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CHAPTER ONE
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Shannon squealed when I came through the baggage claim doors.

An answering grin tugged at my mouth as I ran to meet her.

“Oh. My. God,” Shannon exclaimed, hugging me. I was briefly engulfed in her sweet honeysuckle scent, then she pulled back to look at me. Her eyebrow arched as she inspected me. “Claire, what the hell happened to you?”

“I kind of fell asleep. Do I look that bad?” I tried to smooth my hair. Did I have bed head? My eyes felt puffy and dry; I hated dozing on airplanes.

“Holy shit.” She grabbed my hand and spun me around. “You’ve lost half your ass.”

“Oh, there’s still half there, I promise.” I laughed.

“When did I see you last?”

“Will was a baby.” She shook her head. “Too long ago.”

I nodded. “Well, I’ve been working hard to get back in touch with me.”

A solid year of stress had taken its toll on my body. An abusive husband and a hellacious divorce tended to do that. Once all of it was over, I focused on getting my priorities straight. I’d spent the last year turning my mega- scary weight loss into a positive thing–making me fit and stronger. I had to take care of me now, for the kids.

This trip, this “relaxing vacation”, was a surprise birthday present from my baby brother. And it was the first time I’d been carefree, and kid-free, in a long time.

“Well, you are really thin and a wee bit ripped.” She surveyed me with a smile. “No fair. You still have your boobs. I lose a pound and it comes straight out of my bra.” She sighed. “We’re going to have so much fun!”

“What did you have in mind?” I was getting a headache and desperately needed caffeine. “Does it include coffee?”

“Sure. We’ll get you some nasty low-fat fake sweetened coffee and then I get to pretend you’re a life-size Barbie doll.” She was chattering away while I pulled my lone blue suitcase from the luggage carousel. “We’re going to the biggest party tonight with an invite list full of celebs. So finding you the perfect hot and sexy ensemble is the order of the day. Ooh, fun.” She was excited.

“Shannon, ‘hot and sexy’ aren’t words in my personal vocabulary.” I frowned. “And how did I get invited to this party?”

“Well, darling, you’re connected now,” she said. “I told you I’ve been working on more high-profile features. I’m now making my way up the list of borderline A-list assistant directors. Tonight just happens to be one of the perks. Trust me. You’re going to have a blast, Claire.”

“Can you go without me? The only thing remotely dressy I have fit me three sizes ago.”

“No.” There was a hint of exasperation in her voice.

“We’re going shopping.”

We were out of the airport and climbing into her car in the thirty-minute parking lot before I had time to catch my breath.

I smiled, looking around at all the sights. “I can’t believe I’m really here.”

It was amazing, and exactly the way I imagined LA. Palm trees, blue sky, and lots and lots of cars on the road.

“Isn’t it awesome? I don’t know many baby brothers who send their sisters to Los Angeles for a birthday present. Joe so earns Brother of the Year for this one, huh?” She winked at me then focused on driving.

I tried to relax as she swerved in and out of traffic without hesitating.

“You look terrific,” I said. She did, golden and calm. If I focused on her, maybe I wouldn’t worry about the likelihood of a fatal collision. “Tell me what’s going on with you. What’s new?”

“Pretty much everything: house, car, promotion.” Shannon smiled; her face lit up. “Forty-two is my lucky number, I guess.”

“So you still love Hollywood?”

She nodded. “I’m doing what I’ve dreamt about; very ‘happily ever after.’”

“It’s nice to see good things happening to good people—outside of Lifetime movies and paperback novels, that is.”

She nodded, her smile turning a bit ironic. “I wholeheartedly agree.”

We bought my coffee then flew, barely missing the shiny bumper of a new SUV, to Shannon’s destination: rows and rows of shops.

“When’s the party?” I asked, looking down at the track pants and white t-shirt I’d pulled on after my hasty shower earlier that morning.

“The show’s tonight at eight, but the party won’t start until eleven-ish. This is Hollywood, baby. By the time we’re done with you, you’ll look like a star.” Shannon used her best movie promo voice as she spoke.

“I’m really happy to sit this one out. You know, sleep for the next two days or so. I haven’t had a nap in about six years.”

“You can nap tomorrow.” She parked the car. “But not right now. Come on. You could pretend to be excited about this, for me.”

I glared at her, sighing in exasperation.

“Pout all you want, woman. We’re still shopping.” And with that, she hauled me into the first boutique.
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By seven-forty-six, I sat, exhausted, in a limo in LA, going to a red carpet premiere. I was beginning to wonder if this was a hallucination or one hell of a super- realistic dream. Shannon seemed oblivious to my dazed state, which was probably for the best. This was a pretty big deal for her, so my supportive smile was pasted in place as Shannon explained what tonight’s fanfare was about.

Shannon’s studio was promoting its new movie, her first real assistant director job. She had to help with PR. Not on the same level as the stars or the director, but she was expected to be there. She was pretty excited and very nervous. Somehow she thought I’d help her deal with that, which was why I’d reconciled myself to enduring the evening. My intent had been to blend into the background—a plan Shannon seemed determined to foil.

“God, you look so amazing!” she said. I shook my head.

She held her phone up and aimed, clicking a picture. “I’m going to send a picture of you to Natalie.”

