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        Chloe’s story

        

        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

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      

      
        
        “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.

      

      
        
        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

        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, “O,h 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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