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        A glance. A touch. Is all it takes.

        Darkness. Secrets. One mistake.

        Whispered words and broken promises.

        Darkness hides the secrets, or so you think.

        Secrets as dark as mine will make you sink.

        —Chloe Vanderbilt

      

        

      
        “Shoot for the moon. Even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars”

        —Norman Vincent Peale
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      You know the saying a picture is worth a thousand words?

      Well, it’s true.

      And I’m going to tell you why. Or rather, show you.

      My name is Chloe Vanderbilt, and a few weeks ago, my life changed forever.

      And it’s all due to one single photograph.
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      I leaned back in my chair and stretched my arms over my head. It was lunchtime at last.

      I’d been in this job for six months now, and the time had come. Today was the day I wrote my first official article for the website. Sydney Showbiz News was the most prominent entertainment website in Australia, and up to this point, I’d only done photocopying, coffee runs, and collecting snippets of news that might be worthy of an article.

      And now I was about to ruin someone’s life.

      This isn’t what I’d signed up for, but it paid the bills.

      It was a writing gig, and those were hard to come by. I wanted to be a writer of fiction. Growing up, I’d always wanted to be a writer—whether funny skits and plays written and performed by my sister and me and then played out for our parents or poems revealing my darkest dreams and secrets. I’d always wanted to write a novel. So, each night, after a long day at the website where I worked, being around people who made up stories for a living, and twisting the truth about real life people, I came home, poured myself a glass of wine, and sat in front of the computer to make up my own stories.

      My musings were just that—musings. It was a way to vent, a way to get my feelings out about what I was doing at work—which was making up a story based on a photograph to bring traffic to the website.

      It was wrong.

      My job as a journalist was morally wrong. And judging by the story I’d just made up, the one I hesitated to send to Susan, my boss, this was either going to come back and bite me in the arse, or I was going to hell.

      The story which I had been asked to write was an exposé on top breakfast TV host, Charles Raymond. He had been snapped with a woman who wasn’t his wife, and I had his life and career in my hands. I took a sip of my coffee and read over the article once more.
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        “Charles Raymond’s Steamy Affair”

        

        Veteran TV host, Charles Raymond, was spotted dining out this week in a trendy Sydney restaurant with a new lady love. The pair held hands across the table and even ordered oysters and champagne. Which made us ask—is it trouble in paradise for one of Australia’s favourite TV personalities? Has Charles officially split from his wife of thirty years? It sure looked serious in the exclusive Sydney Showbiz News photo, featured above.

        

      

      If I wanted to get paid, I had to hit send. So, I gave the article another read, attached it to the email, and pressed send. I’d watched this man on my TV screen for years, and he was one of the most popular personalities on the small screen. I had to remind myself that this was what I had to do to get paid as a journalist. And if I was going to make it here, then I had to sell my soul.

      When I went home that evening, my flatmate was watching a movie in the living room.

      “Hey,” I called as I walked in the door.

      “Hey, roomie,” replied Sarah. She was a doctor and worked mostly nights at the hospital. So I was surprised to see her at all, let alone watching a movie in her pyjamas.

      “Hey, no night shift tonight?” I headed to the kitchen in search of wine. I needed it after the day I’d had, after possibly ruining someone’s life. I found a bottle of Merlot on the counter and figured Sarah must have had some. So, I poured myself a glass and joined her on the couch.

      “No. I… one of my patients died. So I was told to go home.”

      “Oh no! I’m sorry. I’m sure it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I broke down at work after the mother of the child threatened to sue me.” She took a sip of wine and shrugged and turned to look at me. “How was your day?”

      I laughed nervously. “Oh, you know, ruining people’s lives one word at a time. No biggie.” I instantly felt sorry for laughing. My day paled in comparison to Sarah’s regarding shittiness. I patted her shoulder and turned toward the TV.

      “Oh, Jack Dean. I love him.”

      “Yeah. Isn’t he hot?”

      It was an action movie where Jack Dean’s character had to rescue the daughter of a drug kingpin whom he loves from the clutches of her father. It had steamy romance and explosive action scenes and car chase scenes that appealed to both females and males. I watched Jack as he risked his life for the woman he loved.

      “He’s hot in a vulnerable way. He makes you want to know more about him. It gives him depth. He’s not just all abs and good looks. There’s more under the surface.”

      Sarah shoved me playfully. “Perhaps you’ll get to meet him one day. With your job, it’s possible. Then you can tell him all that.”

      I blushed. “A newbie journalist interviewing one of the hottest stars in the world? Yeah, right.”
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      I walked into work and logged into my computer. I had a new email waiting for me.
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        From: Susan

        To: Chloe

        

        Chloe,

        Good job on your first article! This is certainly going to drive traffic to the website. As a reward, I have a new assignment for you. Usually, we give this sort of work to more experienced journalists, but I think you deserve this. Congratulations. You’re proving you’ve got what it takes to make it in this industry.

        

        Kind regards,

        Susan

        

      

      

      Whoa. I couldn’t believe she loved my article! Susan Wickford is the type of woman every young journalist or female entrepreneur wants to be. At just twenty-one, she became the youngest editor of the largest women’s magazine in the country. She was also kind of a dragon lady. I was a little scared of her. I still didn’t feel right about the article, but it was what I had to do. And getting praised by Susan was worth it. Attached to the email was a photograph, and when I opened it and saw just who was featured in that photograph, my jaw fell open.

      It was Jack Dean.

      I had to write an article about Jack Dean!

      The photograph featured Jack and his female co-star, Alexa Long, from the drug boss action movie I’d watched last night. In it, they were locked in a steamy kiss. They were in costume still, but I could tell it was snapped outside the set because the crew and tourists could be seen in the background.

      I knew Alexa Long from the magazines that adorned the break room table and my coffee table at home, as well as the numerous billboards around the city. She had her own make-up line, a vast social media following, and was one of the sexiest female actresses in the world right now. This kiss was going to be one of the biggest scandals in the world.

