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CHAPTER ONE
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I stepped inside the airplane, praying I wouldn’t throw up or start crying...or anything else that would draw attention my way. I took a deep breath and adjusted the massive white sunglasses on my nose.

A flight attendant moved forward to greet me—I was kind of standing in the middle of the aisle—and I smiled at her. She smiled back. But then her face changed and she stared at me with wide eyes.

Great, she recognized me. Wonderful. I handed her my ticket.

She took it, but didn’t move. Another flight attendant brushed behind her, bumping her hard enough to make the jingle bells on her festive holiday pin chime merrily—and jostling her out of her stupor.

“Sorry. Right this way.” She glanced at the ticket. “Miss...Smith.”

I nodded, looking around the cabin. Not too many people in first class. Which was good. Less people meant more space. More space meant I might not get completely freaked out and claustrophobic—maybe.

The flight attendant led me to the second row of seats and pointed. “This is your seat here.”

I stared at the seats. The empty one was the window seat. The other seat was occupied. By a seriously good looking guy sleeping peacefully. He filled the seat to capacity. His broad chest was hugged by an olive green shirt that said MARINES in all caps.

I chewed my lip. “Can I sit somewhere else?” I asked, hating to wake him up. And hating that my seat was by the window.

“I’m up,” he said suddenly, rubbing a hand across his face.

I jumped. “Holy crap. I thought you were sleeping.”

He grinned and I stared. Good looking didn’t cut it. He was seriously hot. And he had a dimple. A really adorable dimple.

“Nah.” He smiled. “Just resting my eyes.”

“Oh,” I said.

The attendant cleared her throat; there were a few people waiting behind me. Great, no pressure. It’s not like everyone, Hot Guy included, needed to know I was freaking out. The words spilled out: “I have a weakness for guys with a military haircut.” Smooth, Jen, really smooth. I tried to smile, but I’m not sure it worked.

Sparkly blue eyes met mine. And for a few seconds the cabin of this first-class airplane didn’t feel like an upscale coffin. His eyes were amazing...distracting...

But then he turned, shifting his long legs so that I could squeeze by.

“It’s okay,” I offered. “You can take the window seat.”

I had no desire to look out the window. Actually, I’d prefer not to look out the window. If I had it my way, I’d take a sedative and have them wake me when we arrived in Los Angeles. But sedatives weren’t an option, not anymore—not for me.

He glanced at the flight attendant who was hovering behind me. “I don’t think that’s allowed.”

I looked at the attendant, a little thing with a tired face and swelling ankles. “Sorry, Miss Smith.” I had to admit, she looked sorry. “If we’re not full, you might be able to move around once we take off. We’ll have to wait and see.”

I didn’t miss what she was saying. No guarantees, and right now I was stuck here...by the hot guy. I took a deep breath, shoved my ponytail off my shoulder, and forced a smile onto my lips. “Alrighty, then.”

Clutching my leather bag to my chest, I forced myself into the row of seats. I focused on breathing in and out. Not the low ceiling or the cramped seating or the soft hissing of the cabin air. No, I wouldn’t think about that. All that mattered was climbing into my seat without falling on Mr. Hotness.

I guess he was a plus. He was totally a step up from some nosy old woman or, God forbid, a lady with a crying baby.

I sat, sucked in another deep breath, and buckled my seatbelt. My hands were shaking as I pulled the belt tight.

“You okay?” Hot Guy asked.

I hugged my bag to my chest and pressed myself into the seat. Was I okay? Yes, I was so okay. Way okay. I would stare at my lovely designer bag for the next couple of hours and not worry about the plane falling from the sky and sending us all to our deaths.

“Ma’am?”

I turned quickly, surprising him. “Me? Oh, I’m fine. Really. Great. Good. Peachy-keen.”

“Fine?”

“Yep.” I nodded. “Fine.”

