ran me up onto the sidewalk, trying to get pics of me. They must’ve followed me home from the hospital.”
Beau left her to grab his key fob. “What kind of car was it?”
“Why? What are you doing?”
“I’m going after them. Going to give them a piece of my mind.”
“No, Beau, you can’t.” She hurried over to block his passage. “Don’t be stupid.”
“They’ve gone too far this time.”
“Yes, they did. But it’s over and there’s nothing we can do about it.”
He stood fuming, clenching his keys in his palm. “Coming after me is one thing, but messing with you is another. You could’ve been hurt.”
“Yes, and so could’ve someone else. But it’s over, they’re gone. And if they’re smart, they’ll stay away.”
“They better,” he said. “If they know what’s good for them.”
He finally relaxed his stiff posture and walked over to toss his keys back onto the bar. “What happened with Luna? You said she left you for her friends?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Why not?”
She picked up a wild Pascal and snuggled his neck, inhaling his scent. It never ceased to soothe her.
“Look, she’s just not who I thought she was, okay?”
“Because she left with her friends?”
“She ditched me. Just completely ditched me to go with them. Simply because they snapped their fingers and told her to.”
“Oh, wow.”
“Yeah.”
“Didn’t invite you to go with?”
“I got the distinct impression that her friends wouldn’t allow that. I don’t think they like me very much.”
“Do they even know you?”
“No.”
“So how can they dislike you?”
“Because they’re snobs. They actually accused me of going after Luna because of her fame.”
Beau’s brow furrowed. “That’s ridiculous.”
“I know. Especially considering who you are. I mean, if I want to be around fame, I’ve got it aplenty.”
“Sounds like they’re the kind of people you wouldn’t want to be around.”
“I would not.”
“That’s weird, though. I didn’t get that kind of vibe from Luna. She always seemed so down-to-earth and actually kind of fed up with her fame.”
“Me too. Guess you just never really know someone.”
“Guess not.”
Chloe carried Pascal over to the sofa, where she discarded her tote and purse and settled down to snuggle with him some more.
“So, what are you doing here?” she asked with a deep breath, truly exhausted from all stress she’d been dealing with.
“I came to see if you’d heard from Luna. And to talk.”
She massaged her temple as thunder rumbled outside. “Luna’s, I don’t know, in shock I think.”
“I can imagine. How’s Mel?”
“You don’t know?”
He shook his head. “I haven’t checked the news feed recently.”
“He’s gone, Beau. He didn’t make it.”
“Oh, no. Poor Luna.”
“Yeah. Which makes the whole thing with her friends all the more disheartening. They just swooped in and insisted that she go home with them, regardless of her saying that she wasn’t ready to go.”
“Really?”
“Yes. What she was feeling didn’t really seem to matter.”
“I wonder why she went with them then,” Beau said.
“She said she just wanted peace. But I don’t know. It sounded to me like she just wanted to get them away from me or vice versa. Like I wasn’t up to par to be around her friends. And I have to say, they treated me as such.”
Beau sat in the chair across from her. “I’m sorry, sis.”
“Yeah, well, what are you gonna do?”
She continued to love on Pascal, so thankful to have his warm, calming presence. She wondered if Luna was snuggling with Rufus at that moment too. She wondered if she was okay. Then she remembered how she’d brushed her off and she pushed the concern from her mind.
“What did you want to talk about?” she asked.
Please, God, don’t let it be anything serious.
“Our situation with Luna.”
Oh, fuck.
“What about it?”
“We seem to be disagreeing about the time you spend with her and I want to work it out.”
She held up her hand. “You don’t have to worry about that anymore. She and I discussed it, and she feels it’s best to not to spend time together. And after today, with what happened at the hospital with her friends, I’m inclined to agree.”
“So, what? You’re just not going to see her anymore?”
“Correct.”
“That sounds a little sudden and extreme.”
“It’s for the best. For everyone.”
“So, if you two had already discussed this, then why did you go to the hospital to see her?”
“You really have to ask? She’s a friend, Beau. And she just lost a loved one. I wanted to try and be there for her. But as it turns out, she has others to lean on.”
“It was nice of you to try. You did the right thing.”
She laughed. “The right thing. I don’t feel like I’ve been doing that for some time now. But at least you get what you wanted. We will no longer see each other.”
“I may have wanted that, but I didn’t want you two to fight.”
“We’re not fighting. We’re just at a crossroads of sorts.”
“Whatever it is, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause such issues. I just—got jealous.”
She set Pascal aside. “Why, Beau? It’s my understanding that you don’t have feelings for Luna.”
“I don’t. Not like that anyway. I—” He glanced away. “I was afraid I’d lose you.”
“Me?”
“I didn’t like the idea of her getting all your attention, and that seemed to be what was happening.”
Chloe thought back to the conversation she’d had with Luna and the word codependency came to mind. Panic set in.
“Beau, you shouldn’t feel that way. You and I—”
“I know I shouldn’t, but I do. And there’s the fact that she was supposed to be with me, and you two started hanging out behind my back. I felt left out. I felt—”
“Betrayed?”
“Yes.”
She closed her eyes. What Luna had said was true. She and Beau had issues. Big issues. How could she fix it? Would she be able to fix it?
“I’m so sorry, Beau. I never meant to hurt you over it.”
“I know. And I never meant to hurt you.”
She nodded. Tears stung her eyes once again. She looked at him. “How’s Jenny?”
He frowned. “She’s good.”
“Why the frown, then?”
“Calvin called. He gave me a heads up about a story running tomorrow in the tabloids about Jenny and me.”
“Oh, no.”
“Yeah, someone took some photos of us at a party. It was supposed to be a private party, but you know how it goes. Can’t trust anyone.”
“So, what’s going to happen?”
“Calvin’s pushing Luna on me. Now more than ever.”
“I don’t understand why. Luna was wild once. Not that long ago, actually.”
“Yes, but she turned her life around in a very public way. And she’s Hollywood royalty. According to him, you can’t beat that.”
“It’s all about the fame game,” she said.
“Yep.”
“Luna’s right. You’ve got to know how to play it.” She cringed as she relived being run off the road and up onto the sidewalk. All in the name of that game. “I don’t want any part of it. I’m more sure of that than ever.” And now with Luna out of her life, maybe it was behind her. Being related to Beau had never caused her problems with the paps, and hopefully it would continue that way.
“I don’t know how you do it, little brother,” she sighed. “You couldn’t pay me to play that crazy-ass game.”
“It’s the price I pay. A choice I make. I’m just sorry it’s affected you.”
“Well, it shouldn’t anymore.”
“Are you sure you’re okay with ending your time with Luna? I feel a little bad about it.”
“I’m afraid it wasn’t up to me. But yes, like I said, it’s for the best. I’m done with this mess.” She patted her thigh to call Pascal back over. He came at once, wiggling his little body. She buried her face in his neck again and inhaled. She was home, safe and sound, the rest of the world, including Luna and her friends, left somewhere far behind.
And overall, that felt nice, even if a part of it did tear at her heart.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
    