      This story was sure to break the internet and skyrocket my career.

      But I couldn’t do it.

      There was something about Jack that made me hesitate. I didn’t know Alexa or Jack personally, but a couple of TV interviews I’d seen him do and the few movies I’d watched that he’d starred in, he came across as sensitive and real and raw. He seemed like a guy with emotion. He seemed like he would care if this got out. This guy had layers and secrets, and as much I wanted to expose them, I didn’t want to ruin his life. Somehow, I felt like I knew him. I admired him.

      So, I replied to Susan and declined the assignment.

      From: Chloe
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        To: Susan

        

        Susan,

        Thank you for believing in me and for the assignment. Unfortunately, I don’t think I’m ready for a story like this. So I will have to decline.

        

        Sincerely,

        Chloe

        

      

      No less than a minute later, I got a phone call. It was Susan. She didn’t offer a greeting or anything. She just said, “Chloe, can you come see me in my office please.”

      This was it. I was getting fired. I knew I wasn’t going to last long.

      I walked into Susan’s office—the dragon’s den as everyone called it in the office—with my stomach twisted in knots. I braced myself for the inevitable.

      I approached Susan’s office, nervously wringing my hands and breathing in and out. She didn’t look up when I knocked.

      “Come in and shut the door, please.”

      “Susan, about the email and the assignment—”

      She stopped typing, took off her glasses, and looked over the top of her screen at me. She held up her hand to stop me.

      “Chloe, sit down. I just wanted to have a little chat with you. That’s all.”

      “Oh, sure.” I shut the door behind me and sat down on the fabric covered chair opposite Susan.

      “Now, Chloe, I was curious as to why you declined the assignment? This could be a big break for you.”

      What could I say that would appease her? The truth. I had to tell the truth, no matter how much it might hurt my career. I’d already sold my soul and possibly ruined Charles Raymond’s life. But I didn’t like Charles Raymond. He wasn’t appealing to me. I liked Jack Dean. Yesterday, I was willing to do anything to make it in this job. But now, I was rethinking everything.

      “I’m sorry. But I just don’t think journalism is for me.”

      “Why not? Yesterday you were keen. What’s changed?”

      Jack Dean. Even though I didn’t know him, something about this picture struck me like a set-up. There was something not quite right about it. It seemed like a publicity stunt.

      “The photo,” I said finally. “I don’t know what it is, but it seems staged somehow. I’ve watched Jack Dean’s work and seen interviews, and he seems like too nice of a guy to do this kind of thing.”

      Susan nodded and smiled. “You’re right. It is staged. It’s a publicity stunt for the film set up to hopefully boost box office sales and press. It’s not doing so well. I got an email from Jack Dean’s manager yesterday telling us to share this.”

      My jaw fell open for the second time that day. “Why would his manager do something like that? This is the kind of thing someone would want shut down, not want it to go viral.”

      “I know. But honestly, I think the studios are desperate at this point. And that leads me to my next point, the real reason I asked you to come into my office.”

      I braced myself, holding my breath.

      “The premiere is booked for next week in Sydney. Jack Dean’s manager asked me if I could send one of my reporters along to get an exclusive. I want you to go.”

      “Me? Are you serious? But I don’t think I’m ready.”

      “I think you are. And Chloe, the way this industry works is, for a falling star, any publicity is good publicity. You have what it takes. All you have to do is get over the fact that you’re ruining someone’s life and trust in yourself.”
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      Chloe?”

      I was pulled from the screen of my phone by a cacophony of sound.

      It was starting. I looked up into the face of Susan. She didn’t look impressed. Instead, she seemed awfully stressed and about ready to have a conniption at any given moment.

      Susan pursed her lips together in a tight line and furrowed her brows.

      “Chloe, I am not paying you to surf the internet. Be alert. He’s coming, and I need you to get the exclusive.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Sorry.” I slipped my phone in my pocket and pushed through the horde of reporters and journalists, making my way to the front of the media section of the red carpet.

      We were at the premiere of a big upcoming blockbuster film, and Hollywood’s latest ‘IT’ boy was in town. Doing this, being on the red carpets, and interviewing celebrities was something I never imagined myself doing. I’d wanted to be a writer since I was a little girl, but as soon as I finished university, the naïve young twenty-one-year-old Chloe thought she’d get a job straight away in a top magazine or website and get paid thousands of dollars to make-up crap about celebrities. Oh, that Chloe was a fool! Three years later, and here I am, twenty-four-year-old Chloe, taking any opportunity that comes my way with enthusiasm, (even faked) and saying yes to just about anything to get my foot in the door and make ends meet in this stupidly expensive city.

      When I say anything, I mean writing other uni student’s CVs and cover letters, even writing obituaries for the newspaper in the small town where I grew up. Any paying job was a job. It was money, and I needed every bit just to survive. So how did I get here, you ask? From small-town causal obituary writer to celebrity gossip columnist and entertainment reporter? Talking to celebrities on the red carpet of blockbuster film premieres? I’ll tell you.

      Six months ago, my sister asked me to help at Sydney Fashion Week. They needed a few more bar staff to serve champagne. It was paid—so, of course, I said yes. My sister had been working in the fashion industry for a few years and currently worked in the office of a local fashion label. Her boss was attending, and they needed more people to help out backstage, handing the models their clothes and such. So she volunteered her time backstage while I poured endless streams of bubbly for the VIP guests.

      Most of the guests in attendance were celebrities, fashion bloggers, journalists, or supermodels. I knew this would probably be the event to get my foot in the door of the entertainment industry. And I was right. Towards the end of the night, my sister introduced me to Susan, my current boss. She was the editor of the top entertainment news website in the country. When my sister told her I was a writer, Susan gave me her details and told me to call her office to set up an interview. She’d also ask that I send her some of my previous work. Something I’d written. I froze on the spot, panicking. Up until that point, I hadn’t taken myself very seriously when it came to writing. Sure, I’d had ideas for a novel and a screenplay for years, and had written short stories and plays, most of them for uni assignments, but I’d never published anything. They’d all been a bit of fun. Luckily, my sister thought I was terrific and had what it takes, so she made me email in one of my poems. I thought the poem was god- awful and the worst piece of shit ever created. But Emily didn’t. So I sent the email a few days after Fashion Week, and one week later, I got the call for an interview with the company that ran the website.