I tried again to smile at him. You’re acting like a total nutjob. He was probably worried about having to sit beside me for the next few hours. I would be. I looked at him, saw his smile, and felt strangely calm.

So I repeated, trying to sound a little less frazzled, “Fine.” I had to look up at him to meet his gaze. Even hunched into my seat, his shoulder almost touched mine.

He wore a strange expression, one that looked less than convinced. One brown eyebrow rose, the corner of his mouth turned up. There was the dimple again. He shook his head.

And then I heard the words coming out of my mouth: “Could you be any cuter?”

He blinked, his half smile growing. He didn’t have just one dimple; he had two dimples. So apparently he could be cuter. Holy crap.

The ding from the overhead sounded, making me jump.

“You sure you’re okay?” he asked, looking pointedly down at his arm.

I glanced down too. I was gripping his arm so tightly that my knuckles were white. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” I pulled my hand away.

“Not a fan of flying?”

I laughed. I sound a little unhinged...okay, more than a little. Not at all the way a single gal wants to sound when she meets a really, really cute guy. “I guess you could say that.”

He nodded, his smile wider now. “I kind of picked up on that.”

“I thought I was doing such a good job hiding it.” I blew out a deep sigh.

He didn’t say anything, but he looked like he was going to laugh.

“I’m not going to flip out or anything,” I assured him.

The second ding sounded, the fasten seat belt sign lit up, and the no smoking signs flicked on.

I pulled my belt tighter, asking, “Why do they even have the smoking lights anymore? I mean, is there a flight that allows smoking anymore?”

He didn’t say anything, so I tore my gaze from the seatbelt sign and glanced at him.

“Oh.” Both his eyebrows rose this time. “You’re really asking?”

I sighed, shaking my head. “No, not really...”

The tiny flight attendant came back, pointing to the small televisions built into the cabin ceiling. A safety video began to play. Great, just what I need.

As the actors on the safety video began to place their emergency breathing apparatuses over their faces, I felt my lungs beginning to empty. My face felt very warm. Very, very warm. And my stomach... I am not going to throw up.

I looked away from the television when they began to show us how we could pull up the seat cushions to use as flotation devices. Was this really necessary? Were we flying over water?

I couldn’t breathe and my hands felt tingly. I shook them a few times.

“Miss?” His hand tipped my chin up and his blue eyes narrowed as he searched my face. “Put your head between your knees.”

“I’m fine.” I put my hand up, fully intending to gently push his hand away. Instead I grabbed it and held it with both hands. His hand was warm and solid. My hands were cold...and, apparently, they could not stop shaking.

His gaze traveled from my face to our hands. He squeezed my hands, resting them, still tangled together, on the armrest. My breath eased, but my hold on him didn’t.

“Vacation?” he asked. His voice was soft. “Or going home for the holidays?”

I stared at his face. God, he was so good looking. I should look at him, nothing else. “What?”

“What takes you to Los Angeles?”

I shook my head, my eyes fixed on his strong profile. How should I answer that? I really wasn’t up to dealing with a fan—if he was a fan. People always acted strangely when they found out who I was. “It’s home.”

He nodded. “Native Californian?”

“No.”

He waited.

“But it’s been home for the last few years.”

“What’s it like?” he asked. He turned to me, his blue eyes curious.

“Um...” I shrugged. “It’s nice. I guess. Kinda depends on where you’re going and why.”

He nodded.

Good looks, fit body... I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “Bet I know why you’re going...”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “Go for it.”

“You want to be an actor.” I paused. “I mean, look at you.”

He laughed softly. “Not even close.”

“Really?” I was a little disappointed. At the same time, it was a relief. I couldn’t help second-guessing a guy’s motivation, especially if they were interested in breaking into the film industry. They thought I was their “golden ticket.” But I could stand to see more of this guy. Assuming we made it to LA without crashing or exploding at forty thousand feet.

“I’m going to visit my family for Christmas.”