The rain continued to fall right up until Mel’s funeral. Luna, amidst crying her eyes out and grieving, had made all of the arrangements, based on Mel’s final wishes. It was a relatively simple affair. A celebration of life, held at a local nondenominational church willing to rent out the space. She’d asked Mary to cater it for her and she’d agreed. They had all of Mel’s favorite foods, mainly a selection of barbecue, and plenty of beer to go around. Friends shared stories of time spent with Mel and many came up to her to pay their respects, telling her she was like the daughter Mel never had.
It was both touching and heart-wrenching and she did her best to hold herself together, especially in front of some of Hollywood’s elite. She had to laugh at that, knowing what Mel would’ve thought. He’d be cracking jokes about some of Hollywood’s top dogs stopping by to eat barbecue and drink beer on his behalf. He always was a man’s man. Never fond of all the hotsy-totsy stuff that came with fame and fortune. He’d driven a jacked-up Ford F150 and lived in a modest house in a nice, family neighborhood. He’d never married, though he’d had his fair share of live-in girlfriends, and he’d never had children. He’d always said, “Why have kids when I have you, Lune?”
She wiped at a tear as his voice replayed in her mind. “Yeah, why have kids when you have me?”
She pulled her knees up to her chest to look out into her garden. The rain still fell, steady and true. The sky was a weeping gray, fitting her mood. Rufus was next to her on the window seat, staring out into the puddles on the patio, watching a small sparrow hopping over to drink from one. He growled softly and wagged his torpedo-shaped tail.
“You can’t have the bird, buddy,” she said.
He glanced over at her and wagged his tail some more.
It made her smile, though only momentarily, as thoughts of Mel returned. She recalled him lying motionless and pale on the hospital gurney after they’d given up trying to revive him. She’d held his cold hand, stared into his placid face. She’d told him things she’d never had the courage to say while he’d been alive—including her feelings for Chloe. She’d rested her head on his chest then and wept for the moments she’d never have with him again. Wept for the father-like figure who’d never again read her the riot act or curse her for her behavior. Wept for the man she’d loved dearly, despite his rough exterior and often conservative ways in dealing with her problems.
She’d wept and wept, until no more tears could flow.
Movement came from the entryway of the house, and she didn’t bother to turn and look, already knowing who it was. Rufus did, however, and he took off barking to greet their guests.
“Oh, you crazy mutt, it’s us,” Jo said as she and Hillary hurried into the kitchen, carrying numerous shopping bags. “You’d think he’d know us by now. We’ve only been around for years.”
“He’s a dog,” Luna said. “It’s his job to bark.”
“Well, it’s annoying.”
Luna rolled her eyes. Hillary set down the bags and came over to her, handing her a cup of coffee.
“Here, drink this. It’ll help.”
Luna really didn’t want it. She didn’t want anything. But she took it, unwilling to argue that fact with Hillary. “Thanks.”
Hillary moved back to the bags. “It’s pouring down, as you can see.” She fingered her perfectly styled hair. “The humidity is doing a number on us both,” she said, referring to her and Jo. “We look ridiculous.” She glanced over at Luna. “Speaking of. Sweetie, why don’t you go take a shower and get dressed in something other than those house sweats?”
“Because I don’t feel like it.” In fact, she felt like death herself. She’d been dragging around the house for days now, unmotivated to do much of anything. She had Beau’s fundraiser coming up on Saturday night, and then a return to work on set after that, so she knew she had to get it together. But God, she really didn’t want to. Just like she didn’t want to return the phone call from her parents. They hadn’t even bothered to show up for the funeral. Just sent a bouquet of blue flowers with their condolences. Figured.
“We all have to do things we don’t feel like,” Hillary countered. “Come on, now. Chop chop. I’ll even set you out something to wear.”
Luna took a sip of the lukewarm coffee and stared at the raindrops resting on top of the plastic lid. Then she stared into the drops on the windowpane, watching them splat and run down the glass, splat and run. It was hypnotic.
“Luna, sweetie? Come on, hon. Let’s go.” Hillary lightly gripped her arm and Luna stood, unwilling to fight her on it. She did need to shower, but as for wearing what Hillary deemed appropriate, ha, she’d see about that.
Luna followed her into the bedroom with Rufus on their heels. Luna stripped and climbed into the shower while Hillary milled about in her closet, talking to her the whole time. She told her where all they’d been that day and what all they’d purchased. None of it interested Luna in the least and she considered telling her that, but then figured what was the point?
She exited the shower as soon as Hillary exited the room, wrapped herself in her robe, and combed through her hair. She walked to the bed to check out what Hilary had chosen for her. No way. Huh-uh. She was not going to wear slacks and a silk blouse to just lounge around the house.
That’s where she drew the line.
Nor was she going to style her hair. Instead, she was going to pull it up into a bun, brush her teeth, and put on some soft knit pants and a T-shirt. She found an old Red Hot Chili Peppers tee and pulled it on, sans bra. If she was going to be at home, she was going to be comfortable. Then she tugged on the knit pants and a pair of thick socks and headed back out into the kitchen. Hillary and Jo had brought lunch, but she wasn’t keen on eating and hadn’t been since Mel’s passing. She just had no appetite. But she thought she should give it a try. She had an appearance to keep up, after all.
She walked up to the bar where Hillary and Jo had put out a spread from a local pita restaurant. She grabbed a plate and began scooping out some of the hummus and freshly made pita chips.
Hillary placed a hand on her arm and stopped her. “Sweetie, what is this?” She motioned to her outfit. “Where are the clothes I laid out for you?”
Luna shrugged. “I didn’t want to wear them.”
Hillary laughed as if only slightly amused. “But this is what we don’t want. We don’t want the ‘I’m a lazy slug’ look. It gives the impression that you don’t care.”
“I don’t.”
Hillary looked at Jo. “Sweetie, you must.”
“Why? It’s just us, and I’m in my own home.”
“But one must always be presentable.”
“Says who?”
“Says, I don’t know, everyone. Everyone who means anything, that is.”
“Well, maybe I don’t care what those people think. Maybe I don’t care what anyone thinks.”
Hillary palmed her throat. “Luna, sweetie, what if a photographer snapped a photo of you wearing this?” She motioned again to her clothes.
“They’re not going to, because I’m not going outside. And so what if they do? I’m tired, Hil. I’m tired and I’m grieving. So give me a break, okay?”
“Well, as your best friend, I can’t do that. I have to hold you to your potential. To your status.”
Luna took her plate and settled back down on the window seat. She was growing frustrated and irritable. Why did they have to come over anyhow? She was perfectly fine being on her own with Rufus for company.
“Any good friend would do the same,” Hillary said.
“Chloe’s a good friend, and she would accept me just as I am,” Luna said, taking a bite of a hummus loaded pita chip.
Hillary guffawed and looked to Jo. “Well, Chloe isn’t here, thank God. It’s obvious now what kind of friend she is, if she’d be okay with you looking like a complete slug.”
Luna stared out the window, thinking of Chloe, wondering what she was doing. Was she still upset over what had happened at the hospital? Of course she was. She hadn’t understood, and Luna hadn’t been able to explain. She’d just done what she could to control the situation. Or more accurately, to control Hillary and Jo. Would Chloe ever forgive her? Would she ever give her the chance to explain?
God, I wish she was here.
I wish she was here instead of Hillary and Jo.
“She’s a good friend,” Luna said yet again. “And I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t insinuate otherwise.”
“Oh, you would, would you?” Hillary laughed and Jo joined her.
“Yes.”
“Well, if Chloe’s such a good friend, then why isn’t she here?”
Luna looked at her. “You know why. It’s because of you two. You don’t want her around and you’ve made that clear to the both of us. And I don’t want her to suffer your abuse because of it.”
“Abuse?” Jo said with a cackle.
“Yes, abuse. You were horribly rude to her at the hospital, and you’re lucky I didn’t tell you off and leave with her instead.” She set her plate aside, what little appetite she’d managed gone.
“What?” Hillary said.
“You heard me.”
“I did, but I wanted to make sure I heard correctly.”
“You did.”
“Well, it’s now clear who you deem important to you. Who you consider a friend.”
“Chloe,” Luna stood, now fuming, “if you must know, is more than a friend, Hillary. And she’s absolutely wonderful.”
Hillary leaned against the counter as if she were faint. “Excuse me?”
“Are you serious, Luna?” Jo asked. “You’re not serious.”
“I’m deadly serious.”
Jo looked to Hillary and clutched her arm, trying to support her. “Look how upset you’ve made her,” she said.
“Oh, come off it,” Luna said. “I haven’t said anything earth-shattering.”
“Are you kidding? You just told us you’re into a woman,” Jo said.
“So what? The way you two act, I wouldn’t be surprised if you’d gone to bed together.”
Hillary made a noise and covered her forehead as if truly distraught.
Luna laughed, amused at their hysterics. “Maybe you’d better go, since I seemed to have shocked and offended you.”
“Maybe we’d better,” Jo said, leaving Hillary to gather their shopping bags. “Come on, Hil.”
Hillary pushed off from the bar and stumbled all the way to the front door like a fall-down drunk.
“Always the drama queen,” Luna said.
Jo scowled at her and held the door open for Hillary. “You’ll pay for this, Luna. You’ll see.”
“Say my so-called best
friends.”
Jo escorted Hillary through the door, gave Luna one last disgusted look, and banged the door shut behind them.
Luna locked it and watched out the window as they scurried beneath the rain to their car. The paps were on them in an instant as they drove out through the gate and sped away.
She turned away from the window and stared into her house with her hands on her hips. Then she took in a deep breath and sighed.
“Finally, peace.”