“I guess you can, since you got her the phone.” I shot her a look. Shannon had tried to get my daughter a phone when she turned nine, which had been ridiculous. Now, four years later, I thought the phone was a pretty good idea.

“She’s thirteen, Claire. Thirteen-year-olds have cell phones. I know where you live. Even kids there have cell phones.” She took another picture with a muttered “Smile” before she answered an incoming call.

I sat, trying to calm my nerves as we drove to the cinema. Shannon’s afternoon of beautification had been glorious, no way to deny it. I’d been exfoliated and moisturized, massaged and plucked. I had no idea my hair could be so straight. I ran a hand over the soft tresses, distracted by their uncharacteristic smoothness. There was something unexpectedly seductive about the feel of my hair against my almost bare back—silk against skin.

Shopping had been another matter. Shannon had accompanied me into the dressing room and the horror began.

“Claire. You cannot be serious.” She’d stared at my white cotton utilitarian bra and underwear. “Those are so sad! We’re getting you some lingerie that fits.”

“I don’t wear lingerie, Shannon. I wear underwear.” And yes, they were pathetic.

“With this bod? You’ve got to try new things. Live a little. Try some ridiculously indecent and sexy stuff. Just to see.”

And I’d tried on lingerie, evening attire, pajamas, shoes, pretty much anything Shannon could find that was in my size.

Now here I was, wearing a lacy red thong and no bra under my teeny tiny dress, wobbling on ridiculously high strappy stilettos. You’re not going with the flow. Where was my gratitude? It had been a totally new—and not unpleasant—experience. I smoothed my skirt over my thighs again.

“Stop fidgeting,” she said. “You look fantastic!”

“Shannon, I’ve never worn anything remotely like this. Ever. I’m not sure I’m comfortable going out with so little on.” I held my arms out to encompass my complete transformation.

“Well, happy birthday!” She smiled. “Thirty-five looks good on you, girl.”

Shannon and the stylist, Francesca, had been delighted by the results. My hair had been colored, straightened, primped, and arrayed to look windblown. My eyes and lips were very dark and brooding, while my skin looked creamy and soft. I’d stared at my reflection in the salon mirror, slightly awed. I didn’t look like me, really, but I looked great. I stayed overwhelmed and stunned for the entire process. Normally I took thirty minutes to get ready, tops.

I wasn’t sure which I should worry about more: falling on these heels or having a wardrobe malfunction with my dress. The dress was backless, falling into a low cowl at the very base of my spine. I felt like a sudden cool wind could expose my butt—Shannon had assured me it was there, covered, and looked terrific—to the world, while the front of the dress plunged down low enough to provide a tempting peek at my breasts. All in all, Shannon and the saleslady had “oohed” and “aahed” so much, and I’d been so done with shopping, that I’d let them pick. Now I seriously regretted that decision.

When the limo stopped, the door opened and Shannon emerged to a throng of screams.

I took a deep breath and clung to the driver’s hand as he helped me out of the car. My ankles teetered a bit on my new spiky heels. Shannon had a cruel sense of humor about appropriate footwear. I wobbled a bit before I took a cautious step toward Shannon, my steps measured and small.

I was amazed. As much of a cinematic junkie as I was—and I definitely was—the lights, the screams, the people were more than I could have imagined. The flashes were momentarily blinding and the noise was completely deafening, a loud roar of unending squeals. I made my way slowly behind Shannon. I was introduced to Shannon’s assistant, Amy Mayes. Amy smiled and motioned me to her side, so that Shannon could do all the talking.

I let my eyes wander as Shannon answered several questions effortlessly.

“So excited. Just thrilled,” she was saying. “I’m just so happy to have been a part of this project. This film was such fun! We know it’s going to do well.” Amy barely tapped Shannon’s elbow—I assumed that was the signal to move on. Shannon thanked the reporter and moved a few feet down the carpet, smiling as the camera flashes continued.

I blinked in an attempt to adjust to the rapid bursts of white light.

I stumbled on a cord and tipped back, mortified. To fall, on the red carpet? I’d be forever humiliated.

Two large hands caught me from behind.

“Thank you.” I blushed as I looked back at my rescuer.

“All right?” my savior asked with a clearly enunciated British accent.

Not now I wasn’t.

I knew without a doubt that I was staring. My heart was already pounding from my almost-accident, yet it picked up considerably. There had been air in my lungs, but it was gone now. The crowds, the photographers faded into the background.

He was tall and broad, but lean versus thickly muscled. His dirty-blond hair was tousled, falling every which way. He had a strong profile, with a square jaw and classic chiseled features. His eyes were hazel, golden and mesmerizing, as he regarded me. He was young and absolutely gorgeous and my heart was pounding like a bass drum.

I was mortified. Where was this reaction coming from? Why was I staring? And blushing? And speechless? He was a movie star, and years younger than me—as if that was relevant, for crying out loud.

“Yes, thanks. Sorry,” I finally spoke, stammering a bit as I stepped out of his hold.

“Josh!” Shannon gave him a one-armed hug.

Amy led me off the main thoroughfare, giving me time to gather my wits about me. The press was snapping furiously at Shannon and Josh. Amy smiled at me, explaining, “This is his movie: Josh Wiley. He’s headlining; a break-out role. The studio just loves him!”