I stared at him. “Christmas with your family?” Why was I surprised? He was obviously a nice guy. He was letting me hold his hand in a death grip, after all. And he looked...the way he looked. I glanced at his chest, reading MARINES again. Something about him said he didn’t just wear a Marines shirt. He looked like the real deal. “Your family must be thrilled.”

“My mother is.” He smiled a small smile. His dimples weren’t as deep as they’d been before. “She’s happy I’ll be there for the holidays.”

Mother? I smiled. “Oh. Girlfriend or wife meeting you there too?” Way to be subtle, Jen. I laughed, removing my sunglasses and slipping them into my bag.

“Let me take that for you, Miss Smith.” The flight attendant took my bag and placed it in the overhead compartment. Now I had nothing except Hot Guy’s hand to hold on to.

The plane moved forward, turned, and began to pick up speed. I tried not to squeeze his hand, but I couldn’t help it. And when the plane’s nose lifted off the runway, I clamped my eyes shut.

“It helps if you breathe,” he whispered in my ear.

I’m not sure what my face looked like, but it must have been pretty bad because he put his arm around me. Not tightly, he didn’t pull me close, but offered his support. And I took it, burying my face against his chest without hesitation.

“My name’s Gunner.” His arm tightened a little. His hand rested on my back, warm and solid. “Gunner Foster.”

“Gunner?” I didn’t look up or open my eyes, but murmured against him, “I’m Jenny.” I drew in a deep breath. He smelled as good as he looked. The plane, the small cabin, the dinging sounds weren’t bad—well, not too bad.

His heartbeat was strong beneath my ear, but I heard him murmur, “Nice to meet you.”

“Is it?” I giggled, shaking my head. “You don’t mind some strange woman clawing her way into your lap?”

“Happens all the time.”

I looked up then, laughing. I couldn’t help it.

He started laughing too, his smile going wide and his dimples peeking out of his sun-bronzed face. His eyes met mine as he said, “Something about the dimples and the haircut, I guess.”

“It doesn’t hurt.” I moved back a little, not enough to make him move his arm, though. Not yet. It...he...felt nice, comforting. “First time home in a while?”

“Almost four years.”

“Wow. That’s a long time. No wonder your mom is looking forward to having you home.” I paused. “Talk about a Christmas present they’ll never forget.”

He shrugged, his hand sliding up my back to rest on my shoulder. “I’ve missed them.”

I nodded. “Sure.”

He was watching me. And I smiled at him a little. Poor guy. I wouldn’t want to sit by me. I mean, who would? It wasn’t exactly the way a person wanted to kick off the holidays—strapped into a flying missile next to a lunatic. My eyes traveled over his face, knowing I needed to pull it together, to apologize or something. But he didn’t look upset. He looked...concerned.

So he was sweet and hot. And he smelled incredible. This might not be the worst flight of my life.

His arm slipped off my shoulders as the flight attendant broke out the beverage cart. I asked for a bottle of water. I wanted a couple of those teeny tiny bottles of liquor, but that would be bad. So I gripped my bottle of water and tried to focus on the magazine in the pocket of the seat in front of me.

I could read. I could be normal. I can so do this.

The plane evened out and I started to relax.

And the extent of my freak fit hit me. Normal people didn’t act the way I’d been acting. I knew it shouldn’t matter, but after the recent barrage of personal attacks I’d been experiencing through pretty much every media outlet in the world, my emotions were...raw.

Find the positives, Jen. You haven’t started crying or screaming or anything. That’s something.

I sighed and turned, glancing out the window. Which was a bad idea since the only thing I could see were clouds. I sucked in my breath and stared at the seat back in front of me. I folded my hands together and started counting backwards from one hundred, silently.

That’s when the ping from overhead happened. And our flight attendant, in her most upbeat voice, announced that we needed to buckle our seatbelts.

Calming techniques. Think of the beach...and the waves. I started counting backwards again, pressing my head back into the seat.