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
    
The theme was simple yet classic: Casino Royale. It was a black-tie affair, featuring several of the industry’s top stars interacting with those that chose to buy in on a round of poker, all in support of battered women and children. Of course there were other games as well—blackjack and roulette, plus a wonderful silent auction featuring items from some of Beau’s popular movies, such as autographed jackets, chairs, and numerous other props.
It was a grand affair, on a beautiful Los Angeles evening, in the ballroom of a downtown hotel, and so far as Chloe could tell, it was going off without a hitch. The celebrities were just starting to arrive outside on the red carpet and Chloe was hurrying around the ballroom, double-checking everything with Eva’s and Sheryl’s help.
“Mary, how’s the spread, are we ready to go?” Chloe asked as she came up alongside her. She was tidying up one of the tables full of finger foods.
“Yep, all set.” She motioned toward the layout of food. “See?”
Chloe scanned the tables. They looked amazing. Mary had done a fantastic job. “Thank you, so much,” Chloe breathed as she leaned against the table for support.
“Hey, relax,” Mary said. “You’re not looking so good.”
“I’m fine. Just a little stressed. Want to make sure this goes as planned.”
Mary encouraged her to take in the enormous ballroom, decorated like a top-of-the-line casino. “It’s going to. Everything looks wonderful.”
“Fingers crossed you’re right.”
Mary gave her arm a squeeze. “How about I get you a drink? Maybe some cold water? And a small plate of food? When’s the last time you’ve eaten?”
Chloe waved her off. “Thanks, but I don’t have time. The celebrities are starting to come in now.”
Chloe left her and stood at the door to help welcome the guests. A few of Beau’s friends made their way inside amidst the flashing lights of the photographers, while the people who’d paid the ten-thousand-dollar buy-in for the poker began to assemble at the tables awaiting the celebrities. A couple of the more comical stars were set to deal at the blackjack tables and run the roulette wheels to help entertain the fans. Beau was counting on his friends to really ham it up in the name of the charity while he sat and played poker.
“Everything looks good, boss,” Sheryl said as she and Chloe moved away from the door to walk into the main part of ballroom. Throngs of people in tuxedos and high-priced dresses were exploring the tables, searching for their game of choice, while the live jazz band Chloe had handpicked began to play at the far end of the room.
“This is crazy!” Eva said as she hurried up to join them. “Look, there’s Jasper Hall! Beau’s costar from that movie he did about the baseball player. What was it called?”
“Runs Batted In,” Sheryl said.
“Yes! God, he’s hot.”
“Down, girl,” Sheryl said, elbowing her. “We have to remain professional.”
“Yes, please control yourself,” Chloe said, feeling a little unsteady on her feet.
Eva bounced with excitement. “I’m just going to look.”
“Well, whatever you do, don’t gawk,” Sheryl said.
Eva rolled her eyes and they focused back on the door. Sheryl elbowed Eva again and motioned toward the entrance.
“Here comes Beau.”
Beau entered with a beaming smile, waving to the adoring crowd. He was in a tux and looked dashing as hell with his hair slicked back and his jaw freshly shaved. The crowd applauded as he took a few steps into the ballroom. “Thank you all for coming,” he said and then he looked behind him and held out his hand. “And please welcome my date for this evening, Ms. Luna Kirkman.”
Luna emerged from the orbs of flashing lights and took Beau’s hand. Chloe held her breath as she took in her formfitting, mid-length black sequined dress that shimmered in the ballroom light. Her thick auburn hair was piled loosely atop her head, showing off her graceful neck, adorned by a simple string of pearls. Chloe imagined herself lightly kissing her there, just above those pearls, but her bubble was immediately burst as Beau whispered something in Luna’s ear and then leaned in to do exactly that. He kissed her on her neck.
A noise escaped Chloe, one she didn’t intend to make, and Sheryl and Eva looked at her.
“You okay, boss?” Eva asked.
“Hm? Yes. Fine.”
Sheryl stared at her. “You look faint. Let’s go somewhere and sit down.”
“No, no. We have too much to do.” She wasn’t about to sit down. Not when the fundraiser had just started.
“Everything’s done,” Sheryl said. “And you look like a ghost, boss.”
“I’m fine.” She forced down a swallow and left them, walking toward the roulette tables as Beau led Luna to the poker tables. Maybe if she could avoid them, the night would go smoother. Yes, that was the plan. Avoid Beau and Luna. She stood at a roulette table and smiled as one of the actors began calling players up to place their high-end bets. He was cracking jokes and making everyone laugh. He was drawing quite the crowd.
Chloe was laughing as well, thinking maybe she could control her jealousy after all, when she felt someone tap her on the shoulder.
She turned to find Beau and Luna looking at her, all glitz and glamor and smiles.
“Hey,” Beau said. “The place looks great. You really outdid yourself.”
“Yes, it’s wild,” Luna said. “You should be very proud.”
“We’ll see how much money we make,” Chloe said, trying to return their smiles but finding it difficult to do so. She wanted to run away and hide. To go somewhere where she could scream and no one would hear. She looked at Beau’s and Luna’s entwined hands. Ugh. God, she felt sick. How could they do this? How could they pretend like this?
It’s the game. The motherfucking game.
“If you’ll excuse me,” she said, “I need to make my rounds.” She left them staring after her and headed for the blackjack tables. She had no idea what she’d do, because Sheryl was right, everything was already done. It just had to run smoothly. But she couldn’t stand there with Beau and Luna. She’d get sick. Especially, if they continued the lovey-dovey stuff.
She pretended to check on the tables, weaving through the mass of people, keeping a smile on her face. Soon, she made her way over to the silent auction and checked the signatures on the items donated. To her surprise, she came upon a chair and a jacket from the Saint Hope set. Both were signed by the cast, including Luna. She’d donated. Chloe continued on and to her continued amazement she saw something else of Luna’s. It was a dress, the one she’d worn to the Emmys the year before when she’d won for best lead actress in a series. She had donated it, and it already had over a dozen bids, putting the current price tag at over thirty thousand dollars.
Chloe’s throat tightened. How had she missed this? She’d just assumed that everything had been donated by Beau and his costars. She’d never considered that Luna might donate.
It was very nice of her. Very considerate.
But had she really expected anything less? Luna was kind. She was nice. She just happened to treat Chloe badly at the hospital. But it didn’t mean she didn’t care about people.
She’s just not meant for me.
The realization hurt, and she felt a pang in her gut. She held her abdomen and winced, angry at the pain, but more angry at her own reactions to the situation with Luna.
“Are you okay?” a voice said from behind.
Chloe turned and lowered her hand quickly. Luna was looking at her with grave concern.
“Fine.”
“You looked like you were in pain.”
“Just some nerves.”
Luna appeared skeptical. “You’ve lost weight,” she said.
Chloe glanced around, searching for an excuse to escape. Beau was already seated at a poker table, laughing and cutting up with the folks that bought in. Luna, it seemed, was free to roam.
Chloe refocused on her. “You have too.”
Luna glanced down at herself. “A bit.”
Chloe shifted uncomfortably on her feet.
“So how are you?” Luna asked.
“Fine. Good. You?”
Luna gave a resolute smile. “I’ve been better, but I’m getting through.”
“That’s good.”
“Listen, I wanted to apologize. For the way things went down at the hospital. Hillary and Jo—”
“No need,” Chloe said, beginning to panic. She didn’t want to do this. Not here. Not anywhere.
“No, really. I need to apologize. They were out of line and I just wanted to get them out of there. Get them away from you.”
“Yeah, I got that, loud and clear.” She heated.
Luna seemed confused. “I don’t think you understand.”
“Oh, but I do. You didn’t want them around me. Because you’re embarrassed of me.”
Luna’s eyes widened. “Chloe, no. I didn’t want them around you because I knew they would hurt you. That’s what I was trying to avoid. But I’m afraid I didn’t do a very good job. You really thought I was embarrassed by you?”
“What else was I supposed to think? They acted like I was beneath you. Like I was just there because of your fame.”
Luna scowled. “They’re idiots. And to be honest, we are no longer speaking.”
Chloe felt her brow raise. “Really? Why?”
“I told them about us.”
“You what?” Chloe’s heart began to pound and she glanced around to make sure no one could overhear their conversation.
“They were pissing me off, talking about you, and it just came out. I told them we were more than friends.”
Chloe blinked in disbelief. “Luna, you shouldn’t have done that. You and me, we’re over, you said so.”
“But that’s not what I want.”
“It’s what has to be. You and Beau…” She felt sick just thinking about that kiss to her neck. She grew light-headed and palmed her forehead.
“You okay?” Luna asked.
Chloe swayed on her feet.
Luna reached out to steady her. Chloe tried to fight her off, too worried someone might see and get the wrong impression, but Luna held firm. The room began to spin.
“Chloe, Chloe what’s wrong?”
Chloe tried to speak, tried to explain. But she felt her eyes roll back in her head. “You and Beau…”
“Someone help! Someone get some help!” Luna cried.
She held fast to her, clutched Chloe close to her.
“You and Beau,” Chloe tried again as the room began to dim around the edges. Soon the black crept in closer and Chloe felt her entire body go limp, right there in Luna’s arms, for all the world to see.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
    