I nodded. I could see why. If he was half as talented as he was handsome, the kid would have the world at his feet. My eyes traveled over the crowd. “They’re not alone.” Glossy pictures of him were waved frantically from amongst the crowd. A few held handmade signs praising his acting, his eyes, his voice—and other things that shouldn’t be on public display.

Shannon spoke with Josh quickly, then gave him a peck on the cheek. A tiny twinge of envy shot through me before we headed off again.

I was amazed; the line of reporters seemed endless. Amy led Shannon through them, kept her on time, and moved her along. After the first few interviews the questions lost some originality, and by then Shannon had her answers down pat. I let my eyes wander with a mix of horror and fascination at the clamor for attention taking place on both sides of the barricades. I knew I’d never be comfortable with this kind of attention.

“It’s a bit of a madhouse.” Josh Wiley’s voice startled me. He was leaning forward so I could hear him.

I nodded, determined to keep my eyes off him. “It can’t be good for your hearing.” I winced a bit as a loud chorus of “We love you, Josh!” came from the crowds.

He smiled at me—a really beautiful blinding smile that set the girls off with more gusto. I felt a little weak- kneed myself, so I turned my attention back to Shannon, hoping Amy would be there to lead me away...quickly. Amy was there, but she snagged Shannon and moved on, leaving me stranded without a backward glance.

“Keep me company?” He watched and waited. I was trying desperately not to stare back.

“Um...” Please don’t look like an idiot. “Sure.” That was sweet of him, rather gallant, actually.

“First premiere?” He was smiling at the flashing cameras. His eyes flickered over the crowd quickly. He waved slightly, eliciting more shrieks from the fans. His eyes were sparkling when he turned back to me.

“That’s a rhetorical question, right?” I sounded nervous. I wasn’t sure, but my attempt to not stare at him didn’t seem to be working the way I would’ve liked.

He moved closer, taking my arm to help steer me forward. The instant his hand closed on my arm, my skin tingled. I drew in a quick breath, aware my heart was racing. Our eyes met and he smiled another unbelievable smile. He leaned in closer, his mouth by my ear. “Your accent.”

“I have an accent?” I cocked an eyebrow, surprised.

“Really?”

He laughed, his eyes crinkling in the most devastating manner. I was distracted by his mouth, which seemed very close. “Somewhere in the South?” He raised an eyebrow expectantly.

“I have a Texas accent?” I knew I sounded mortified. I was mortified.

“Not Texas necessarily,” he drawled, his attempt at a Texas twang totally surprising and comically horrid.

I laughed before I could catch myself, covering my mouth.

His smile changed. I don’t know if I’d offended him, but he was staring at me. Not rudely, just intently. It was as if he was really seeing me for the first time, and that maybe he was intrigued by what he saw.

A knot twisted in my stomach; an unsteady hitch echoed in my breath. My hand dropped from my mouth and I smiled apologetically. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” His expression grew thoughtful as his eyes burned into mine expectantly. The knot tightened; warmth spread through my stomach and into my chest. Heat flooded my cheeks. After feeling nothing but apprehension in the presence of men, my reaction to Josh caught me completely off guard. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but decided not to analyze it. I doubted I’d ever see him again.

“Sorry.” Shannon was at my elbow. “Sorry, sorry. Josh, thank you. Claire, I’m sorry. I’m like a deer in headlights.”

My gaze dropped from his while I tried to breathe normally, though I felt his eyes still on my face. “I just need to keep up.” Did I sound as rattled as I felt? I didn’t look back as we walked away, but it took an effort.

***
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The movie was decent, a big-budget piece with lots of CGI, invigorating music, over-the-top action, and a completely predictable plot. By the end of the first fifteen minutes, I was totally smitten with Josh Wiley. Besides a beautiful face, amazing physique, and expressive hazel eyes, he had talent.

After the movie credits rolled, Shannon and I climbed back into the limo. She sighed and giggled a little, then stared at me with expectant eyes. “Now the real fun begins.” Shannon shook off her shoes and curled up on the seat. “Spill.”

“Spill?”

“Come on. Don’t even try to dodge. Spill. The movie, the script, the cast; I want to hear your thoughts.”

I smiled, but wrinkled my nose. “The movie was okay.” I hesitated until she nodded. “Well, it wasn’t exactly an original script. Decent music and action, though. It would have been pretty bad without Michael Aubrey and—“

“Josh,” she said. “He’ll bring the money in all on his own.” She leaned back into her seat.

I mentally considered the soon-to-be superstar Josh Wiley. “He’s in the next big movie you’re producing?”

“Yes, it’s that sci-fi novel I sent you. He’s Captain Barnaby. It’s been morphed into a very stylized, dark kind of film. No happy ending like the book. But the film will play up the sex and physicality a bit. Okay, a lot.” She chuckled. “I’ve fought long and hard to keep a little of the original fundamental human element included. A small victory.”

“That’s very mature of you.”

“Hell yes. Choosing battles is essential in this business. Nothing ends up the way it started,” she said.

“Small victories aren’t so small, really.”

I started pulling off my sandals. My feet were beginning to protest their designer torture devices. “Thanks for sharing a glimpse of your new life. It’s been an amazing evening.”