“So what do you do in Los Angeles?” he asked.

I shook my head. “It’s okay. You don’t have to distract me. I’m fine.”

“I’d ease up a little on that water bottle,” he said. “Looks like it’s about to pop.”

I opened my eyes. The water bottle was warping under my grip. I glanced at him, smiling tightly. “Thanks.”

“Anything I should do while I’m in Los Angeles? As a first-time visitor, I mean?” he asked. He had a slight Southern accent. And the hotness continues to increase.

I shrugged, turning to him in my seat. If I faced him, my back was to the window. And, I had to admit, he was a much better view. “You like movies?”

He shook his head no.

Figures. But if he did, he’d know who I was. And honestly, I’d rather he didn’t. But now it had nothing to do with him using me to get into the industry and everything to do with my public humiliation. “Then no. Unless you’re into serious upscale shopping.”

The ping sounded overhead and the flight attendant started pushing the cart back rapidly to the front of the plane.

He laughed. “Nope.”

I nodded, easing back against the seat. I gripped the seat belt and pulled it tight again.

“So what do you do?” He was staring at my hands.

The plane bounced once, then again. The seats rattled. I’m not ready to die. Why can’t I breathe?

I stared at him.

He watched me. “It’s okay.”

I nodded, tucking my hands between my legs.

“Jenny?” He was smiling, a very sweet and sympathetic smile.

“I’m fine,” I said, wanting to mean it.

The plane bounced again, then dropped before leveling out once more.

“So is Gunner a Marine nickname or something?” I asked. My throat felt tight and dry. “I mean, you’re a Marine, right?”

“Was.”

I glanced at him. “Was? It’s not one of those once a Marine, always—” The plane dropped again, and my stomach dropped with it. “Oh, God,” I groaned.

“Medical discharge,” he said. “I’m not much use anymore.”

From where I was sitting he was about as perfect a male specimen as I’d ever seen. There was the slightest hint of frustration, or sadness, in his tone, but the plane began to shake and jostle and I knew I was going to have a panic attack.

“Jenny.” He folded up the arm rest between us. “Hey, look at me. You’re okay. It’s just like a roller coaster ride.”

“I throw up on roller coasters.”

He laughed. “Okay, then don’t think about roller coasters. Bad idea.”

I nodded, covering my face with my hands.

The ping sounded again. “This is your captain speaking. Looks like we’re in for a rocky trip. We’re flying into a storm system that...”

But I didn’t hear anything after the rocky trip comment.

“Rockier than this?” I asked Gunner, whispering.

He shrugged. “I know you’re fine and everything, but...” He paused, holding his hand out.

I stared at his hand, willing myself not to grab it. But the plane dropped a good fifteen feet and I didn’t care. I grabbed his hand. He pulled me against him this time, wrapping his arm around me and holding me close.

“My nephew’s not a fan of planes either,” he said.

“Oh?” I could hear his heart in my ear again. It was slow and steady.

“He took his first trip about two years ago and totally lost it.”

I could relate. “Poor little guy. How old is he?”

Gunner was quiet for a minute. “Almost eight now.”

I nodded. “I didn’t mind travel all that much. I used to love it, actually.”

“What happened?” he asked.

“I stopped drinking.”

His chest bounced under my head, his laughter filling the space. I laughed too, safe and secure against him.

The plane was shaking in earnest now, stealing my happy thoughts.

“This reminds me of flying into Garmser.”

“In Afghanistan?” I didn’t know if he heard me.

“Yeah.” He went on. “We flew in low, checked our packs, and dropped our lines. We were about to slide in when a sandstorm came in. The helicopter was all over the place.”

I glanced up at him. “What happened?”

He shrugged. “Kanell fell out, but I caught him by his pack harness. We pulled him back in and headed back to base. Then the storm died before we got back, so we turned around and went right back in.”

“Weren’t you kind of rattled after that?” I asked.