Luna held a limp Chloe in her arms as people began to surround them, many of them with their phones out, taking pictures and video. Luna called out, again and again.
“Someone get some help!”
Soon Beau was pushing his way toward her, his face pinched with panic.
“What’s going on? What’s wrong with her?” he demanded.
“I don’t know, we were talking and she just passed out.”
Beau turned to the crowd. “Call an ambulance.”
“They’re on the way,” someone said.
Beau took Chloe from Luna and laid her on the floor, cradling her head. “Chloe, Chloe, wake up. Wake up, Chloe.” He lightly tapped her cheek and her eyes flooded open.
“Beau?” she said.
He stroked her face. “Yeah, it’s me.”
“You and Luna…are…together.”
Beau pressed a finger to her lips as the crowd tightened around them. “Shh, don’t talk, just rest.”
“But you…kissed her. Why? Why did you have to…kiss her?” She was slurring her words and having trouble keeping her eyes open.
Luna knelt and held her hand. “Chloe, do you hurt? Are you in pain?”
Chloe’s eyes were hazy and unfocused. Her hand came up to her heart where it rested. “Here,” she said.
Luna looked to Beau. “Could she be having a heart attack? Like Mel?”
“I don’t know.”
“Oh, God, Beau, we have to do something.”
Outside, Luna heard the sirens sound. Soon the paramedics were shoving their way inside.
“Over here!” Luna shouted. “We’re over here!”
The paramedics rushed to Chloe’s side and began assessing her.
“What happened?”
“She passed out,” Luna said. “She was talking one minute and the next she was faint. She also says her heart hurts.”
“Ma’am? Can you hear me?”
The other paramedic began taking her vitals and asking other pertinent questions like age and medical history. Beau gave the information quickly, and in no time flat they had her on a gurney with an IV in her arm.
The crowd parted as the paramedics hurried her out to the ambulance where a crowd of photographers snapped more pics. Beau climbed into the ambulance with her. He looked to Luna, appearing terrified.
“You’ll come?”
She nodded. “Right behind you.”
The ambulance doors closed and the vehicle took off to speed toward the hospital, sirens blaring.
Luna stood watching it disappear into the night while flashbulbs continued to go off around her, the cameras clicking in rapid fire.
“Luna, what happened?”
“Luna, how do you feel?”
“Are you worried for Chloe?”
Slowly, she turned and dug her phone out of her clutch. She had no idea where the limo driver that had brought them to the fundraiser was, nor did she plan on sticking around to find out. She wanted to get to the hospital immediately. She called her personal driver and requested a ride.
Her hand shook as she returned her phone to her purse. Memories of Mel and the trauma she’d just experienced with him a little over a week ago flooded her mind. Oh God, she couldn’t lose Chloe. She couldn’t. She glanced up at the night sky, ignoring the photographers and the local news stations reporting on the fundraiser. She prayed to the heavens for Chloe’s safety and well-being. Would it be enough? She didn’t know, but it was worth a try.
A mass of people came to her side, asking if she needed anything and offering their support. Most were Beau’s friends and costars, and while they were very kind and very concerned, she kept the conversations to a minimum. She had no answers and wasn’t interested in speculating. It was hard enough waiting there on her own without word of Chloe’s current condition.
After a few more long, torturous minutes, her ride pulled up and she climbed in and left everyone else behind. Her driver took her to the hospital where a couple of news vans were already waiting. She groaned when she saw them.
“Can’t they just leave it alone?”
“Sorry?” her driver said.
“Nothing.” She climbed out before he had a chance to open her door and rushed inside the emergency room, pushing through the questioning press and photographers. She hurried up to the front desk and spoke to the woman behind the glass.
“Chloe Paget? She was just brought in.”
“You are?”
“A friend. Luna Kirkman.”
The woman checked the computer screen. “One moment.” She lifted the phone and spoke. Luna tapped her foot and glanced around at the full waiting area. People of all walks of life and ailments stared at her open-mouthed, apparently shocked to see her. She looked back at the receptionist, who had just hung up the phone. The woman handed her a visitor sticker.
“Put this on and go on back. Room number four.”
“Thank you.”
The woman pressed a button and unlocked the door. Luna walked through and headed down the long walkway to the curtained exam rooms. She was familiar with the layout, and the scent alone made her heart thud in her chest and her throat constrict. It was Mel all over again.
She found the correct exam room and carefully peeled back the curtain. She saw Beau sitting next to Chloe’s gurney, holding her hand. Chloe’s eyes were open but she appeared dazed and confused.
“Hello?” Luna said. “Can I come in?”
Beau nodded and Luna entered to sit on the chair across from Beau on Chloe’s other side. Luna hesitantly touched her free hand and Chloe’s eyes shifted over to hers.
“Hi,” Luna said, so relieved to see her awake and lucid and without doctors and nurses crawling all over her trying to revive her like they had Mel.
“Hi.”
“How are you feeling?”
“Really silly.”
“Silly?”
“Everyone’s making such a fuss.” She licked her dry lips. “And I ruined the fundraiser.”
“No,” Luna shook her head. “You didn’t. It’s still going strong.”
“Is it really?” Beau asked, suddenly looking haggard himself.
“Mm-hmm. People are still there, partying it up in the ballroom.”
He laughed. “Only in Hollywood.”
Chloe moved, as if she were trying to get out of the bed. “I need to call Eva and Sheryl and check on things.”
“Oh no, you don’t,” Beau said, stopping her. “You’ll do no such thing.”
“But—”
“It’s fine. They’re fine. They can handle it.”
Luna nodded in agreement. “Mary is there with her employees. They’ll help take care of things.”
Chloe leaned back against the gurney, but she didn’t look satisfied. Beau patted her hand. “You’re going to have to let it go, so you might as well just forget about it for now.”
“I can’t. I worked so hard to see it to fruition.”
“And you did a miraculous job, sis. But it’s out of your hands now. You have to focus on you.”
“I’m fine.”
“You passed out and you’re in the hospital. You are hardly fine.”
“Hello, hello,” a woman said as she pushed open the curtain to enter the room. Another woman followed her, carrying a tablet that she immediately started tapping on.
“Hi,” Beau said. Luna greeted her with a smile and made room for her to come stand next to Chloe.
“Ms. Paget, is it? I’m Dr. Zimmerman and this is my resident, Dr. Powell. I understand you passed out tonight?” She began listening to her heart and examining the machines for her vitals.
“Yeah,” Chloe said. “I don’t really remember it, though.”
“Did you hit your head?”
Luna spoke. “No, I caught her.”
The doctor looked impressed. “Nice job.”
“Yes, she was very lucky that Luna was there,” Beau said.
Luna could still recall the weight of Chloe’s body against her. In any other circumstance it would’ve felt incredible to have her in her arms, but that particular moment had really shocked and scared her. She’d thought, for a split second, that she’d lost her, just as she’d lost Mel.
She listened as Dr. Zimmerman asked more questions about recent symptoms. Chloe reported fatigue, as well as lack of appetite and working long hours. Dr. Zimmerman listened carefully, and when she finished her exam, including a quick ultrasound of the heart, she ordered labs, said she suspected exhaustion and perhaps some mild malnutrition, but wanted to cover all her bases before she said for sure.
She and Dr. Powell left them with a promise to return.
“Exhaustion,” Beau said, pressing his lips together. He shook his head. “Chlo, really?”
Chloe didn’t respond.
“I can’t believe this,” he said. “You’ve pushed yourself too hard for too long.”
“The fundraiser—” Chloe said.
“Screw the fundraiser!” He stood and began to pace, loosening his bowtie. “Your health is far more important.”
“The charity needs the money, and you know how I feel about that.”
“Yes, I do. I really do. But that doesn’t mean you sacrifice yourself for it. Chloe, don’t you get it? You passed out! You could’ve really been hurt. What if you’d passed out at home, while all alone?”
Chloe seemed to consider that.
Beau continued, returning to his seat. “You’ve got to take better care of yourself.”
Chloe sighed and closed her eyes.
“You hear me?”
“Yes.”
“And you.” He looked at Luna. “You need to do the same.”
“Me?”
“You look like you’ve lost weight too.”
Luna sank down into the chair. She knew she looked a little worse for wear, despite the makeup and fancy hairdo. “Yeah, I know. They’re trying to put some weight back on me before I return to set next week. But I just haven’t felt like eating.”
“Me neither,” Chloe said softly, opening her eyes.
“What’s with you two? You stop hanging out and suddenly you deteriorate to the point of passing out?”
Luna slid her gaze away from his while Chloe stared straight ahead.
“Hello?” Beau said. “Is one of you going to answer me?”
Chloe finally reached for his hand. “Beau,” she started. But he stood, his face red, as if realization of the truth finally clicked.
“No,” he said. “No.”
“Beau, I’ve been meaning to tell you.”
“This is because you’ve—you’ve what? Got feelings for one another?”
Silence.
He rubbed his jaw. “Goddammit. I specifically asked you not to date.”
“It’s my fault,” Luna said. “I initiated it. Kept pressing to see her.”
“No,” Chloe said. “I shared her feelings. I was right there with her.”
Beau looked at both of them, looking like a hurt, crazed, maniac. “I don’t believe this. I don’t fucking believe this.”
“We called it off,” Chloe said. “Like you wanted.”
“And you starved and overworked yourself in response?” He threw up his hands. “Am I supposed to feel responsible for that?” He stalked toward the curtain. “No. I’m not. And I’m not going to. You two—” He pointed at them and laughed sarcastically. “You two enjoy each other. I’m out.” He clawed his way out of the curtain and left.
Luna stood awkwardly staring after him.
“So, what now?” she asked.
“I don’t know.” Chloe swiped at a tear. “But I just hurt my brother terribly.”