“We’re going to the studio party, Claire. You might want to hold on to your shoes.”

I didn’t realize we’d come to a stop until the door opened. When I was helped from the car, we were on the coast. “Wow!” I said, meaning it.

“Yeah, I know.” Shannon shook her head.

The sky was endless. The stars were amazing. The hotel was reminiscent of an Italian villa, two stories of gray and earth-toned stones. Smooth flagstone steps curved around a grand water feature trickling peacefully into a soothing pool. Pink and yellow plumeria blossoms were scattered around the pool, filling the night with their heady sweetness. I walked with her, feeling the pinch of my new shoes a bit as we started up the stone steps into the hotel.

“Let’s party!” The excitement in Shannon’s voice made me smile.

It was already crowded, the overall mood euphoric and somewhat victorious. Shannon was familiar with a handful of people, but she slid into unknown groups and made friends easily. She introduced me frequently, but I stopped trying to remember names after a while. We floated through groups of actors, studio execs, critics, and some very enthusiastic extras vying for a chance to schmooze with the “important people”. We wandered until Shannon found some coworkers, and the conversation turned to work.

“Did we get the green light on our production dates for End?” Shannon asked Victor Ennis, the director for her movie.

“Yes, ma’am. We’ll be ready for the December release date.” He rubbed his hands together as he spoke. “I know there’s been some really good buzz already. Hollywood flash plus your insight...”

“Speaking of flash,” Shannon said, looking pointedly at the entrance. “It’s a little early for the young ones to make an appearance.”

I followed her gaze and instantly regretted it. Josh Wiley had arrived with a group of beautiful trendy people. I excused myself to get a martini and carefully avoided staring at his pretty face—the knot in my stomach returning. I couldn’t ignore how attractive he was. There was no denying it, even if I wanted to.

Avoiding Josh might prevent more humiliation for me tonight. After all, a young movie star wasn’t going to give me a second glance. Why should he? Why would I want him to? I didn’t. I didn’t want to be a blip on his radar, I didn’t. I told myself this over and over, making my way to the deck railing.

I sipped my drink and looked out the balcony to the beach below. A quiet walk on the white sand was very tempting.

“Thinking about ditching?” Victor asked, coming to stand beside me.

I shrugged a little guiltily. “I am a bit star-struck.” He smiled. “Take off all the fancy clothes and makeup and it’s just a party.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him and shook my head.

“Full of beautiful naked rich people.” Victor laughed.

“I’ve never been a big party gal. So, yes, I was thinking about taking a walk on the beach...without these.” I raised one strappy-heel-encased foot.

“How do you walk in those things?”

“I don’t,” I said. “I teeter.”

“It’s true. I had to catch her once myself.” Josh appeared, smiling his gorgeous smile.

Yep, there go my wobbly knees. I wrinkled my nose, frustrated. “Sorry, and thank you. I appreciate being saved from public humiliation.” I smiled awkwardly. Get a grip, Claire. I tried not to blush.

Josh gave me a slow smile, his eyes steadily watching me as he sipped his drink. He was intense, that was all there was to it. He was one of those very deliberate people, with eyes that seemed to peer into and search the soul. I looked away, disconcerted by the weight of his gaze—of how he made me exquisitely aware that I was a woman. Which was ridiculous...or was it?

I said the first coherent sentence that came to mind.

“Shannon is pretty excited about the film you’re about to start work on.” I hoped Victor would run with that. My gaze bounced between the two of them as I attempted not to get lost in Josh’s sparkling hazel eyes.

Victor agreed. “I am too.”

Josh frowned. “Unfortunately, Hollywood rewrote what was once an excellent story.” He paused. “Have you read the book?”

His fervor surprised me. “Yes. You’re playing Barnaby?”

“I am.” He paused, as if considering his next words.

“But the movie and the book depict two very different characters.”

“I was surprised it was being made.” I hesitated.

“The book was an engrossing read, edgy and thought- provoking, but so bleak. Average people enduring a post- apocalyptic world—it’s hardly the stuff of the typical Hollywood blockbuster. I’m curious to see how it turns out.”

He was staring again. Why was he staring? I thought I heard Victor laugh softly. Stop looking at him!

“I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. Most of the overwhelming emotion—the rage, the sense of raw need, the authenticity, in fact—is gone.”

I couldn’t help watching Josh while he spoke. He had a fascinating face.

Stop. I needed to put space here. I stared at my painted toes while I spoke. “Unfortunately, there seems to be a negative association with unbalanced or mental heroes.” I smiled slightly, peeking at them both as I added,

“I prefer to think of being mental as character building.” They laughed.

“I suppose. Mental is more interesting.” I felt the heat of Josh’s gaze on my face. If I let myself, I had no doubt I could stare into his hazel eyes for hours.

Where did that come from? That was a pointless line of thought. What could he possibly see in me, an older woman who couldn’t walk in high heels or stop blushing...Maybe I needed another drink.

“Come on, Claire,” Shannon called from the next deck up. “I want you to meet someone.”

“Be right there.” Did I sound as disappointed as I felt? 

“Looks like you lost your escape,” said Victor.

Josh cocked an adorable questioning eyebrow. “Escape?”