      Flash forward six months, and here I was waiting to interview one of the world’s biggest stars at the premiere of his new film. I still didn’t think I deserved this. I still thought I was a fraud, and it was by some cosmic joke that Susan hired me, and at any moment, she was going to say, “Oh, sorry. I didn’t really hire you. It was a mistake, and you’re just not good enough to write for us.” Hardy-har-har. Not that someone like Susan would say that, but that’s what she was probably thinking.

      It hadn’t happened yet, but it would probably happen soon.

      I still had imposter syndrome, though.

      If I didn’t get at least a few words in and an answer from Jack Dean, the world’s biggest star, my fears would become a reality.

      I continued pushing my way through the line of photographers and other media people and shouldered my way to the front of the line just in time for Jack to pass. My heart leapt into my throat as my brain stopped working, and I forgot my questions. Thankfully, Jack stopped at the first reporter, and I had more time to prepare myself. I took my phone out again and found my notes. I then readied the voice recording app and waited until it was my turn.

      I had a couple of questions prepared that Susan wanted me to ask Jack, things they knew would solicit ‘juicy’ answers that would bring traffic to the website. I knew this whole interview was an exclusive and to bring in the traffic, but I had to make this interview good. I couldn’t make a fool of myself. This interview could make or break me.

      “No pressure at all, Chloe,” I said to myself, hopping from foot to foot to keep myself from having the nervous shakes. But it was no use. I was already sweating. And I needed to pee. Ugh. This wasn’t going to end well.

      Jack was now with the next reporter, and there were a camera and bright, hot lights pointed at him. Squinting a little as he spoke to the reporter, he showed no sign of discomfort. And because the lights were shining on him, and he was practically standing in front of me, I could see the full extent of his beauty. And boy, was this man beautiful! I had never thought of a man as beautiful before, but now I could see why some women said so. Jack Dean was freaking gorgeous. He had dark brown hair, almost black. The lights made his hair look like dark chocolate. And his eyes… oh, man. Don’t get me started on his eyes. I could now see the appeal. I could see why he was the new Sexiest Man Alive. He had the most decadent hazel eyes I had ever seen. God, how I wanted to dive into those eyes.

      But this wasn’t me. I wasn’t one to fall for the guy everyone else wanted. Or consume popular media. I liked unique things, whimsical things. Obscure indie rock bands and books by indie authors, handmade vintage clothing from market stalls. I hated blockbuster movies with the same actor in every one, and a mediocre script. I loved quality over quantity. I loved expensive wine, good food and luxury cars (not that I could afford the latter.) but you get the picture.

      But speaking of quality, I could appreciate the finer things. I had an eye for detail.

      And Jack Dean was like a fine wine, or a well-made designer suit, or a luxury vehicle.

      You get it. Blah, blah, blah.

      Jack Dean was quality. I suddenly felt something I hadn’t felt in a long, long time. A feeling I thought would never return after being dumped by the last guy I dated. Something stirred in my gut, a warm twisty feeling. It also stirred down there, making my lady parts come to life. My cheeks heated.

      Lust.

      Oh, my God. I was pretty sure I was in lust with Jack Dean.

      And now he stood directly in front of me with eager eyes awaiting my first question. And here I was ogling him like a nymphomaniac.

      I wanted to die.
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      He was smiling at me. And my God, his smile was glorious! It made my insides melt and my knickers wet. My cheeks heated again as I thought about Jack Dean making my knickers wet. I quickly looked down at my phone. I couldn’t think about that when he was standing in front of me. I had to ask him something. That’s why I was here after all. I was working. I looked up at Jack again, and he was smirking. That sneaky, evil bastard was smirking at me. He apparently felt pleasure seeing me in pain and knowing he was the cause of it.

      Speak, Chloe. Speak! Say something!

      “Um… hi, Jack.” Not that. Anything but that. Chloe, you idiot!

      “Hi,” was all he said. And then he smiled again. And it was a twisty half-smile that showed off his dimples. They were my favourite kind of smile. Once again, as I stared at the dimple on his right cheek, that twisty, warm tingly feeling swept over me. My vagina throbbed, and another little squirt of liquid escaped into my knickers. Great. At this rate, my undies were going to be completely soaked through by the time I finished.

      Oh, sweet ground, please swallow me up right now!

      “Are you okay?” a deep but playful voice asked. I looked up and realised it was Jack Dean. The Jack Dean had just asked if I was okay!

      “Oh, yeah. I’m fine. I’m just… This is my first big assignment, and I don’t want to mess it up,” I told him. It was the truth.

      “Hey, you shouldn’t put so much pressure on yourself. What’s your name, and where are you from?”

      I smiled. “Chloe Vanderbilt, originally from the Central Coast of New South Wales. Now from Sydney.”

      I didn’t know what it was, but Jack Dean had a way of making me feel at ease. All the stress and anxiety instantly melted away, and at that moment, it was just him and me.

      He laughed. “A small-town girl, huh? I was raised in a small town too, but that’s not what I meant.”

      I wished the ground would swallow me up right about now. Yep, anytime now, ground. I looked down at my phone, flipped it over in my hands, and began polishing the logo on the back with my thumb. It was something I often did when I was nervous. That or chew my fingernails. But I’d stopped the latter when I’d started working for Susan.

      “I meant, what publication or media company are you from?”

      “Oh. Sydney Showbiz News. I’m a gossip columnist. I report on the latest celebrity news, review movies, etcetera.”