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
    
Much to Chloe’s relief, and despite her well-publicized emergency, the fundraiser did very well and managed to raise over two hundred thousand dollars for battered women and children. Luna had been correct, people had stayed and partied well after Chloe had passed out and been rushed to the hospital. All in all, the party was considered a big success, and there were already calls in to her to organize other similar events.
Business was booming, but she wasn’t as thrilled about it as she should be. She was still recovering from her diagnosis of exhaustion and, as it turned out, anemia. The doctor had told her to eat better and take a multivitamin along with an iron supplement for a while, and to follow up with her primary care physician for more bloodwork in a couple of weeks. In the meantime, she was supposed to get plenty of rest and relaxation, and that included taking walks in the sunshine to help with her stress and vitamin D levels. She’d also been encouraged to take up yoga, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready for that yet. Yoga just didn’t sound like her. She couldn’t imagine focusing in silence for long periods of time, doing nothing but breathing and stretching. Her mind was too fast-paced for that. She feared she wouldn’t be able to control it, which she assumed was the whole point.
She wished she could talk to Beau about it, but he wasn’t speaking to her. He’d gone silent after storming out of the hospital, and she hadn’t heard from him since. Her calls and texts went unanswered, regardless of how many times she’d tried to contact him. She wasn’t sure what to do. She’d apologized again in her texts and voicemails and reiterated that she and Luna were no longer seeing each other. But it didn’t seem to matter. Beau, for whatever reason, wasn’t responding, and she wondered if he was behaving the same toward Luna. They were supposed to be dating, after all. What would the press think if they suddenly stopped?
And of course, the huge photo of her lying limp in Luna’s arms at the fundraiser didn’t help matters any. It had been the feature photo on the tabloids and caused quite a stir. The evening gossip shows had also picked up the story, questioning whether or not Beau was really Luna’s date, because it appeared to be Chloe who had her heart and who Luna had rescued. People were up in arms over the whole ordeal and Beau, thus far, had remained close-lipped, driving the tabloids mad.
Which was why, Chloe assumed, they were still following her. They were waiting to see how the whole thing would play out. And she honestly was wondering the same thing. Would Beau ever speak to her again? Or would he write her off and hide away from the world like he was doing now?
She relaxed on the couch and called for Pascal. He trotted up to the sofa and joined her, turning in a circle on her lap before settling down for cuddles. She stroked his neck and stared out the window through the slit in the curtains. She could see a few photographers staked out by their vehicles across the street, but dark clouds loomed and thunder rolled. She leaned forward to watch as rain began to fall. It was light at first, but soon, without warning, it was pouring, coming down in sheets. The paps scrambled to their cars and, to her surprise, drove away.
Seeing an opportunity, she decided to leave the house to go for a hike, hopefully without anyone following her. Being locked away in the house had been quiet and peaceful, but she was ready for some fresh air. And she knew Pascal was as well. She sipped on her cafe mocha protein shake, ingesting its thirty grams of protein. She’d been supplementing with them twice a day, in addition to a healthier, more adequate diet, and she was beginning to notice a difference in how she felt. Gone was the debilitating fatigue and brain fog. Sleep came easily now and she was sleeping through the night. The dark marks beneath her eyes had even started to fade, and she suspected it was thanks to sitting out in the sun in the back yard, since she’d yet to be able to take a walk with all the paps around.
“Come on, boy,” she said as she finished her drink and stood. “Let’s go get ready to go.” She headed for the bedroom, where she changed into a pair of waterproof track pants and a Los Angeles Dodgers hoodie with the matching track jacket over it. Then she laced up her hiking boots and pushed her hair back into a headband. She gave herself a glance in the mirror and whistled for Pascal to follow her into the kitchen, where she grabbed a couple of bottles of water and Pascal’s collapsible bowl and leash. She shoved them into a small shoulder bag, snagged her keys off the counter, and scooped Pascal up to carry into the garage.
After she buckled him into his travel seat, she climbed behind the wheel and opened the garage door. To her relief, there were no paps to be seen behind her. As she pulled out, she was further relieved to see that there were none on her street at all.
“Thank God,” she whispered as she drove. She kept her eyes on the rearview mirror as she headed toward the Griffith Park Trails. It had been her favorite place to go years before when she’d first started dating Crystal, before her business had really taken off and she’d thrown herself into work. Before Crystal had up and left her, taking everything, even the dog.
But things were different now. Crystal had long ago moved on and so had she. She had a thriving business and a new little terrier mix that was her everything. She scratched his head and smiled. She’d adopted Pascal from a no-kill shelter that had rescued him from a hoarding situation. He’d been so skittish at first, he hadn’t even wanted to come near her. But with time and lots of patience, he’d started to relax and trust her. Now she couldn’t keep him away.
“We’re pretty good on our own, right, boy?” For the most part that was true. And if someone had asked her about her happiness a couple of months before, she would’ve professed it without question. But now, she was beginning to doubt that happiness. Something had changed. Something felt different. Something felt…off.
The wipers whined as she pulled into the lot and parked. “A little rain never hurt anyone.” She’d considered waiting the storm out, but then decided that it might feel refreshing to walk in what was now a light drizzle. “Come on, boy.” She switched off the car and climbed out to get Pascal. After she hooked him to his leash, she set off toward the trailhead.
The sky was a dark pewter, but clearing in the east. Soon the sun would be out, lighting up the millions of raindrops lingering on the trees and grass. She inhaled the earthy scent the rain brought and filled her lungs with the crisp, moist air. This had been the right thing to do. She really needed this.
She checked behind her to make sure she wasn’t being followed. There wasn’t a soul in sight. Taking in another deep breath, she and Pascal continued on up the hilly trail with the light rain ticking against her jacket. The wind blew as they walked, causing the thick, green trees to sway and the air to beat relentlessly in her ears. She snuggled down into her heavy hoodie, glad she’d worn it to keep off the chill in the air. Her exposed skin soon numbed as the icy pin pricks of rain assaulted it. But she was enjoying every second. This was nature at its finest, and she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it.
Pascal trotted along happily, nose to the ground, stopping every so often to shake the water from his fur. They walked casually, eventually leaving the paved path behind to go on to avoid the puddles and more muddy areas they came across. Pascal’s little feet were filthy, along with his belly, but she didn’t care. They were enjoying themselves, enjoying the outdoors. It felt wonderful. And freeing.
They continued on for a good half hour before they ran into another person. She was hurrying down the trail, trying to cover herself from the rain. She said a quick hello as she brushed by. They didn’t see anyone else for another half hour, and this person was walking just as casually as they were, only she was coming down. Her little white dog was as muddy and filthy as Pascal but appeared to be just as content.
“Hi,” Chloe called out as she neared them.
“Hi.” The little white dog began to pull on her leash and she began to slide on the muddy trail. “Whoa, boy. Whoa!” Soon she was running, trying to control her dog who was full on lunging at them, trying to get to Pascal, who was barking.
“Pascal, no. Stop it.” But the dogs were relentless and determined to get to each other. When they finally came nose to nose, they stopped their momentum and wagged their tails to sniff each other accordingly.
Chloe was staring at them closely, to make sure they were getting along, when the hooded woman called her name.
“Chloe?”
Chloe glanced up. She squinted in the rain. “Luna?”
Luna laughed and lowered the hood on her rain jacket. “It’s me.”
“Oh, my God.”
“Yeah, I know. Of all the people to run into,” Luna said.
“In the rain, no less.”
They both laughed.
Luna motioned toward her dog. “This is Rufus.”
“Ah, the infamous Rufus. I think he’s found a new friend in Pascal.”
“Seems so.” The dogs continued to sniff each other and wag their tails.
“What are you doing here?” Luna asked. “I mean, it’s raining.”
“I could ask you the same.”
“I thought it would be a peaceful hike. No people around. Most notably, no photographers. They don’t seem to like the rain.”
“I had the same thought after I saw them leave my street, so I wanted to take advantage.”
“They’re still bothering you?” Luna asked.
“They’ve backed off a little, but some are lingering, hoping to spot us together. They seem to know Beau and I aren’t speaking either. So they question me about that, wanting to know if it’s because of you.”
“Is it?”
“I assume so. He hasn’t spoken to me since that night at the hospital.”
“Oh, Chloe, I’m so sorry.”
Chloe glanced behind them to make sure no one was there. It had become such a habit to check, it was like second nature. She saw someone jogging up the trail, nearing them. She raised her hoodie back over her head and Luna did the same.
“It’s not your fault,” Chloe said.
“I feel like it is.”
“Beau and I have issues we need to work on that are beyond you. I just hope he gives us a chance to work on them at some point.”
“Do you think he will?”
The runner slowed as he approached, gave a polite nod, and kept going, not bothering to even turn around to pay them any mind. Chloe sighed with relief and answered Luna’s question.
“I don’t know. We’ve never gone this long without speaking.”
Luna looked concerned. Chloe tried to reassure her, not wanting her to continue to blame herself. “It’ll work out.”
“I hope so.”
Chloe hoped she was right. But she was more than a little worried about it. She missed Beau something fierce and she hated that she’d hurt him. Lied to him even. She’d never done that before, so it was understandable for him to be so upset. She knew she’d feel extremely betrayed if he’d done the same to her.
“Is he speaking to you?” Chloe asked.
“Only as necessary. We’re supposed to go out tomorrow evening. I don’t think he wants to, but Calvin is making him.”
“Calvin. I so don’t like that guy.”
Luna nodded as if she understood, but she remained silent for a moment. When she spoke again, she changed the topic.
“How are you feeling, Chloe? Are you okay? I’ve been meaning to text you to check on you, but I didn’t want to cause any more problems between you and Beau.”
Chloe squinted up at the sky. “I understand. And I’m fine. Doing much better.”
“You look good. Healthy.”
She looked back at her. “Thanks. So do you.”
Luna shrugged. “I didn’t really have a choice. Production freaked out with my weight loss and insisted I put it back on. As you know, you’ve got to be perfect in Hollywood. So I’m eating Greek yogurt and drinking protein shakes. Living the dream.”
Chloe chuckled. “Me too.”
Pascal gave a high-pitched bark as he bowed and wagged his tail, trying to get Rufus to play with him. The rain stopped falling and Chloe looked up at the sky again, along with Luna.
“What do you say we cop a spot and sit for a while? Enjoy the view and let the boys play off leash?” Luna asked.
“Sure.”
Luna smiled and Chloe warmed inside, thinking just how good a decision this hike had been after all.





  