I bit my lip and determinedly focused my eyes on Victor.

“Claire wanted a barefoot walk along the moonlit beach,” Victor said.

Josh turned those hazel eyes on me. “Sounds nice.”

“When you say it like that.” I shook my head. “I will take these off, though.” I stooped down to untie the straps of my sandals, wiggling my toes and sighing as I removed them. “Excuse me, please.” I climbed the steps and made my way to Shannon, leaning against the rail of the upper deck.

Shannon smiled. “Claire, this is Michael Aubrey. Mike, this is Claire Collins.”

How many times had I watched Michael Aubrey’s Undercover Agent films? And now I was shaking his hand.

“It’s wonderful to meet you,” I gushed. “You’re such an amazing actor. I guess that sounds very pat, huh?”

He was the quintessential tall, dark, and handsome. He was older, with thick dark hair, dark brown eyes, and just the right amount of lines on his face to announce his experience without indicating he was in any way, shape, or form out of the prime of his life.

“It’s still nice to hear,” Michael replied, his tone easygoing. “Shannon says you’re a movie expert and groupie, so I’ll take it as a compliment.”

Shannon burst out laughing. “I didn’t say groupie!”

“Whatever word you used, Shannon, I’m sure you meant it in the best possible sense.” He was very smooth.

“I simply said Claire is a movie-holic.” She was still a little breathless.

I nodded. “Guilty.”

“Ever stalked anyone?” He looked serious.

“Um, no.” I quirked an eyebrow. “Does that lessen my rank as a devotee?”

“Michael...” Shannon tried to stifle another round of laughter.

“I just didn’t know if I should be worried.” He smiled broadly at Shannon.

“I think I terrified him the first time we met,” she explained. “I was a little...”

“Hyperventilating? Red-faced? Speechless?” He was laughing now. “Once I knew you weren’t going to pass out or abduct me, I found it all very charming, Shannon. You, Claire, seem much less overwhelmed.”

Shannon shook her head. “She has loads of self- control and she’s very good at hiding her emotions.”

I doubted Shannon’s assessment. A shock of windblown hair on the deck below caught my attention. Josh was watching me. I hesitated a minute before I let my gaze meet his. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find, but the heat was unmistakable. I felt strangely aware of myself—and a little empowered.

“There’s nothing wrong with having self-control,” I heard Michael add, teasing Shannon.

Apparently, I had none this evening. Josh’s gaze upon me was dizzying, almost as if he was touching me. His gaze traveled over my arm, my shoulder, my neck. My breathing accelerated. I looked away, my skin tingling and warm. It had been a long time since real longing had filled me. But I recognized it now.

My phone vibrated in my clutch, snapping me out of my wayward thoughts. It was Natalie. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

I took a steadying breath and walked from the railing. It took a minute to find a small path detouring off the deck. “Hold on, Nat,” I said into the phone as I wandered along and finally settled onto a stone bench at the path’s end, hidden beside a small gazebo wrapped in fragrant honeysuckle vines.

I smiled. “Hey, baby girl.”

“Are you at a party, Mom? Wow, it’s loud. Tell me everything.”

“Yes, I’m at a party.” I looked up, staring out across the wide night sky. “I went to a premiere with Shannon.”

“See anyone cool?” She sounded excited.

I thought of hazel-and-gold eyes stirring feelings I was not going to share with my adolescent daughter. Instead, I said, “I did see a few actors. You’ll probably be able to find it online tomorrow. You and Will okay? Not missing me too much?”

Natalie laughed. “Um, it’s been less than twenty- four hours, Mom. But yes, Will told Grams he missed you. And I do too. But I want to hear about California and Hollywood and everything. What do you see right now?”

“I’m kind of hiding in the garden while we talk, so just flowers and stuff. Like you said, it’s really loud. We’re at this fancy hotel, a movie premiere after-party thing on the beach.”

“Is anyone there that I might know? I mean, other than you and Shannon?”

“There are so many people here, sweetie. I don’t think so.” I looked up. Someone was coming down the path.

It was Josh, walking toward me with a slight smile on his lips. He had his phone to his ear, listening.

“What are you wearing?” Natalie asked.

He stopped, looking down at me, his smile slow and lazy. “Mind if I sit?” he whispered, his hand covering his phone.

I moved over, instantly aware of his proximity.

“That’s fine, thanks,” he said into the phone as he sat. “I look forward to it.” He hung up and turned to look at me.

“Mom?” Natalie tried again. I had no doubt he heard her. He was sitting so close. “What are you wearing, Mom?”

“What am I wearing?” I asked, flustered. I looked down at my dress and shrugged. “I’m barefoot...”

He laughed, then instantly snapped his mouth shut to muffle the sound.

“And?” Nat wasn’t giving up.

I tore my eyes from him then murmured, “A red dress. I think Shannon sent you a picture...”

“Hold on.” Her voice increased in volume, making me hold the phone a little away from my ear. “How do you look?”

“Well...” I swallowed.

“Lovely,” he said softly.

I was absolutely frozen. My heart stopped as he gently pushed a strand of hair from my shoulder, his touch a whisper on my skin. His hazel eyes were wide, regarding me intently. I was blushing, I could tell.