      “Awesome. So I’m assuming you have some questions for me?” Something captured his attention further down the red carpet toward the road. I heard screams and assumed another big name star had arrived. He then turned back to me and stepped closer.

      “Yeah. I’ll try and keep it brief.”

      “Jack!”

      His attention was stolen from me once again by some other reporter calling for him. I hated when they did that. It made them sound desperate. But time was of the essence, and Jack had to talk to many more people before making his way inside the theatre. I glanced down at my phone again, flipped it back over and quickly found my notes. However, as I read the first question, I realised it was lame. It was the most generic, unoriginal question and something many other journos would ask. As if sensing my dilemma, Jack leaned over the red velvet rope and placed his hand on top of mine. Time froze, and my heart skipped a beat as I met his gaze.

      “Don’t worry about the questions. Ask me anything. Anything that comes to mind. The first thing that comes to you.”

      Are you single?

      Can I have your babies?

      Wanna run away with me?

      Naturally, I couldn’t say what was really on my mind. So I just said this:

      “What was it like to work with Jemma Veritas?” Jemma was his leading lady in this film and one of the sexiest women alive right now. I wasn’t ashamed to admit I would turn gay for her. She was hot.

      Jack did that dimply smile again.

      “Working with Jemma was great, but you don’t want to ask me that, do you? Not really.”

      Cheeks heated and undies dampened once more.

      “No. But my boss would love an answer.” That was the truth.

      “Well, we’d better give you something worth writing about to appease your boss. I don’t want you getting fired, now.” He gave me a wink, took his hand from mine (it had been resting on mine the entire time this was going on), and then he walked away.

      As Jack finished his press duties further down the red carpet, I suddenly remembered the entire reason I was here. How this premiere and me being here was planned publicity. Did he know about this? If not, I had to warn him. But it was too late. Jack was gone.
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      After Jack left, I felt displaced. My mind was everywhere. Everywhere but where it should be. Mainly on Jack. It should be in my notes. I should have recorded his answers. I should have warned him about the photo and the plan.

      You’re a fool, Chloe.

      For once, my inner monologue, that demon on my shoulder, was right. I was a fool—a great big, fat, drooling, desperate fool. I’d let myself get distracted by him.

      I made my way to a quiet corner of the theatre foyer and quickly typed a few things into my notes. As scrambled as my brain was, I could remember every single word of what Jack had said. It would stay in my mind forever. That was how my mind worked. I appeared frazzled and confused on the outside—I was a nervous, awkward individual—but on the inside, I had a brain that could remember infinite details about experiences that were important. I liked to think of it as having a photographic memory. Experiences I didn’t care for or didn’t deem necessary, or things I wanted to forget, those I could easily dislodge from my mind to make way for more important things. There was only so much a brain could take.

      In the midst of note taking, Susan found me in my so-called safe haven. I thought I was safe there in my little corner.

      “Did you get it?” she asked straight up. No “How did it go? How are you feeling? How was your first big interview, Chloe?” Nope. This woman was all business and got straight into it.

      I smiled. “Yeah. I got it. Just writing it down now.” I typed and remembered the plan. I looked up at Susan. “But I didn’t get to ask him about the photo of him and Alexa and whether he knew about the plan.”

      Susan appeared to instantly de-stress and took a breath. “It doesn’t matter because you have a second chance. Here’s your ticket, which includes entry into the after party.” She handed me a lanyard, and I froze.

      “After party? I’m invited to the after party?”

      “Yes. Normally, media aren’t allowed because they have a strict no photography policy. But this request comes directly from Jack Dean himself.” She pats my arm, and now it’s my turn to breathe a sigh of relief. I slipped the lanyard over my neck and smiled.

      “You must have done something right, my dear.”

      As we entered the theatre, I tried to figure out what I’d done to gain entry into the exclusive after party, but I came up blank.
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      The after party was held in the hotel next to the theatre, and as I followed the crowd, I tapped out my thoughts on the film into my phone. The film was incredibly awkward for me after my red carpet encounter. Every time Jack’s face appeared on screen, the same feelings of lust returned. My undies were now extra damp. Damn it! I should probably head back to my hotel to freshen up before the party.

      I stopped walking, pivoted on my toes and ran back the way I had come. I ran the entire way to my hotel, which was just around the corner from the theatre. It should have taken five minutes, but instead, took ten due to the crowd, security, media and temporary fences blocking off the footpath. I finally reached the hotel lobby and dove for the elevator, making it just in time before the doors shut. A luggage porter was already inside, and his trolley took up most of the lift, so I had to squeeze beside it. Good thing I’m petite.

      “How was the movie?” he asked. I was immersed in my phone taking notes again and hadn’t realised he was talking to me. But I was the only other person in the elevator, so he must have been talking to me. I glanced over the top of the suitcases and met his gaze. He looked younger than I look, perhaps in his late teens, early twenties, but looked like he’d barely reached puberty. He was stick-thin, and his voice had barely broken.

      “Oh, it was good. I liked it.”

      “Do you recommend it, then?”

      “Yes. Sure,” I replied, not really wanting to speak. I wanted to get out of this super awkward situation and get to my room pronto so I could take some time to freshen up, change my soiled underpants, and make it back to the after party before some other girl swooped in on Jack Dean.

      I wanted to kick myself right then.

      You’re an idiot, Chloe. Stop thinking about your soiled undies in public! Soiled due to Jack Dean making you horny. And what makes you think you have a chance in hell with him, anyway?

      Thankfully, the doors opened on my level, and I practically dove for the opposite wall. I stumbled a little but caught myself before making an embarrassing face plant in the hallway. I quickly turned back to see if porter-boy had noticed.

      I saw his smirk before the doors shut.

      Oh, hell.

      What’s worse than thinking about your soaked undies in public? Having a pubescent boy see you face plant in a short dress, that’s what.

      A middle-aged lady dressed in a hotel robe and slippers rounded the corner as I brushed off my dress and pretended to walk confidently to my room. She paused at the intersection and gave me a dirty look before turning right.