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
    
Luna and Chloe left the trail to settle beneath a large oak tree. The ground was slightly damp, but Luna didn’t mind and Chloe didn’t seem to mind either. They sat at the base and leaned against the wide trunk while Rufus and Pascal ran around and played in the grass.
“They’re having so much fun,” Luna said with a smile, watching as the two little dogs chased one another.
“They are, and it’s so nice to see,” Chloe said. “I think Pascal gets lonely, despite my taking him to work with me most days.”
“Oh, Rufus too. He’s with Rosa, my housekeeper, during the day, but still, he needs a friend.”
“We all do.” She glanced over at her. “Need someone, that is.”
“You think?” Luna asked softly, lost in her gaze.
Chloe focused on picking at the grass. “I didn’t used to, but lately, I’m starting to feel that we do.”
“What’s changed?”
She looked back at the dogs. “Meeting you.”
Luna reached for her hand. Chloe didn’t pull away, but rather clutched Luna’s in her own.
“I’m beginning to feel the same.” Luna smiled at her, but she still seemed lost in thought.
“It’s funny how you think you’ve got life figured out one minute and then the next everything changes.”
“Boy, is it. Losing Mel has really put things in perspective for me. Even more so than before.”
“How so?”
“I—” She shook her head. “I’m not sure I’m certain what’s important to me anymore. My friends, for instance. They aren’t a part of my life right now, and I’m not missing them at all.”
“At all?”
She shook her head. “I’m not sure what it means. I’m not sure I want to know what it means.” She too stared off at the dogs. “I’m afraid it means that they never really were my friends to begin with.”
“That’s rough,” Chloe said. “I’m sorry, Luna. I hope I didn’t cause that rift.”
“You didn’t. It was bound to happen. I had started pulling away from them before the incident in the chapel. You just sort of gave me the kick in the pants that I needed to do something about it.”
“Still, losing your friends…”
“I’ll be okay. In fact, I know I’ll be better off.”
“Do you have others in your life?” Chloe asked.
Luna rubbed her hand on her leg. “I—not at the moment. I mean, I have my folks, but we aren’t very close and neither am I with my extended family. But you know what, Chloe? I’m okay with that. I don’t need them. I used to think I did, and that I’d freak out without them, but I’m not. I’m perfectly fine. I just…really miss Mel. And I miss spending time with you.”
Chloe squeezed her hand. “I miss you too.”
“So what are we doing? Why are we keeping apart?”
“You said you didn’t want to cause any more problems between me and Beau.”
“I don’t. But it sounds like the trouble is already there. He’s not speaking to you and he’s barely speaking to me. We’re both missing one another. So why are we so worried about everyone else when they’ve already made up their minds about us?”
“Because we’re afraid. I’m afraid.”
“Why are you afraid?”
“I’m afraid of your lifestyle. Of the craziness, and the chaos of the press and photographers and the fans. I’m afraid I’ll lose Beau forever. I’m afraid I’ll—mess up and lose you forever.”
“Whoa, why do you fear that?”
“Because I lost my last girlfriend that way. I overworked and neglected us and she ran off. I don’t want that to happen with us.”
“That must’ve really hurt you,” Luna whispered. “I can hear it in your voice.”
“It did. But you know what? I don’t blame her for going. Not now that I see things more clearly. She was right to leave. I was a selfish ass.”
“Sounds like you’ve grown,” Luna said. “As a person.”
Chloe nodded.
“That’s huge, Chloe. To be able to admit your faults like that. For some people that’s impossible to do.”
“It used to feel impossible. But things have changed and I’ve been taking a hard look at my life. Reflecting on it a lot. Trying to understand myself.”
“You sound like me. I had to do that, and continue to do that with the twelve-step process.”
“Yeah, you’ve definitely come a long way, Luna. Everyone can see it. You’ve completely turned your life around.”
“It takes a lot of work. Work I’ll have to do for the rest of my life if I want to remain sober. But like they say, one day at a time.”
“Is that how you get through? Just take it one day at a time?”
“It’s the only way. You get overwhelmed otherwise.”
“I see.”
They both watched the dogs, who were now playing some sort of tag through the grass, rounding another nearby tree.
“I think Rufus just found a new best friend,” Luna said with a laugh. It felt so wonderful to just sit beneath a dripping tree and enjoy the sun as it struggled to shine from between the lingering clouds. All while watching her dog enjoy playing with his new found friend. It was so relaxing, so peaceful. So very special. Especially because she had Chloe at her side, holding her hand, experiencing it all with her. “This moment couldn’t be any better.”
Chloe met her gaze. “Well, actually, it could.”
“How?”
Chloe’s gaze drifted down to her lips and Luna leaned into her, wanting to taste hers. They connected softly at first, tentatively, as if testing the water to make sure it was warm enough to submerge fully. When they both seemed satisfied with the temperature, they dipped in fully and captured each other’s lips completely, tasting and teasing, happily forgetting the world around them.
Luna fell into a blissful state, a place where only she and Chloe existed. A place far from the current chaos of her life. A place where she felt warm and safe and desired. She wanted to exist in that place forever, feel Chloe’s lips pressed to hers for all eternity. And for a while, it seemed like that dream might actually become a reality. For they kissed for several long minutes without a doubt or a single care or an interruption. But eventually Pascal’s barking got their attention and they drew apart.
Luna fingered her tingling mouth as she searched for the dogs. “Where are they?”
Chloe was searching as well, squinting out at their surroundings. “There.” She pointed and whistled, but Pascal, who was on the other side of the nearby tree, kept barking and posturing. Rufus soon joined in.
“I’ll get them.” Luna pushed herself to stand and hurried over to the tree that was about fifty yards away. “Guys, come on.” By the time she reached them, the dogs had stopped barking and dispersed. She rounded the tree, looking for the source of their attention, but saw nothing of relevance. Shrugging, she returned to Chloe with the dogs running happily ahead of her.
“What was it?” Chloe asked.
“I’m not sure. I didn’t see anything.”
“We should probably go. The sun’s out and soon people will be too.”
Luna brushed off her backside and secured her hood around her head. She slid on a pair of oversized sunglasses and reattached Rufus to his leash, while Chloe did the same with Pascal.
“Ready?” Chloe asked as she straightened.
Luna nodded, and they started off back down the trail where they crossed paths with several hikers heading up. The sun had brought out more people, and they were lucky to reach the base of the hills before a throng of hikers emerged into the cool sunshine for a late afternoon adventure.
“I’m over here,” Luna said, pointing toward her Range Rover.
“Yep, that orange is easy to spot.”
“That’s why I got it. I wanted to be able to find it quickly. Unfortunately for me, it’s also easy for others to recognize. Which is why we should probably say our goodbyes right here.”
Chloe shifted from foot to foot as if unnerved and unsure.
“What’s wrong?” Luna asked as Rufus tugged on his leash.
“We’re just right back where we were, and I have no idea what to do or where this is leading.”
Luna touched her arm. “It can lead wherever we want it to.”
“I don’t think it’s as simple as that. There’s Beau to consider…”
Luna felt her brow furrow. “Are you really going to let him dictate our relationship?” She didn’t understand. They both felt the same for each other, so why let someone ruin it? Someone who really had no business in the matter. She and Beau weren’t really an item, so it shouldn’t be a problem. Had Chloe really not dealt with their codependency? She’d thought maybe she had, by the way she’d spoken of their issues, but maybe she hadn’t.
Chloe frowned. “Wow, that’s a bit harsh.”
“It’s the truth. You’re allowing him to control our relationship.”
“Look, it’s not just Beau. It’s me. The way I feel about your fame and lifestyle—”
“That’s something you’re going to have to accept, Chloe, if you want to be with me. Unfortunately, it comes with the package.”
“Well, I’m not sure I can deal with it.”
“You deal with it with Beau.”
“No, not like this. This—this has been madness, Luna.”
Rufus barked and tugged harder on the leash. He’d seen a squirrel scurrying up a tree and he wanted to charge after it. She held fast to him and tried to settle him down to no avail. “Dang it, Rufus, stop.”
Pascal caught sight of the squirrel too and began to bark himself. Chloe shushed him, but he too kept at it.
Luna grew more frustrated and the people entering the trailhead began to stare at them as they passed. “You need to decide what you want, Chloe. And whether or not you can handle being with me, fame and all.”
Chloe stood very still and Pascal continued to pull on her. Her arm was limp however, as if she were no longer present in the moment.
“I have to go,” Luna said. She stared at Chloe. “Are you going to say something?”
“What’s to say? You’re giving me an ultimatum and I have to decide.”
“You don’t have to do it right this second.”
“Might as well. I mean, you sound like you want to know right now.”
“Not necessarily. I think it’s something you should take your time considering.”
Chloe looked off into the distance. “Okay. I’ll think it over.”
“And you’ll let me know? One way or the other? And this back and forth will all be settled?”
She nodded.
Luna gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “Alright then. I’ll see you later.”
Chloe swallowed and nodded again. Luna left her, and Rufus pulled on her like a husky mushing a sled. She led him away from the squirrel and toward her car, giving Chloe one last look before she crawled inside.
Chloe was still standing where she’d left her, watching her. Luna waved. Chloe returned it and then walked away herself.
Luna secured Rufus in the passenger seat and started the SUV. She turned on the wipers to clean the remnants of rain and sat for a long moment, thinking of Chloe and her decision. Her stomach was in knots and she hoped Chloe would be able to take the time to think long and hard about whether or not she wanted to be with her. She needed to know, one way or another. Because her heart, her poor heart, couldn’t take much more.





  