“Hold on.” There was more movement, then a sudden squeal. “Mom, you look gorgeous! I’m sending this picture to, like, everyone. Wow, Mom! Call me tomorrow?”

“I will. I promise.”

Her words flew out in a rush. “Can’t wait to hear all the details. Gotta download this one! Love you.”

“Love you too, sweetie,” I replied. “And kiss Will for me please.”

“I will, Mom. Night.” The phone went dead.

His eyes held mine and I let myself look. If I sat like this, would he lean in to kiss me?

Me? What the hell is going on?

I snapped my phone shut and turned away from him. My heart slammed against my ribs. I ran a shaky hand over one shoulder and pushed my hair from my face.

How long had it been since I was alone with a man, without anxiety...without fear? And I wasn’t afraid of him, for some inexplicable reason. Well, I was a little. Not of him, but of the feelings he was stirring. Why? Why did this man, this young man, affect me differently?

“You do. Look gorgeous, I mean. Don’t you know that?” he asked softly, curiously.

I stood, breaking the hold he had on me. His presence in this intimate space was making it hard to breathe. This wasn’t making any sense to me. I took a deep breath and glanced at him. “You’re very sweet...and young...and an actor.”

“Oh?” His smile grew. “Which bothers you more, the acting or the age? I’m assuming sweet isn’t a bad thing.”

I shrugged, waving my hands awkwardly, totally at a loss. My phone slipped from my hand. He reached for it at the same time I did, catching it before it hit the ground. His hand was warm as it closed over mine. I couldn’t help it; I felt butterflies.

“Claire?” Shannon called down the path. I looked in the direction of her voice and felt his hand fall from mine. By the time she stood before us seconds later, Josh was leaning against a pillar, completely at ease, studying the phone in his hand.

My heart was thudding rapidly in my ears. Was I really the only one that could hear it?

“I’m glad you find my acting sweet.” He spoke to both Shannon and me, ending any speculation about our conversation.

“Is that what you said? Sweet?” Shannon made a dismissive sound. “Don’t let her fool you. She was just as hot and bothered as every other red-blooded gal in the audience.”

His eyebrows rose as he regarded me, and I felt my face burn. He smiled.

“Come on, let’s get some food. You’ve got to be starving. I know I am.” Shannon grabbed my hand and led the way down the path. Josh followed.

He steadied me as I stepped onto the deck, his hand a light caress on the bare skin of my back. At my shiver, our eyes met and held. His thumb drew a lazy circle on the base of my spine before his hand was gone and we were walking, side by side. I tried to calm the telltale heat prickling my cheeks.

“I have another surprise for you, Claire.” Shannon spoke over her shoulder, winking at me. “A room here at

the hotel for tonight. You’ll have total peace and quiet and spa treatments tomorrow. I’ll come and get you before dinner. I figured you could use some R and R.” Shannon winked at me. “Happy birthday.”

Sounds pretty idyllic.

“When is your birthday?” Josh walked close beside me, his voice so soft that I leaned closer to hear him. His fingers caught mine briefly as our hands brushed, leaving my fingers tingling.

I missed a step and faltered. He caught my elbow and steadied me. “Tomorrow,” I answered, mortified at the obvious effect he was having on me.

Someone called to him.

“You’ll have to excuse me.” But he turned back to me to say, “I’ll find you later—to wish you a proper happy birthday then.” His smile was mischievous. The butterflies went crazy.

Shannon and I made our way to the tables set on the highest deck. Fire pits were inviting centerpieces amongst groupings of suede-covered settees, huge floor pillows, and large rattan chairs. It was a setting that invited more intimate conversations. Shannon found a partially empty table and chair on the far side of the deck, the view on two sides encompassing the breathtaking beach below.

The buffet wasn’t ready yet, so we snagged tiny drinks from a circling waitress and sat back in the large chair Shannon had found for us to share.

“What do you think?” she asked. “Did you ever think you’d be sitting here? Isn’t it the weirdest?”

I nodded. “Wow. It’s a completely inadequate word, but I just can’t stop saying it.” I looked around at the famous faces I’d read about, watched on the big screen and TV. It was bizarre and totally intimidating. After a few minutes of stargazing, I turned toward Shannon. “Do you

have any down time coming up? Or do you have something lined up to follow End?”

She took more drinks from the server’s tray. “I have a brilliant manuscript for a fantastic character piece.”

“Oh?” I asked. I loved to listen to her talk about her work. She could get so excited.

“Well, it’s kind of...in development.” Her face pinched up and she took a deep breath, as if bracing for something. “It’s the last manuscript you sent to me, actually.”

I stared at her, waiting for the punchline. Silence followed. “Mine?”

Shannon sipped her drink, giving me time to recover from her announcement.

I stared at her, whispering, “The last thing I sent to you was my story. About me and...”
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I felt my throat constrict, unable to speak the words sitting heavily on my chest. All I could say was, “I wrote that to get it out of my head. Like therapy.” She couldn’t be serious. “Not for publishing.”

“That’s the thing, Claire.” Shannon was looking at me. “You’re not the only woman that’s been used as a doormat, mentally and physically, by her husband. You give a powerful, raw voice to women in your situation. It’s really good.”