      “What’s your problem, lady?” I said quietly to myself. I gave her the bird and quickly made my way to the room. Could this night get any worse?

      I made it to my room and shut the door before anything else could occur. I turned on the light and adjusted the thermostat to cool, as the room was stifling. Susan had paid for our rooms here, mostly so she could come back and order champagne and fall asleep before ten to get in her full eight hours of beauty sleep. You’d think a five-star hotel could afford to keep the air conditioning regulated. By now, Susan was probably on her way back, so I had to be quick to avoid her. I couldn’t let her find out the real reason I’d returned to the hotel.

      I found my suitcase and rifled through it searching for a spare pair of knickers. I always packed an extra pair of undies whenever I travel for the night or extended period of time. You never know when you might need them. Accidents happen. But this, tonight, was no accident. Jack Dean had caused this. But I definitely wasn’t pre-empting it.

      My fingers grasped a small piece of cotton and lace—which was strange. I hardly owned anything with lace. Definitely not underwear. I didn’t date, and I didn’t buy lacy, skimpy lingerie for myself. There was no reason to. I preferred all my bits to be covered entirely. I tugged the material free and pulled out what looked to be a small piece of black lace. I held it up cautiously and took in what appeared to be the skimpiest black G-string I had ever seen. Crap! I must have grabbed my sister’s knickers out of the washing pile by mistake. I flung the dental floss on the bed and grabbed the suitcase, tossing its contents onto the bed, as well. But no matter how many times I searched that suitcase, no other underpants could be found.

      “Shit! This isn’t good.” I began pacing and hyperventilating. Then my eyes caught the time on my fitness tracker. The after party had well and indeed started, and Jack was probably already there searching for me. I picked up the dental floss and studied them. I couldn’t wear them. There’s just no way. But then I remembered my wet undies.

      There was no other choice. I couldn’t face Jack Dean knowing he was the cause of my damp knickers. I had to either wear my sister’s G-string or go commando. And there was no way I was going nude under a dress this short. So, I had no other option. I was wearing the dental floss.

      I quickly swapped my undies, taking off my soiled ones and tossing them in the side pocket of the suitcase and slid on the G- string. I had never ever worn a G-string before, so the feeling was strange as I walked to the bathroom. The cool air from the air conditioning hit my butt cheeks instantly. When I was a little girl, I had hated wearing dresses. I would chuck a tantrum, kicking and screaming every time my family would try to force me into one. This was due to the fact I hated feeling the breeze down there. And mainly because you just couldn’t climb trees in a dress.

      I quickly freshened up, splashing water on my face after sweating off almost all my make-up. The theatre had been hot and stuffy. Nerves had been the leading cause, though. That and Jack.

      It seemed Jack Dean was the root cause of most of my problems tonight. Damn him. He was going to be the death of me. I reapplied my make-up and dabbed on more deodorant and perfume. I was ready to head back to the party now.

      As I made my way to the after party, I tried to calm my nerves and not focus on Jack Dean. But that was almost impossible since Jack had now taken up residence in every waking thought. And I knew he would be in my dreams tonight too.
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      Music spilled out of the doors of the ballroom, where the after party was— deafening nightclub music.

      Music I hated.

      But I was here because I had to see Jack. I had to get the exclusive for the website.

      Yep, that was the only reason I was here. It had nothing to do with the hold Jack seemed to have on me. Security stopped me when I approached the doors.

      “Invite, please.”

      I waved the lanyard, the guard scanned it, and just like that, I was in.

      The room was dark, and I stuck to the edge as I made my way through the room. There was a bar to my right, so I made a beeline for it. I needed liquid courage.

      “Hi, what would you like?” asked the petite blonde woman behind the bar.

      “Um…” I needed something stronger than wine or champagne. “I’ll have a mojito, please.”

      “Sure.” The bartender nodded. She moved around collecting the ingredients for my drink, and as I watched her work, I felt someone come up beside me.

      “You made it.” The voice was playful yet sensual and right near my ear. It made me shiver. I turned and found myself face to face with Jack Dean.

      I smiled. “I’m here.” Oh, God. Chloe, could you be any more of a dork?

      Luckily, Jack didn’t seem fazed by my dorkiness. He just smiled and turned to the bar.

      “A scotch on the rocks, please.”

      The pretty, young bartender flashed Jack a thousand watt smile and tucked an invisible strand of hair behind her ear. Oh, God.

      “Certainly.” She finished my drink and set it on the bar before getting to work on Jack’s drink. Jack turned to look at me, and I smiled at him again.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” said Jack as the bartender handed him his drink. He dropped a fifty-dollar note on the bar. “Thanks. Keep the change.”

      The girl smiled at him again and turned away. I spun to face him.

      “You just paid for my drink! How’d you know I hadn’t paid?”

      “Because I’ve been watching you.” He laughed, seeing my horrified face. “No. Not like that. I saw you when you walked in.”

      “Oh.” My cheeks heated, and I took a sip of my drink. Jack led us through the crowded room to a couple of lounge chairs in the corner.

      “It’s the least I can do. I couldn’t wait to talk to you again.”

      “But I’m a journalist. Why would you want to talk to me?”

      “You’re not that kind of journalist, are you, Chloe?” He leaned in closer across the small circular table. He had me there. I leaned in too.

      “No. I’m not.” He smiled, and I could see his white teeth glimmer in the dim blue-tinted room. I took a sip of my drink, and he did the same. He then leaned back in his seat and crossed his legs.

      “So how about that exclusive now?”

      “Oh, sure.” Why did he want to do this now? He had me distracted. Frazzled. There was no way I could concentrate enough to think of suitable questions. I fiddled with the black vintage clutch that I’d gotten from an opportunity shop a few years ago.

      “Hey, I was joking, Chloe.” He leaned forward and reached for my hand across the table. I smiled and let him. “Questions are boring. Just write about this,” he said, waving his hand about.