“It’s part of the whole Marine thing. You’re carrying major firepower and explosives. A sandstorm isn’t really a big deal, you know?” There was no condescension in his voice, just logic.

I shook my head. “No, no idea. I can’t imagine.”

He laughed.

“Did you always want to be a soldier?” I peered up at him, my cheek pressed firmly against his chest. He had a scar on his neck. I hadn’t noticed it before. Being squished into his side probably helped. It was a really thick scar, peeking up from beneath the neck of his shirt.

His blue eyes met mine. “You okay?” His voice was soft, soothing.

I nodded once, my gaze tangled up with his. I felt my stomach jump; this time it wasn’t because of airplane turbulence. His eyes wandered over my face slowly.

He smiled slightly, then said, “Signing up with the Marines was kind of a spur of the moment thing.”

“You make a lot of big commitments like that? Spur of the moment?”

He shook his head. “Only time.”

“Why did you do it?” I asked. I shook my head. “None of my business, sorry.”

His smile grew a little.

“Did you regret it?” I asked. “Signing up, I mean?”

He shrugged, shifting in his seat. “It wasn’t easy. But I didn’t mind that. I wasn’t looking for easy.” He leaned back, making it easier to rest against him. I was very comfortable, considering my nerves...which weren’t so bad anymore. Interesting.

I wanted to ask him what he was looking for, but I didn’t. I sat there, relaxing against him. It had been a long time since I’d talked to someone in a non-interview, non-movie star capacity. I kind of liked it. I wasn’t going to get too hung up on the fact that he’d been coerced into the conversation. I was thankful he was being so sweet to me when I was being certifiable.

I never flew sober. I never flew without some handy-dandy sleeping pills readily available. But those days were over. I repeated that three times. Those days are over.

I risked a quick glance at Gunner, enjoying his even breathing and strong heartbeat way too much.

He was sleeping.

I smiled, oddly pleased that he’d dozed off. At least I didn’t have to move, even when the ping sounded and the seatbelt light went off. I’d already woken him up once. I didn’t see any reason for me to do so again. I closed my eyes and lay against his broad chest.
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“Jenny?”

I groaned and turned my face into the soft cotton I was sleeping against. I inhaled deeply. And my nostrils were filled with the most delicious smell ever: man, soap, shaving gel, sunshine...a wonderful, vaguely familiar, amazingly yummy smell.

I opened my eyes, then sat upright. “Hi.”

Airplane.

Gunner.

Freak fit.

He’s so hot.

The clasp of my charm bracelet hung on his shirt. “Sorry.” I disentangled the chain.

“It’s fine.” He smiled. “We’re getting ready to land.”

“Really?” I asked. “Sorry for using you as my pillow.” I chewed my lip. He was a very, very nice pillow.

His eyes were crazy blue when he looked at me. “I didn’t mind.”

“Oh,” I said, a huge smile rising up. He didn’t mind.

His smile grew. Dimple.

“You’re the nicest guy I’ve ever met.”

“I am? Why do you say that?”

“Because I’ve been...unhinged for most of this trip. I mean, you’re here, you know it’s true. And instead of asking to move or having the Air Marshall restrain me, you hold my hand and talk to me and let me sleep on you.”

“I did ask if I could move, but they said no.”

I stared at him. He started laughing again. I leveled a glare at him then. “Maybe you’re not the nicest guy.”

He cleared his throat. “I don’t think I want to be the nicest guy.”

“Why not?” I didn’t have enough nice people in my life. I missed nice people. “What’s wrong with being nice?”

“Nice guys finish last.” He arched an eyebrow at me. “Or something like that.”

“I like nice guys.”

“Oh, well, that’s good. Then maybe I am a nice guy.” He cleared his throat again. His whole demeanor changed, almost like he was bracing for something. “I thought maybe I could call you later, when we’re in LA. Maybe we could...go out?”