I shook my head, putting my face in my hands and sighing. “Shannon...” Publishing wasn’t an option. Daniel, my ex-husband, would be furious. He might even try to... No, I won’t let him. Never again.

I shivered. I couldn’t find the words to explain how completely uncomfortable I felt, how wrong this entire conversation was.

She gave up, taking a long sip of her drink. “Not the right time.”

Eager to end the discussion, I agreed. “No, it’s not. But I’m not sure there will ever be a right time for that conversation.” The memory of Daniel’s face, twisted in rage, made me shiver again. My voice was unsteady. “But thanks. I guess it’s flattering that you think it’s worth considering.”

Shannon looked at me for a long moment. I waited, but she just shrugged and looked around with a small smile. Then she laughed softly, nudging me. “He really likes you.”

“What? Who?” I asked, looking around, curious.

“Mr. Wiley. He’s been totally checking you out.”

She poked me in the side when I went rigid. “Told you that you looked hot!”

“Where did that come from?” I blushed fiercely.

“He’s so...” I paused as I ran through a mental checklist of all the things Josh Wiley was: handsome, thoughtful, talented, and intense. “Young,” I finished.

“He’s twenty-eight, hardly a kid and totally legal. He’s not a big ladies’ man around town, but he’s been seriously eyeing you.” She arched an eyebrow. “Not that I’m saying insanely gratuitous sex with an energetic and virile young man with no strings attached is what you should do. I’d never say that.”

My entire face and every inch of exposed skin grew hot. “You’re shameless.”

“Maybe.” She smiled, then changed the subject.

“Are you cold?”

I shook my head, my mind racing to keep up with her.

“So what have you been thinking?” She regarded me over the rim of her drink. “About life? Your plans?”

“Well...” I considered. “Continuing as I have been for now. The school would like me to teach full time next year.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “But that’s not what you said you wanted. And an elementary teacher’s salary can’t go far with two kids.” She regarded me with slightly narrowed eyes. “You could come to work here. I happen to know people. That helps. There’s also the possibility of getting published or optioning a manuscript. You’d get paid—pretty well, too.”

“Getting paid to do something you really enjoy? Seems almost criminal.”

Victor’s voice interrupted our conversation. “So I’m a criminal?” He was followed by a few others. And Josh.

I tried, without much success, to keep from staring at Josh, who sat gracefully on a chaise across from me and Shannon. Directly in my line of sight.

I smiled, shaking my head. “No, I—”

“She was trying to convince me not to pay her to do a job that she’s perfectly suited for.” Shannon shrugged.

“Never say no to money. Unless it’s for something illegal,” Victor added.

Shannon quipped playfully, “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe not illegal, but there are some things that are just so wrong.”

“So I shouldn’t take money for illegal activities, or for things that are so wrong they should be illegal?” I raised an eyebrow in question, sipping my drink.

“Sounds like a solid foundation for career development,” Josh said, looking slightly horrified by the line of conversation.

Victor handed Shannon a drink. “Have you heard the sequel buzz?”

Shannon winked at me. “Uh, no, I’m working hard right now to pitch this project I’m psyched about.”

“Really?” Victor leaned forward.

“Just in the outline stages for film right now, but it’s a character piece. A severely broken woman escapes her personal prison, becoming empowered in her circumstances and taking control of her life. No butt-kicking or anything, just an awakening to self-worth.”

“Could be fascinating,” Josh commented, his eyes coming to rest on me now and again.

I stared into my glass and tried not to have a panic attack. I listened to her take on my life. “It’s been done before. Sounds boring to me,” I mumbled, more loudly than I intended.

Shannon laughed aloud. “Says the inspiration.”

“A reluctant muse?” Josh asked.

“She had to ply me with alcohol before she dared to mention it.” I made the mistake of looking at him. My eyes seemed to get tangled up with his.

Josh leaned forward. “Curious.” He radiated a dangerous amount of heat.

“Not really. Nothing of interest, nothing to warrant any curiosity,” I argued.

“It’s not always easy to see oneself clearly.” Josh’s voice was soft, considering. I turned my eyes back to my glass, attempting to end his visual assessment. “And I disagree. I find you very interesting. An intriguing mystery,” he murmured, so softly no one but me could hear him. He sat back, his eyes sparkling as I shifted awkwardly in the chair.

Shannon was chattering on about the lack of good stories in today’s films. Was she goading me? I intentionally tuned out the conversation. Why would anyone here be interested in my pathetic story? Even I was barely interested in it and I was living it.

Josh was staring at my leg. I was wedged into the chair, one leg tucked under me, the other dangling with my toes tracing the flooring of the deck. His eyes traveled slowly up, from my toes, along my calf and, slowly, to my knee. He smiled slightly when he realized I was watching him. His cheeks were flushed and he arched an unapologetic eyebrow. I took a sip of my drink as a diversion. His eyes fell to my lips, his jaw tightening. I couldn’t breathe.

“Jennifer Fleming, Claire Collins. Claire, Jennifer.” Shannon nudged me, forcing me to respond to the young woman standing before me.

I smiled up at the girl, mumbling, “Nice to meet you.”

The strawberry blonde nodded politely at me then plopped down on the ottoman next to Josh. “What are we talking about?” He treated her to a grin, then looked at me again. I shifted in the chair, trying to make staring at him a little less easily accomplished.