      “I don’t know. This is kinda private. Why would you want me to reveal your deepest, darkest secrets to the world?”

      “But it’ll appease your dragon. Besides, I need to show the world the real me. Not the one they see in pictures in trashy magazines.” He winked, and I laughed, picking up my drink again.

      I thought about what Jack had said, about needing to tell the world the truth. I thought about the photo I was asked to write about. This was it. I needed to come clean. I leaned forward.

      “About that… there’s a photo floating around, of you and Alexa Long…”

      He leaned back in the chair and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that’s why I need to set the record straight. I need to tell my side of the story. My manager thinks this will be good publicity for both of us. But I disagree. The photo was staged by Alexa as revenge, but it’s turned into so much more.”

      “Why revenge? What does Alexa want?”

      “Fame, fortune, and me. It was because I turned her down. I’m sick of her games. And I need to show the world who I really am first—before they draw their own conclusions.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough.” I took another sip of my liquid courage. “Since we’re on the topic of wanting to clear the air, I need to confess something.”

      He leaned in closer and took another sip of his drink. “Oh, yeah?”

      “The photo. My boss asked me to write an article about it, but I couldn’t do it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because the truth is, there’s something about you that is so real. So raw. You’re good looking sure, but that’s not all you are. There’s more soul underneath that skin. And I… I couldn’t make up a story about you. Being with you now, I knew I needed to know the real you.”

      Jack searched my face, and then took my hand across the table.

      “Wow. That’s the nicest thing I think anyone has ever said about me. Could you really see all that from one photograph?”

      “Not just from the photograph, but from all your films. There’s a sensitivity there. You seem real and genuine. There’s something about you that makes me crave to know you.”

      “And there’s something about you, Chloe, that’s different than anyone I’ve ever met before. There’s something real and genuine about you, too. You’re not like the other journalists. You actually have a heart and a soul. You care about people. That’s a rare quality.”

      I blushed. “Thank you.”

      I didn’t think about work for the rest of the night. Jack ordered us more drinks, and we stayed for a few more hours chatting and laughing. Sometime during the evening, Jack slid closer to me in the circular lounge chair so we could hear each other speak over the loud music.

      It was then his stomach growled. I laughed. My stomach joined in.

      “God, I’m starving. I forgot to eat,” he said, laughing.

      “Me too.”

      “Wanna come back to my room for room service?”

      “Yeah. Sure. Let’s go.”

      He took my hand and led me out of the room. A flash illuminated the room, but I put it down to strobe lights. Little did I know, this night, this encounter would be a pivotal moment in my life.
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      It was still dark when we made it to the elevator. Jack’s hand found my lower back, and I didn’t protest. I liked the feel of his hand there. I turned and looked at him, and my stomach flip-flopped as I saw he was looking at me too. His eyes held a hint of desire and mystery. It was frightening and exciting being next to Jack. Never in my wildest dreams would I have foreseen this night.

      It’s true what they say: Timing and opportunity are everything.

      I think fate had a part to play at this moment. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for my sister introducing me to Susan. If Susan hadn’t asked me to cover this event and give me the VIP pass to the after party, I wouldn’t be here, either. And if Jack hadn’t invited me… I wasn’t one of those fangirls. But you had to be blind or gay not to be attracted to Jack Dean. He was the guy every guy wanted to be, and the guy every girl wanted.

      As the elevator doors opened, Jack pulled me closer until I was up against his body. A jolt of electricity shot through my body, and I was suddenly wide-awake. I took Jack’s hand and led him into the elevator. We stood towards the back holding each other’s gaze as the doors closed.

      And as the doors closed, and Jack’s hand found my thigh, another flash blinded us.

      When the doors opened, Jack still held onto my hand. He tugged me in the direction of his hotel room. We laughed as we swayed in our drunkenness, bashing into the walls. We were both intoxicated, but not all of it was from alcohol. I was drunk on Jack—and the way he looked at me, Jack was drunk on me too. This was confirmed when we stopped outside Jack’s room so he could find his key card.

      As he slid the card into the door, I grabbed his waist and tugged him closer. He leaned down and kissed me. Oh, my God. His kisses were electric. I was already buzzing, but Jack gave me an extra kick. He was a drug, and I was addicted to him.

      We didn’t even separate to enter the room. We practically fell into the room as the door opened and then closed behind us. Jack flipped me around and pushed me up against the closed door. His lips found mine again, and then my neck. I moaned and felt myself falling. Jack caught me, picked me up. I swung my legs up around his waist as he carried me into the spacious suite. He set me down on the bed and keeping my firm grasp on him with my legs, I pulled him down with me.

      “Mm, Chloe. As much as I want this and you right now, I also want food.” He pushed off the bed and walked over to the room service menu. He picked it up and began perusing it while I sat up and tried to collect the scattered pieces of my mind. When he kissed me, my brain ran away. I suspected it was still amongst all the people at the after party. I stared at him and his dark jeans and a black t-shirt. The shirt had been hiding underneath his white linen dress shirt and defined his toned biceps. His biceps weren’t too big but perfect. It showed he liked to keep fit but wasn’t obsessed with his body. Jack’s features were dark, and he had a slightly olive complexion, which I assumed was from his half-Asian origins. I had a secret thing for half Asian guys. Well, it wasn’t really a secret. My friends knew my type. There was just something about the dark eyes and hair mixed with Caucasian facial features. They were a huge turn on for me.

      “What are you gonna order?” I asked, noting Jack was still reading the menu.

      “Well, I’d kill for some of my mum’s rice paper rolls right now. But will have to settle for the duck pancakes they have here.”

      “Mm. Yum. That sounds heavenly.” I leaned back and turned slightly to the side so I could watch him. He picked up the phone and turned to face me. He smiled, and his dimple made another appearance. Oh, how I wanted to go up to him and trace that dimple with my fingers—and then my tongue. He was so gorgeous to look at. I smiled back and continued my study of him.