Contain the smile, Jen. Act cool. My heart was thundering as I asked, “After I was all crazy? Really?”

“Really.” He laughed, shrugging. “If you want to.”

I did. So want. Definitely. But now was not the right time. “I’d like to, but...“

“But you have a boyfriend.”

“No, I—”

“You’re not interested?”

Man, his eyes are blue. “It’s not that either...” I mumbled to a stop. He was staring at my mouth.

“But...?” he prompted.

“Timing.” I sucked in a breath as the airplane began to descend. We were landing and I’d just given him the lamest excuse. “I’m kind of in a bad place right now...”

He was watching me, looking a little confused. “Okay.”

“My career.”

He nodded.

I wanted him to know that if things weren’t as messed up as they were for me, I would date him in a heartbeat. I mean, I wanted to date him. I wanted to see that smile and those gorgeous blue eyes again. But I knew I shouldn’t want to, because I had way too much baggage for a guy like this. He deserved better. I tried to explain without dumping too much information on him.

“I’m between jobs right now. Every second of my day has to be about that.” That still sounded like an excuse—a really pathetic excuse.

“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

We landed with a bounce, the wheels screeching on the tarmac. I gripped the arms of the seat until we were cruising down the runway toward the airport. We were in LA. We were...home. This was good. I’d get off the plane alive.

But it was also bad because that meant goodbye to Gunner.

He stared at the back of the seat and I stared at him. He smiled at me once or twice, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was losing something good. I fiddled with my charm bracelet.

What am I doing? He’s sweet and funny and gorgeous. And he had no idea who I was...or rather what the world thought I was. With him, I was just Jenny. And yes, I had a lot of...unpleasantness to deal with, but didn’t everyone? So why didn’t I deserve a good thing? I mean, after everything I’d been through, it was my turn for something good. And Gunner was, I just knew, something good.

“I’d like to go out with you,” I said.

“But...?”

I shook my head. “No buts. I’d really like to see you again.”

He smiled, his eyebrows arching. “Okay.”

“Okay.” I smiled, delightfully aware of the warm tingles that his smile elicited.

He pulled a beaten-up leather messenger bag from under the seat in front of him. He pulled his phone from the flap and looked at me, waiting.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and turned it on. “New phone,” I explained. “I don’t even know my number yet.” I found my phone number and saved it in his phone under Jenny.

“Just Jenny?” he asked, looking at my number. The plane came to a stop.

“Do you have a lot of Jennys?” He shook his head, smiling. “Then it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“If your name was Emma,” he said, “we’d have a problem. I have about twenty Emmas in here.” He held up his phone, teasing. I laughed.

The flight attendant opened the overhead baggage compartment, pulled out my bag, and handed it to me. I flipped it, hoping he hadn’t caught the initials stamped into the ridiculously expensive bag. Not that it mattered. He didn’t like movies. He wouldn’t know me. Rather, he didn’t know about my movie star persona—I hoped.

“You’re all clear, Miss Smith,” the flight attendant said, placing a little too much emphasis on Smith again.

“Why do I get the feeling your name isn’t Smith?” he asked, his brow lowering in question.

“You caught that? It’s not. It’s kind of complicated to explain. Right now, anyway. I’m kind of complicated.” I stood, slipping around Gunner’s legs to stand in the aisle. “You’ve been warned.” I was only half kidding. “Will you still call?”

He smiled, eyes sparkling and dimples blazing as he inspected me from head to toe. “Yep.”

“Okay.” I held my hand out to him, feeling strangely relieved by his answer.

He took it and held it. “It was very nice to meet you, Jenny.”

“Meet you. Hold your hand. Sleep on your chest...” I shook my head.

He laughed. It was a warm and husky laugh that made my stomach tighten and my nerves tingle. He said, “Merry Christmas.”

“You too.”

The flight attendant led me to the plane door. I peeked back once. He smiled at me, two dimples showing.

He’s so, so cute.