CHAPTER THIRTY 
    
Chloe turned over in bed and tried to fall back asleep. But Pascal kept barking, causing her ears to ring. She covered her head with a pillow and yelled at him to stop, but he didn’t. He kept barking, his voice getting shriller by the second.
“What the hell, Pasc?” She pulled the pillow away and looked at the bedside clock. It was seven thirty. Then she heard it. The doorbell and a banging sound. Pascal threw himself off the bed and scrambled for the bedroom door, where he scratched furiously.
“What in God’s name?” It was Sunday and she had no plans other than sleeping in and getting the rest the doctor had told her she required. She crawled from the bed, slipped on her robe, and opened the bedroom door. Pascal took off like a bat out of hell down the hallway, through the living room and kitchen, for the front door, where he slid to a stop and barked like a madman as the bell rang again.
Chloe rubbed her eyes, alarmed, and approached the door to look through the peephole. Pounding sounded again, startling her, and she jerked back before she could get a good look.
“Who is it?” she yelled.
“Beau! Open up!”
Pascal went nuts and she had to shoo him away with her foot to unlock and open the door. He darted out to sniff Beau’s shoes the second she opened the door.
“What the hell, Beau? Why are you pounding on my door? Why didn’t you just use your key?”
He scowled and pushed his way inside. “Because I got mad and threw it away.”
“You threw it away?”
“Yes.” He stalked into the kitchen, tossed a tablet on the counter, and turned and crossed his arms over his chest. “But that’s neither here nor there.”
“What is, then?” She snuck a peek out the door, heard and saw a dozen or so photographers moving about the front drive, and closed and bolted the door. She joined Beau in the kitchen where she started the coffee maker.
Beau grabbed the tablet and slid it to her. She caught it but scowled at him, upset at his rudeness.
“Hey, watch it.” She held the tablet out, confused. But as her eyes focused on the open screen, her mouth dropped open. “Oh, shit.” Hot blood rushed to her face and beat out of control in her ears. There, on the tablet, was a huge photo of her and Luna kissing beneath the oak tree in Griffith Park.
“You lied to me,” he seethed. “Again.”
She shook her head. “No, no, Beau. It’s not—we weren’t—”
“Save it! The proof is right there. Right there in front of you, and you’re still going to deny it?” He scoffed and turned away from her. “You’re unbelievable.”
“Beau. Beau, it’s not what it looks like.”
“It looks like you’re sucking face.”
She walked around him, tried to face him. But he kept turning away from her, refusing to even look at her.
“We ran into each other. Purely by chance and—”
“And you just fell into her face?”
Chloe closed her eyes, defeated. There was no explaining this. It was what it was. She and Luna had kissed and it had been magical. There was no denying it. It was right there for the whole world to see. Including Beau.
“We didn’t plan on this. We weren’t seeing each other. Beau, I swear.”
“Don’t swear, sis. Don’t you dare swear it. Because I no longer believe a damn word you say.”
She sighed but then sifted through the screen and saw numerous other photos. Some were of them kissing, while others were of them holding hands, and others were of them in the parking lot together. Somebody had been out there watching them and somebody had made bank on these photos. She felt sick. Seriously ill.
“I’m going to throw up.” She hurried to the bathroom and dry heaved over the toilet.
“I’m not falling for it,” Beau said from down the hall. “You can feign feeling sick all you want.”
She spat into the toilet and flushed and rinsed her mouth out at the sink. After she dried herself, she reentered the kitchen. “I’m not feigning anything.”
“Right. And I suppose now you’re going to faint as well?”
“What is wrong with you?”
“Me? I’m not the one going around lying to everyone and then faking being sick to cover it up.”
“I’m not lying. And I’m not faking.”
He rolled his eyes.
“Fine. Beau, whatever. Think whatever. I no longer care.” She threw up her hands. “I give up.”
He was quiet but he lowered his crossed arms. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, I no longer care what you think. I’m no longer going to try to appeal to you. If you don’t believe me, then don’t.”
“But—”
“No, Luna is right. You’re trying to control my relationship with her, and it’s not right.”
He blinked at her.
“You can’t do that, Beau. Not anymore. I won’t allow it.”
He clenched his chiseled jaw and she thought briefly about all the women who found that sexy. She wondered what the hell they were thinking. He looked like a madman to her. His eyes were ablaze and his fists clenched. He was about to throw a tantrum because he was no longer going to get his way.
“The hell you aren’t,” he said.
“Watch me.”
“You can’t see her.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’ll ruin my career! Goddammit, can’t you see that! Can’t you see what this is doing to my reputation?”
“Ah, so we finally get to the bottom of things. It’s all about you and your rep. And here I thought it was about your fear of losing me to someone that I actually give a damn about and have the possibility of being happy with. Or maybe it’s both? Maybe you’re really that selfish.”
His eyes narrowed. “How dare you call me selfish when you’ve done nothing but try to interfere with my love life? Telling me all the things that were wrong with everyone that I dated.”
“And that was wrong, Beau. And I apologized for that. I won’t do it again. But I can’t be held over the coals for it forever. We have to move on. You either forgive me, or you don’t.”
“So that’s it? I have to forgive you?”
“Or not. It’s up to you.”
“How about no? How about that? I don’t forgive you.”
She crossed her arms over her chest now. “That’s your choice.”
“Fine.”
“Fine.” He inhaled and looked around, seemingly at a loss as to what to do. Finally, he shoved the tablet off the counter and stormed out, slamming the front door shut behind him. She heard him yelling at the paps, then heard his Ferrari roar to life and peel out to speed away down the street.
She slowly walked to the door, bolted it, and then returned to pick the tablet up off the floor. She took the time to read the headlines, and her heart ached for her brother. The words must’ve been like daggers to his heart. More so than the photos. They were speculating on her relationship with Luna. Accusing them of having a torrid affair behind Beau’s back. One story even questioned who was better in bed, Chloe or Beau.
“Fuck,” she whispered and sank down onto the couch. She swiped through all the stories and read until tears were streaming down her face. It was awful. The words, the presumptions, the lies. No wonder Beau was so upset. The whole thing was indeed tarnishing his image and leading him to believe that she and Luna were sleeping together behind his back.
It looked and sounded appalling.
She wanted to shrivel up and blow away in the wind. How could she ever make this right? With him and the masses?
The truth.
She had to tell the truth.
It was the only way.
She knew it in her bones.
But she was terrified. Telling the truth meant coming out to face the world. To share her story. Expose herself and her vulnerabilities. No, she couldn’t do it. She wasn’t strong enough. Nor did she want that kind of attention.
She wanted peace. Dear God, she only wanted peace.
She wondered though, at this point, if she’d ever know peace again.





  

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
    
Luna walked onto set amidst whispers and secret looks. She lowered her head, unwilling to challenge anyone, and hurried into her trailer. A part of her wanted to confront the world, to scream at them to mind their own damn business, but another part of her, the part that had been trained so well to play the game, knew she couldn’t do that.
She opened the fridge, grabbed a raspberry iced tea, and sat in the corner chair. It was five a.m. and she was due in hair and makeup in thirty minutes, and she really didn’t want to go. She knew what would happen. Her makeup artist, Michelle, would make small talk, trying desperately to discuss anything other than the obvious, while everyone scrambling around them did the same. But there would be the stares and the whispers, just like there had been when she’d first walked in.
Everyone had seen the photos of her and Chloe kissing. Everyone had read the stories. And everyone had made their assumptions.
She wiped at a stray tear as she glanced down at her silent phone. There were no panicked calls from Mel, freaking out about the tabloids. No curious calls from Hillary and Jo, wanting to know what was going on with the lowly event planner. No calls from her parents, lecturing her yet again on her antics and how she needed to do better if she wanted to continue to work in this town.
There was nothing and no one. Just silence. And it was driving her insane.
“Somebody call and yell at me so I can yell back!” She threw her phone across the trailer and it thudded against the wall.
She rubbed her forehead, wishing like hell she was still at home in bed, snuggled up with Rufus, hidden away from the cruel, cruel world. But she wasn’t. She was here. Because she had to be, via her contract.
That fucking contract.
The one she was supposed to look over and sign for next season.
Just the idea made her feel nauseous, and she wondered how she’d muster the strength to do it.
“Mel, I need you. I really need you.” She stared up at the ceiling, waiting, as if she’d hear his wheezy voice. But there was nothing. Just that fucking silence.
She stood and paced, like a crazed tiger in a tiny cage. How had this all happened? It had been one simple date with Hollywood’s best known bachelor. One simple date.
What the fuck had happened?
And how the hell had she been followed to Griffith Park? She’d been so careful, and so had Chloe. And they’d seen no one. Only that one jogger. That one male jogger who didn’t appear to have any photo equipment.
So what gives?
She lifted her phone and sank back into her chair. The screen lit up and vibrated with a text. She was surprised to see that it was from Jo.
She opened it and read it quickly. Then she swallowed the giant ball in her throat and read it again. This time the ball lodged and remained. So much so that she began to cough, trying to clear her burning throat.
“No. No, it can’t be.”
She reread the text.
Then she closed her eyes and lowered her phone. Jo’s words had been simple and straight to the point.
Gee, I wonder who tipped off the paps to your hike at Griffith Park? Wait. Isn’t that where we used to go together to hike? You know, your former best friend?
She didn’t know how, but Jo must’ve had her followed to the park. Simply because she’d wanted revenge. And she’d just happened to get lucky when she’d run into Chloe and they’d kissed.
Fuckin’ A.
Fucking Jo.
She lowered her phone. No wonder the stories were full of content about her and Chloe’s relationship, stating that they were more than friends, and that they’d been together on numerous occasions. Hillary and Jo had spilled the beans from their conversation in the chapel.
And even the fucking limo driver who had taken them to the taco stand had come out of the woodwork to claim that he’d seen them kissing on the hood of the car the night they’d left the restaurant together.
Everyone was coming out against them. People she didn’t even think knew anything about them. It had to be Jo. Only Jo had the time and the money to invest in an investigator to suss this stuff out. And she’d called her friend at the tabloid to report it all.
Fucking Jo.
A knock sounded from the trailer door. “Go away!”
But another knock came, this one more forceful. She rose and pulled open the door.
Greta was there, looking at her with barely harbored contempt. She entered without being invited.
“What do you want?” Luna asked.
“Really? That’s the greeting I get?”
“I’m not in the mood, Greta.”
“Well, I guess not. Considering the shit storm you’re dealing with. But you’d be wise to treat me with some respect.”
“And why is that?”
“Well, for starters, because I executive produce this show and you’re in a hell of a lot of trouble with the media. Everyone here is pretty pissed about that, not to mention worried.”
“Worried, why? I’m here, I’m going to do my job.”
She tsked. “Are you, Luna? Are you really here? Because it doesn’t seem like it lately. You’ve been distant, distracted. And now we all know the real reason why.”
“I lost Mel. That’s why.”
“And you’ve been boning Beau Paget’s sister. Don’t forget that.”
“Fuck you, Greta. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t I? It’s all over the tabloids. You have seen those, haven’t you?” She smiled, and it reminded Luna of the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland.
“Again, I’m going to ask you, what it is you want?”
“What I want, dear Luna, is to know if you’re up to doing your job today? Or any day for that matter. Seeing as how you’re so distracted as of late. We wouldn’t want your extracurriculars to affect the show now, would we?”
“Get out,” Luna said, opening the door.
“Well?”
“I said, get out.”
Greta smiled again and held up her hands. “I’ll go. But just make sure you’re here and nowhere else. We need your A-game. After all, you’re only getting paid several hundred thousand per episode, need I remind you?”
“Go,” Luna said.
Greta walked out the door. But she turned at the last second, just as she descended the steps. “Oh, and don’t forget to sign your new contract. I know with Mel gone you’ve probably forgotten. But we need that ASAP. Otherwise we might have to do some renegotiating. You aren’t irreplaceable, you know.”
Luna slammed the door, locked it, and this time threw her phone across the room and broke it.
    