      “Yes, hi. I was wondering if I could get two orders of your duck pancakes as well as one pad thai. Vegetarian will do. Oh, I’d also like a bottle of your best sauvignon blanc delivered as well.” He paused, and his gaze met mine once more. My tummy flipped, and that warm tingly feeling down there reappeared. “Two glasses.”

      Oh, hell. This must be a dream. I don’t know what I did to deserve this.
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      While we waited for the food to get there, Jack returned to the bed and lay down beside me. I rolled over so I was facing him.

      “So, do you live predominantly in L.A.?” I asked, tracing a line down the centre of his chest. His hand found my earlobe. His thumb traced it, and then he tugged gently. Tingles shot down my spine as I lay back on the mattress. Oh, God. I had never had an orgasm before. I had never slept with anyone before. I was a virgin. Because I just hadn’t found the right guy. But if I could have one now, I would. The feel of his fingers on my ear was purely orgasmic. I know what women talked about in romance novels now.

      His fingers then crept along the nape of my neck and grasped my low bun and tugged. I gasped as he pulled my hair tie and released my hair. It cascaded down my back. Before my mind could process what he was doing to me, I was being pinned under his weight, and he was kissing me, his lips devouring me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held him tightly to me, kissing him back.

      His kisses were amazing. Not too wet or sloppy. No teeth. Have you ever kissed someone, and it was all teeth and hardly any lip? It’s the worst! But there was tongue. It was hot. I melted underneath him.

      By morning, I suspected, if I stayed until morning that is, I would probably be a Chloe puddle on the bed.

      “Yes,” he whispered, in between kissing my mouth and neck. The reply came a few minutes after I had asked it. I think he was distracted by me. I was too distracted by him to remember having ever asked him a question.

      “Do you have any jobs after this?”

      “I have a few jobs lined up in L.A. It’s almost pilot season.”

      I just nodded. Because I didn’t know what was going to happen past this moment. And I didn’t want to talk about the future because that would be a complete buzz kill. You don’t talk about the future on a first date. But was this a first date? I didn’t know what this was. All I knew was that we wanted each other.

      My crazy thoughts were saved from escaping my mouth by a knock at the door. Thank God. I don’t want to ruin this moment. I just wanted to be with Jack and not think. I suspected he felt the same.

      “Oh, thank goodness. I’m starving.” He rolled off the bed and ran to the door. A young female staff member stood at the door with a tray. She blushed at the sight of Jack.

      Jack smiled, and I suspected his dimple was the reason for the red on the girl’s cheeks getting darker.

      “Thanks. I’ll take it.”

      “Oh… okay,” the girl stammered, and I instantly felt a little protective of Jack. I felt like screaming ‘Stop ogling my man’—which was stupid because Jack Dean was not my man. I didn’t even know what we were. Just two people who wanted each other, I suppose.

      Jack closed the door with his foot and brought the tray to the bed. I sat up as he lifted the lid off the food and set up the two wine glasses. He pulled the wine from the ice bucket and twisted the cap off. He poured a generous amount of wine in each glass and sat it back in its icy bath.

      “Mm. This smells amazing,” I said.

      “Enjoy. It’s not my mum’s, but it’ll do.” He handed me a fork and picked up his own, and we dug into the duck pancakes.

      I groaned. “Mm.”

      “Good, huh?” Jack said around a mouthful of food. His lips twisted into a smile on one side and his dimple reappeared. I groaned again, but this time it wasn’t because of the food.

      Jack laughed. “It sounds like you’re in love with the pancakes.”

      “No. I mean, yes.” No. I’m in love with your dimples. I instantly blushed.

      Jack lifted my chin with his hand, and his thumb brushed my lips. I hadn’t noticed I’d hidden my face in embarrassment.

      “You’re cute when you blush.”

      I smiled and blushed again. Jack chuckled and leaned forward to kiss me.

      Taking his face in my hands, I kissed him passionately. But it wasn’t enough. We both needed more.

      Jack stopped our kiss, and then took the food tray and set it on the desk. After he swallowed a big gulp of wine, I took his glass from him and took a sip before he set it down.

      Then he kissed me, and our bodies crashed backward onto the bed. Just being with him and not touching him was torture. I had to have him closer right now. Talking could wait. I wanted to know everything about him. I wanted to know all his intimate secrets, his likes and his dislikes, his favourite movie and what kind of music he liked. But all that could wait. There was time for that later.

      As Jack explored every inch of me, and our clothes gave way to skin, we explored each other more intimately. I could feel that what we had was much more than just sexual attraction. I knew on a deeper level that Jack Dean had imprinted himself on my soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunlight burned my eyelids, and I groaned as I rolled over. My hand landed on slightly warm sheets. I opened one eye and looked around. It was light outside the window, and I was lying in bed naked and alone. I looked around the room and saw the room service tray with the half-finished pad thai and half full wine glasses sitting on the desk. Two glasses. There were also two forks in the bowl. It was then I remembered I wasn’t alone. It was then I remembered Jack, our kisses, and passionate lovemaking, our dancing in the dark room and the stolen glances in the elevator. The flash of light across his face and his sexy dimples when he smiled. There was a noise in the adjoining bathroom, and the shower turned on.

      Jack.

      Luckily, my brain wasn’t functioning enough to go there yet. I needed coffee.

      “Ugh. Why did I drink so much last night?” I said as I rolled out of bed and flopped onto the floor in search of my clothes. I found Jack’s shoe next to my bra, his shirt next to my shoe—my panties next to his underwear. Oh, my God! I quickly scrambled to collect my clothes and get dressed. I’d shared room service with Jack Dean last night. I’d accompanied Jack Dean back to his room last night. I’d had sex with Jack Dean the previous night! Oh, my God!

      My phone buzzed to life on the desk. I ran to grab it and saw about half a dozen missed calls and text messages. One text was from my sister, but all the rest were from Susan and Susan’s secretary.