I waved and walked off the plane. Once the balmy air hit me, I moved.

As nice as the flight attendant was, I had just given her plenty of tabloid fodder. Me, all over my seat mate... It could get nasty. I could only pray she hadn’t taken any pictures or tweeted my behavior to the world. Yep, it could get real nasty.

My pocket vibrated. I pulled out the new phone Maurice had had waiting for me as I’d checked out of the rehab center that morning. He was calling. I smiled. “Hi.”

“Landed?” he asked. “So glad you’re back in LA, Jen. God, I’ve missed you. Where are you?”

“Airport.”

“Do you have a car waiting?”

I laughed. “Um, no. I think I’m on my own.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” He was horrified, I could tell. “I could have picked you up. What are you thinking, Jen? You’re easy prey right now.”

“Yeah, I know. I guess I wasn’t thinking ahead.” I ducked into the bathroom. I plopped my bag on the counter and assembled my disguise. I put on the white owl-like sunglasses and a khaki cap. Then I leaned forward and lifted the sunglasses, inspecting my reflection.

“Want me to come get you?” Maurice offered.

“No, no. It’s no big deal.” I tucked the escaping strand of strawberry-blonde under the cap. “Maurice, should I color my hair?”

“Why the hell would you color your hair? It’s your crowning glory. Your signature. All that long strawberry-blonde gorgeousness.”

“Except that I’m trying to rebuild my image. Maybe not looking like Jennifer Fleming, queen of the tabloids, home-wrecker, and reckless party girl could be a good thing.”

He sighed. “Don’t touch your hair. Remember that actress that had all that great hair and she had her own TV show and then she cut her hair and what happened? You tell me, what happened, Jen?”

“She doesn’t have a show anymore.”

“She doesn’t have a show or her great hair. Hell, I can’t even remember her name.” He continued, his tone urgent: “Don’t touch the hair.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

“Anything interesting happen while you were at...while you were... I don’t know what to say.”

“In rehab?” I slid my sunglasses down, tucked up the last curls, and pulled my bag onto my shoulder. I headed out of the bathroom, straight to the front of the airport. “No. Lots of yoga, working out, running...and that whole rehab thing.”

“How did that go?”

I shrugged, walking as quickly as I could. “I feel pretty good.”

“And you made the flight without flipping out or assaulting a flight attendant or fellow passenger? I’m so impressed. Did you take anything?”

“No. No drinks or controlled substances of any kind.”

“Ouch.” Maurice knew how much I hated flying. “Was it bad?”

I thought about Gunner...his arms, his chest, his smile. Dimples. I sighed. “No, not really.”

“No?” He paused. “More to this story, I can tell. Come have dinner with me and Davis. Please? Don’t go home or shower or anything. Just come straight here.” He sighed again. “The house still needs to be decorated for Christmas and I’m dying for help. You know Davis is no help.”

I laughed. “Fine. Just remember I’ve spent the last few hours on a plane, okay? No wise cracks about what I’m wearing. Or not wearing. Got it?”

Maurice was one of the best costumers in Hollywood. He was also a bit of a fashionista, with quite a gifted eye for finding just the right pieces for each build and body-type. He made a dismissive sound and said, “You always look good, Jen. Are you going to the Oscars?”

I was not ready to think about that. Not yet. “Are you serious? I’m walking past a Christmas tree. Are we already talking Oscars? Right now I’m finding a cab.” I kept moving, head tucked, voice low. No need to draw attention my way. “I’ll be there soon. Love you.”

“Love you too, sweetie.” And we hung up.

The airport was busy, Christmas trees and holiday travelers cramping the already busy airport. LAX was always busy. But I navigated my way through without incident. There was a line of taxis waiting and I jumped into the first one.

“Where to?” The driver didn’t even look up. More luck.