“Baring your soul for the sake of inspiring stories,” Victor said. “You were great in the film tonight, Jen. Really great.”

It took me a moment to recognize her. She’d had short black hair in the movie. Her most memorable scene had been while she was mostly naked and wrapped around Josh for a good five minutes. I felt a flash of envy and rubbed a hand over my hair. What’s the matter with me?

I needed space. Now.

“Food?” I spoke into Shannon’s ear.

“Table.” She pointed toward the buffet table across the deck.

I got up and made my way to the table, intentionally avoiding warm hazel eyes as I went. He stood too, making my heart leap, before disappearing into the crowd without saying anything. I dismissed the sense of disappointment pulling at me and focused on sustenance. I filled a little plate with things that looked to be more vegetable and protein than starch, hoping to quiet the buzz in my ears.

As I nibbled, I let my gaze wander. In one group I found Josh, laughing, his face totally animated. The rest of the group stopped laughing long enough for someone to say something else, and then started up again. The camaraderie was evident. I smiled in spite of myself. His eyes flashed to mine, wandered over me deliberately, never wavering as he continued talking with his friends. He was staring at me in a way that left little doubt about his thoughts, his color rising slightly and his jaw rigid.

My heart was pounding in my ears. Was I imagining this? That he was looking at me like...that?

I must have had more to drink than I thought. I put down the plate on a nearby tray and made my way back to Shannon.

She was still deep in conversation with Victor and the others, so I whispered into her ear. “I’m going for a walk on the beach. I just need a minute to clear my head. Too much to drink...You know me.”

She nodded. “The water is cold, so no skinny-dipping.” I rolled my eyes at her.

I slipped out of the group and made my way down to the beach, making note of any people of interest I could tell Natalie about later. Unless I met Darth Vader himself, six-year-old Will couldn’t care less about any of this. I missed them both as I walked on the soft sand. Mom would have them settled in and sleeping peacefully by now. Bedtime was my favorite time. It meant cuddles, talks, and love. I hugged myself, the sudden rush of homesickness sharp. I hadn’t left the kids, ever. But things were different now. I didn’t need to watch over them all the time. It was time to relax.

I shivered as a gust of wind hit me, jolting me from my reverie.

My eyes adjusted to the moonlight; the sand glowed white. The crisp, salty sea air tickled my nose after the various perfumes and scents crowding the party. The soothing sound of the waves muffled everything; only an occasional rise in volume from the party broke through.

There were a few couples strolling, but it felt delightfully deserted compared to the crowd of the party. The only drawback was the temperature. It was colder here, away from the fire pits and people. I wrapped my arms around myself, but there wasn’t much to keep out the chill. I wandered down to the surf, keeping my toes safely on dry land.

“Claire?” Josh’s voice made me jump. “Sorry I startled you. I saw you make your way down.”

“Just lost in the moment.” My voice was strained.

“It’s lovely.” Almost as lovely as you are.

Josh’s gaze remained on me, not the ocean or the beach or the moon. “It is.”

My heart thumped, warming under his inspection. He asked, “How did you meet Shannon?”

“College. We had a Creative Writing class together. She was this outspoken, pushy chick that loved to talk at the class versus with the class. We both loved to write and we just clicked. She’s been trying to push me out of my shell ever since.”

“She’s rather...opinionated at times.” He stole a glance from the corner of his eye, smiling.

I nodded. “That’s putting it very nicely. But, all stubbornness and opinions aside, she’s the most loyal friend in the world.”

“I’ve never read anything of hers.” He stared up at the moon.

“She’s exceptionally talented.”

“It appears that she feels the same way about you— as you’re her muse.”

“She’s...I don’t know...” I had no idea what to say. I didn’t want to have this conversation, ever. Certainly not on the beach, under the stars, with him. Wasn’t there anything else to talk about? I shrugged. “I honestly don’t know what she’s thinking.”

I felt it the instant Josh’s hazel eyes were on me, but I refused to meet his gaze. I waited, keeping my mouth shut and a small smile on my face. I knew he was waiting for me to elaborate, but I had nothing to add. The quiet grew. The wind whistled as it blew around us. Goose bumps covered my skin and I shivered.

“Here.” Josh removed his jacket and placed it around my shoulders. His thumbs stroked softly over my collarbone, leaving a trail of heat in their wake.

I was acutely aware of Josh, of the fact that we were alone. My eyes lingered on his lower lip, mere inches from me. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Josh said softly. His hands slid from my shoulders, putting some distance between us. “In a way I feel like I know you.” A slow and slightly flush- inducing smile spread across his face as he continued.

“You’re a bit of a personal hero for Shannon. You come up often in conversation.” He watched me as he spoke, watched as I fiddled with the buttons on his jacket.

“Really?” Shannon’s been talking about me? That probably wasn’t good.

“I was curious to meet you, this tower of strength and inspiration that Shannon’s so devoted to. I imagined someone slightly intimidating and world-weary,” he said.

“Nothing at all like you. You’re a complete surprise. She didn’t do you justice.”

I was shocked and more than a little pleased by his compliment. It took an effort to speak, let alone sound
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