“Rolling.”
“And action!”
Luna stood next to Keegan, waiting anxiously for her big moment. It was the final scene of the season, and Keegan was about to get shot at by a crazed family member of a patient. Luna knew her lines, knew Keegan’s lines, knew everybody’s lines, and she was ready. She’d done nothing but think and rethink this moment over in her mind from the second Greta left her trailer three days before.
Things on set had been awful. Quiet in a way that suggested everyone knew of the photos and of production’s concerns for her performance. It was obvious Greta had been spreading her diatribe and people she’d once considered friends and comrades had taken the position of neutrality, choosing to remain silent rather than rallying behind her. They didn’t realize it, but they might as well have just voiced their opposition of her, because their silence spoke volumes.
She felt alone and alienated, and things only seemed to worsen with time. The paps were all over her, weaving in and out of traffic when she drove, climbing the trees again at her house, trying to trap and question Rosa. And worst of all, her parents had given an interview to Entertainment Tonight, questioning her sobriety. Things just couldn’t get any worse.
And where was Chloe in all this? She didn’t know. She hadn’t heard from her. Was she still thinking about whether or not she could handle all the chaos? She doubted she was. With all this madness, there was no way she’d agree to be with her. It would be insane and torturous for her. It wouldn’t be a life. Not for someone like Chloe.
No, Luna was all alone. She had no one.
But she had a plan.
And it was taking shape in front of her at that very moment. She continued to wait, balling her fist once then twice as the actor playing the perp said his line. She readied herself. Waited for Keegan to say her line and then, as the perp said a final line and pulled the gun from his pocket to raise in the air, Luna lunged and jumped in front of Keegan as the weapon went off.
Luna grabbed her chest and fell to the ground, crushing the blood packet against her lab coat to simulate a bullet wound. Smoke spilled out from the gun and her costars stared down at her in complete shock. The crew was deadly silent, all of them staring at one another, wondering what was going on.
Luna took advantage and began wincing and breathing hard. She reached up for Keegan with a bloody hand. And then, with all she could muster, she said the line Keegan was about to speak and promptly closed her eyes, went limp, and died.
“Cut! What the fucking hell was that?” Royce said.
Luna opened her eyes, smiled, and crawled to a stand. She embraced Keegan, who was still in apparent shock, and walked off set.
“Luna, what the fuck?” Royce was charging after her. “You smoking something? That was Keegan’s line. She’s the one who’s supposed to get shot, not you.”
He took the script from his assistant and flipped through it, as if maybe he needed to reassure himself. Luna sipped some water at her chair before wiping her hands off on the wet towel Bailey gave her. Then she headed for the golf cart.
“Luna!”
She paused and turned around.
Royce came at her, pointing at the script. “Did you read the script?”
She shifted her gaze beyond him to Greta, who also had a copy of the script. She was standing with the writers and another producer. Their confusion was glorious.
“Yeah, I read it. But I didn’t like it. So I changed it.”
He gave a laugh and looked back to Greta and the others. “She didn’t like it, so she changed it. Go figure.” He slapped the script. “What are you, mental? You on your period? Because, Jesus Christ, Luna, we don’t have time for this.”
“You don’t? Well then, I suggest you use it.”
“What?”
“Use it. Because it’s the last scene you’ll be getting from me.”
His face drained of all color. “What did you say?”
“I quit. That’s the last scene you’ll be getting from me.” She smiled. “So if I were you, I’d use it. Otherwise, everyone’s going to wonder where my character went.” She looked at Greta and grinned wider at her widened eyes.
“You can’t do this. Your contract—”
“I didn’t sign it. I’m done, Royce. Goodbye.”
He continued to talk, but she climbed into the golf cart with Bailey, and they took off for the parking lot. Bailey shook her head. “You’ve got balls of steel, lady.”
“Correction, I’ve got ovaries of steel.”
Bailey laughed. “Noted. Think Royce will have a stroke?”
Luna glanced back at the disappearing set behind them. Royce had thrown the script onto the ground and was stomping on it. Greta was grabbing her head and pacing. The other producer had a phone to his ear.
“I don’t know, but I’m not sticking around to find out.”
Luna looked ahead again as they neared her rental vehicle. “You put all my things inside? Including my disguise?”
“Yep. You’re all set.”
“And Rosa and Rufus?”
“They’re already at the airport boarding the private plane you leased.”
“Thanks, Bay. I owe you so much.”
Bailey stopped the cart and Luna reached over and hugged her. “I love you.”
“I love you too.”
Luna kissed her cheek and climbed from the cart. She waved goodbye as Bailey drove away toward her own car.
Luna got behind the wheel of her rented Prius and tugged on her wig and sunglasses, then she started the engine and drove off the lot for the very last time. And boy, did it feel good.





  

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
    
Chloe removed her sunglasses as she pulled up to the drive from her long trek on the dirt road leading up to the house. She’d been driving for close to three hours, and she was finally there, at the correct address, at the sprawling ranch house in the northern part of Idaho.
She stopped at the gate and studied the Private Property sign. A camera was mounted next to the call box. She lowered her window and pressed the button.
A woman with a heavy Spanish accent answered. Chloe asked for Luna and told the woman who she was.
“She’s not home.”
“Can I wait? I’d really like to talk to her.”
“I can’t let you in. She is private. You understand?”
“Sí, I understand.” Chloe raised her window and cursed. She put her car in reverse and was just about to back out when an orange Range Rover pulled in behind her. Chloe slammed her car in park and hopped out. She hurried up to Luna’s window.
Luna lowered it with a look of great surprise on her face.
“Chloe,” she breathed. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to talk to you.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. You told me to take my time, to think about things, and I have.”
“But it’s been weeks.”
“I know. But I’m here. And I have an answer.”
Luna stared in silence. Chloe reached in and grabbed her hand. “Can we talk? Please?”
“Chloe, I don’t think it’s a good idea. I’ve—”
“Please don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind about me.”
“I’ve—”
“Please.”
Luna sighed. “Chloe, it’s been so long. I honestly thought you’d moved on. I haven’t heard from you and—”
“I know, and that’s my fault. But if you’ll just let me explain.” She pointed to the passenger seat. “May I get in?”
“Sure.”
Chloe rounded the vehicle, climbed inside, and closed the door. She reached for Luna’s hand. “I came to tell you that—”
“That what, you’re finally ready?” She withdrew her hand. “After I gave up my life and left everything behind?”
“No, it’s not like that.”
“What is it like, then?”
“I had some things to deal with myself. And you leaving and doing all this, it was a surprise. A very big surprise. I tried to call you as soon as I heard you quit the show, but you’d already changed your number or something. I couldn’t reach you or find you.”
“I didn’t want anyone to reach me or find me.”
“Well, you did a good job, and I understand why.”
“You do?”
“Of course. Everyone freaked out when you walked off your set and disappeared. It was all over the news for weeks.”
“I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been watching the news.”
“So, you don’t know about Beau?”
Luna looked at her. “What about him?”
“He got married.”
“No!”
“To Jenny Kilgrove. Last week. They eloped to Hawaii.”
“My God, really?”
Chloe laughed. “Yep.”
“How are things with you and him?”
Chloe shrugged. “They’re okay, I guess. I tried to get him to go to counseling with me, and he did. Twice. But then he refused to go again.”
“Is he speaking to you?”
“Every once in a while he’ll check in with me. But it’s not like it was before. He’s still pretty pissed about the whole thing and what it did to his reputation.”
“His reputation? Jesus, he’s still on that, is he?”
“I thought it was all Calvin, but it turns out a lot of it was Beau. He’s just too caught up in the game.”
“Ah, the fucking game.”
Chloe nodded. “Do you miss it?”
Luna blinked. “Honestly? Sometimes I do. I really enjoy acting and telling stories. Which is why I’ve decided I’m not totally done with it.”
“You’re not?”
“No, why? Does that put a damper on things? Because you came here thinking I was done with it for good?”
“No, of course not. I came,” she said, squeezing her hand, “to tell you that I love you. That I’m in love with you and I want to be with you no matter what. Regardless of what you do for a living.”
Luna’s eyes filled with tears. “Really?”
“Yes. I love you, Luna Kirkman. Whether you’re the biggest star on the planet or a simple woman living on a ranch. I. Love. You.”
Luna smiled through her tears and held Chloe’s face. “Good, because I want to start my own production company. And maybe even act in a few movies from time to time.”
“That’s wonderful,” Chloe said. “But will you answer me just one thing?”
“Anything.”
“Will you do it with me by your side?”
Luna nodded, and more tears streamed down her face. “I will.”
Chloe kissed her, and once again the world and everything in it fell by the wayside, and it was just the two of them with nothing but love, peace, and happiness.
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Emma by the Sea by Sarah G. Levine. A delightful modern-day romance inspired by Emma, one of Jane Austen’s most beloved novels. (978-1-63679-879-0)
One Measure of Love by Annie McDonald. Vancouver’s hit competitive cooking show Recipe for Success has begun filming its second season, and two talented young chefs are desperate for more than a winning dish. (978-1-63679-827-1)
The Smallest Day by J.M. Redmann. The first bullet missed—can Micky Knight stop the second bullet from finding its target? (978-1-63679-854-7)
To Please Her by Elena Abbott. A spilled coffee leads Sabrina into a world of erotic BDSM that may just land her the love of her life. (978-1-63679-849-3)
Two Weddings and a Funeral by Claudia Parr. Stella and Theo have spent the last thirteen years pretending they can be just friends, but surely “just friends” don’t make out every chance they get. (978-1-63679-820-2)
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