      Shit!

      I checked the time. It was after nine on a Thursday. Double shit! I was meant to be at work over half an hour ago. I had finished dressing and was putting on my make-up in the mirror at the desk when the door to the bathroom opened and steam filtered into the room.

      I looked up and saw Jack standing in the doorway in nothing but a towel slung low around his hips. I dropped my lipstick.

      “You’re not leaving, are you?” There was a pause as Jack took me in.

      “I…” I bent down to pick up my lipstick and finished reapplying it. “I’m sorry. I’m late for work.”

      Jack didn’t talk. His expression didn’t give away his thoughts, either. Instead, he walked toward me and stood behind me. He wrapped his arms around my middle, placing a kiss on my neck, and whispered in my ear, “Your boss will understand if you tell her why you were late.”

      I spun around to face him. “I can’t tell her about this. About you. About us.”

      “Why not? She wanted a story, right? This will be perfect. Besides, it’ll be the perfect chance for me to tell my story.”

      I slipped from his arms, finished collecting the rest of my things, and headed toward the door. “No. I can’t.”

      “Chloe, wait!”

      I reached for the knob and pulled the door open. I turned as he said my name and looked at him. “Am I going to see you again?”

      “No. I think it’s a good idea we keep this thing between us. Whatever this was.” I put my palm against his chest to feel his heart. It was racing. I looked at my hand laying there on his chest and wondered if I had just broken his heart.

      “Chloe, please don’t leave. Not like this. I like you, and I had a good time last night. Contrary to what you must think, it wasn’t a one night stand for me.”

      I met his gaze. “That’s not what I think. I just don’t know where we stand.”

      “Then why don’t you give us a chance to find out? I want to keep seeing you if that’s okay?”

      I touched his face and stroked the dimple I loved so much.

      “I want to, so much. But my job… and yours… we’re meant to be enemies. I’m meant to write about you, and now I don’t think I can do it.”

      He leaned forward and kissed me hard on my lips. I let go of the door, and he backed me into it so we stood in the open doorway. I entwined my arms behind his head and knotted my fingers in his longish hair. Jack pulled back just enough so he could speak.

      “I think you should write the story. Set the record straight. After all, shouldn’t all writers write what they know? Just write from the heart.”

      “No. I can’t do that to you.”

      “Don’t worry about me. Write the story, Chloe.”

      “Why do you want me to write the story so bad? I thought, someone like you, who seems like a private person, would want to keep their private life private. You’ve surprised me, Jack Dean.”

      “I want you to write the story because I’m sick of everything. I’m sick of the truth being stretched and the rumours. I just want the world to know the truth. And because it’ll show Alexa that I play by my own rules.”

      “Okay. Fine. I’ll write the story. But I apologise in advance if your life gets crazy, and you get hounded by paparazzi more than you do now.”

      “If that happens, I’ll only have myself to blame. It’ll be my fault for telling you to do it.”

      “Okay.” I smiled and kissed him before grabbing his phone from his hand.

      “What are you doing?” He laughed.

      “Giving you a way to see me again.” I winked and kissed him once more before walking out the door.
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      As soon as I left Jack’s room, I realised I had no idea where I was. I ran to the elevator bank and checked the floor. We were on seven. But I was in a different hotel than the one where I was staying. So I took the elevator to the lobby, walked around the corner to my hotel, while doing the walk of shame in last night’s clothes, and headed to my room to collect my things.

      When I unlocked my hotel door, my phone began to ring. I looked down at the screen. Shit! It was Susan. I pushed open the door quickly, set my purse and keycard on the bed, and then began gathering my things together so I could leave and head to work. I put the phone on speaker and set it on the bed while I packed.

      “Hey, Susan. How are you?” Oh, God, Chloe. Why did you say that? Now it’ll make you sound guilty. She’ll know something is up now.

      “Chloe, I was getting worried. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m so sorry. I’m on my way now. Things got crazy last night, and I lost track of time. I just wanna let you know I have a story.”

      “Oh, that’s good to hear. No rush. I just wanted to make sure I didn’t have to come to identify your body in the morgue or bail you out of jail.”

      I laughed nervously. “No, no. Nothing like that. I’m fine.”

      “Good, good. I’ll see you soon then. I can’t wait to hear about that story.” Then she hung up, and I was left staring confused at the black phone screen. Susan sounded terribly chipper this morning. She definitely knew something. It was like she could detect my lies through the phone. She was a human lie detector.

      I set my phone on the bed next to my purse and suitcase and decided I needed a shower. Susan had said not to rush. I smiled and made my way to the bathroom. As I started the shower, I thought of Jack and his fingers against my skin as he removed my clothes from my body. Flashes of his lips against my neck, against my own lips, of his hands in places I never imagined hands could be. That funny tingly feeling returned, I slumped against the wall outside the bathroom and moaned. I wanted Jack. No, I needed him.

      It was then I made a decision. Well, my heart did. My heart didn’t wait for my brain to tell it off. I ran from my room to the elevators, but the elevators were taking too damn long. So I ran down the stairs. I ran all the way down to the lobby, thirteen floors, around the corner to Jack’s hotel, and rode the elevator back up seven stories. By the time I reached Jack’s floor, my head was spinning, and I was out of breath, but I had to make it. I had to see him again. If just for one more second. When I reached his corridor, I ran full on to his door and knocked so loud it could have woken the dead. But there came no answer.

      “Jack!” I knocked and bashed on the door over and over, but no one came. Had he gone?

      “Jack?” my voice cracked, and I slumped against the door.

      I was too late. He’d left, and the only hope I had was that he would call me. If what he said was true, he would.

      But hope was all I had.

      So I picked up the broken pieces of my heart and headed back to my hotel. I skipped the shower, gathered my belongings, and headed to work—not that I would be of much use. I had to pull myself together for Susan’s sake. I couldn’t let her see how much one night had affected me.
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