I gave him Maurice and Davis’s address. And I was glad I didn’t have to go home alone yet. It was less than two weeks until Christmas, my all-time favorite holiday. First on my holiday checklist: baking—tons of baking. Somehow I didn’t think caroling, presents, and parties were an option this year. But baking was a holiday staple for me.

I sighed. It was kind of hard to ignore how much my life sucked right now. It was bad enough that I was the go-to gal for gossip, but at Christmas? It made it all ten times worse.

If anybody could make me feel better, it was Maurice and Davis. Very few people had stood by me after my last episode. But they had. I’m not sure why.

My old posse, the hangers-on and groupies that were my regular party crowd, were a thing of the past. Just like the drinking and the partying. And I was okay with that. No, I was good with that. I didn’t like the old me—no, not me. That was never really me.

I’d hit rock bottom, the lowest of the low. And it had been on every entertainment show, magazine, radio broadcast, and all over the Web.

Me. Driving drunk. Really, really drunk. Wrecking a really, really nice sports car that belonged to—

“Hey.” The driver was looking at me in the rearview mirror. “Aren’t you Jennifer Fleming?”

I shook my head, smiling. “I get that all the time. We kind of look alike, I guess.”

His eyes narrowed, but I turned my attention back to the neighborhood we were entering. The kind of neighborhood I’d always imagined living in: big houses, big yards, big trees, and big families. All decked out with Christmas lights, glittery tinsel, and wreaths.

Was there a way to make a crumbling six-hundred-square-foot 1960s beach bungalow festive? Maybe a little bit of holiday cheer could dress it up? I had my doubts.

My spirits plummeted. I was pretty sure I didn’t have a decorating allowance hidden away somewhere. And my bank account was too close to empty to splurge on twinkle lights when I had groceries to buy and bills to pay.

We pulled up to the gate, security called Maurice, and then the gates opened.

“You got a different nose,” the driver said.

“Pardon?” What’s wrong with my nose?

“Your nose is different from Jennifer Fleming’s.” He snorted. “She had a nose job, I can tell.”

Why did people say that? I so hadn’t had a nose job. Or a boob job. Or a butt job. According to the tabloids, I’d had it all. “Oh?” I asked, staring at my bag.

“Wasn’t she locked up after that accident?” He laughed. “Talk about a screw-up.”

I swallowed, shrugging. “I don’t keep up with celebrity gossip.”

He chuckled. “Not much gossip to that story. It was all over the place a couple of months ago. Jennifer Fleming is that actress, you know, the one from those big-budget space movies. You didn’t see any of the pictures? They were everywhere. She’s trouble, that one. Partying all the time. She got totally drunk and drove her married boyfriend’s car into a streetlight at like sixty miles an hour. And she walks away.”

I didn’t walk away. I’d broken my collarbone, which still ached when it was cold or wet out. It had been stupid, yes. Even worse, I had been driving Josh’s car. But we were never, ever an item except on the big screen. A hard knot formed in my stomach. I’d put him, Claire, their family, in an awful situation.

I was relieved when we pulled up in front of Maurice and Davis’s house. I didn’t know how to deal with the mess I’d made, not yet. But whatever it took, I wanted to make it better. For everyone.

“We’re here,” the driver said over his shoulder.

I didn’t wait for his help but grabbed my bag and stepped out of the car. I barely glanced at him—Jerk—as I handed him money for the fare.

My gaze wandered over the monstrosity that was Maurice and Davis’s home and shook my head. Their house wasn’t at all my style: sharp edges, grey steel, and glass. But it was their baby, the only baby they ever planned on having together, aside from the three massive German shepherds—Hans, Franz, and Harvey—that served as their four-legged children.

The door opened before I could even ring the bell.

“Holy shit!” Davis wasn’t one to beat around the bush. “Did you do nothing but eat while you were gone?”

I grinned. “I kind of like not seeing my shoulder blades, thank you very much. And, for your information, it’s all muscle.”

“Well, you’ve got more curves, that’s for sure.” He closed the door behind me. “I guess that
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