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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            VIOLET

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cut!” the director yelled.

      Cut what?

      My wrists?

      The thin thread tethering my sanity to my half-naked body?

      Or just the cameras in this…this…soft-core porn movie masquerading as a thriller. Hidden Intent had passion, intrigue, and drama, or so my agent had said right before I fired him for getting me into this whole mess. If only I could click my heels together and fly right back to Kansas.

      Because right now, I was lying on my back, topless, on a sweaty leather couch, with fifty people watching as I tried to moan in all the right places. Even to my own ears, it sounded less convincing than Dick Van Dyke’s cockney accent in Mary Poppins.

      Kane Sanders, my co-star, removed his hand from under my skirt and stepped back. His grin wasn’t as big as his ego, but it was certainly bigger than his dick. A wardrobe assistant leapt forward with a robe for him while I staggered to my feet and fetched my own from the back of a chair, cotton to Kane’s silk, a flimsy shield between my body and the horrors around me. Kristen, my assistant, was too busy gawping at Kane’s ass to actually assist, and I couldn’t totally blame her. It was a nice ass. Just a shame about its owner.

      Kane flashed me another of his trademark smiles as he strode off set, leaving me confused. Why was he happy? The whole scene had been a disaster from start to finish. Did he have a date later? Or was he merely pleased about the stern word the director would undoubtedly want to have with me?

      Speaking of which… David Jackson beckoned in my direction. Too late, I realised the tie from my robe was caught around the chair, and the front gaped open, giving everyone in the vicinity another eyeful. Oh, what did it matter? Soon the whole damn world was going to see my boobs, at least, they would if the movie turned into the box-office hit David assured us it was destined to be. Well, as long as a certain member of the cast got her act together, anyway.

      D minus, Violet. Must try harder.

      David’s minions studiously looked away as I approached, hovering around the periphery of his aura, close enough to hear the gossip but far enough away that if he threw his clipboard again, he’d probably miss.

      “You wanted to speak to me?”

      He sucked on his front teeth, and I forced the image of Bugs Bunny out of my head because there was nothing even vaguely funny about the situation. Everything was up, Doc.

      “Violet, what the hell was that? You’re with Kane Sanders—Kane Sanders—and you look like you’re paying a visit to the gynaecologist instead of dancing the horizontal tango. Six takes, and we’ll still have to fix that scene in post-production.”

      I choked at the mere mention of the word “gynaecologist.” My last visit to Dr. Samuelson back home in Oakwood Falls had been over a year ago, and I still remembered every moment in excruciating detail. Bad enough that I’d gone to school with his granddaughter, but as he’d fished around down below with a flashlight, he’d chuckled and cheerfully informed me that he couldn’t find the tunnel for the bushes. And did I know that Kathy at the beauty salon had a special on waxing this week? Twenty percent off, or so his wife said.

      Okay, maybe the whole Kane ordeal wasn’t so bad after all, except David was still staring at me, as were the minions.

      “I’m so sorry. With all the people watching us…”

      And we weren’t actually horizontal. More…haphazard.

      David tutted, shaking his head. “You’re an actress, Violet. People watch. That’s the whole point. And this isn’t Little League anymore. Hidden Intent might have an eighty-million-dollar budget, but we can’t afford to keep reshooting scenes.”

      Probably because most of that eighty million dollars was going on Kane’s fee.

      “I’ll do better, I promise.”

      David draped one arm over my shoulders, a fatherly gesture when his words were anything but.

      “Look, it’s simple. If Kane doesn’t do it for you, just block him out and imagine the last man to give you a rabid fucking. That way, we might get home on time tomorrow. Capiche?”

      My mouth dropped open, and in the battle to close it again, I felt like a goldfish out of water, panicking as I gasped for air.

      “Y-y-yes. Yes, I understand.”

      Sniggers came from the crowd as David strode off, leaving me behind to contemplate my lies. Firstly, I wasn’t sure I could do better, and secondly, while I understood the theory, the sum total of my sexual experience hovered dangerously close to zero. In Oakwood Falls, my one drunken fumble in the back of a Toyota Camry had left me stranded in a movie theatre parking lot wearing a ripped dress. In summary: a disaster.

      Encouraged by Lauren—my best friend and roommate—some alcohol, and memories of my dad telling me that if I fell off the horse, the best thing to do was get right back on, I’d tried the sex thing again soon after I moved to LA, and I still cringed at the memory of my suitor storming out when I asked, “Is it in yet?” Honestly, I hadn’t meant to offend him, but it was dark, and there was a lot of fumbling. Then, when he slammed the door, a chunk of drywall had fallen from the ceiling and broken my toe. After the swelling went down, I’d hoped for third time lucky, but my final foray into the world of dating had resulted in a month-long mistake I’d needed therapy to get over. Except I couldn’t afford therapy, so I’d been forced to drink more wine instead.

      Shit. I needed help, I needed it fast, and there was only one person I could call. As soon as I got back to my trailer, I picked up the phone.

      “Lauren?”

      As a romance author, Lauren had offered me many nuggets of wisdom, but so far, I’d struggled to translate them into actions fit for a Hollywood blockbuster. A blockbuster I was way, way out of my depth in. Yes, I’d been in movies before, but only once in a leading role. Most of my acting experience came from “third girl on the left” parts and a short-lived series of infomercials for Diamonesque jewellery.

      “So, how was your big day?” Lauren asked. “You had another scene with Kane, right?”

      Why did she sound so dreamy?

      “I keep telling you, he’s just a frat boy stuffed into a designer suit.”

      “But he looks soooo good in the suit. Tall, dark, handsome, and hung.”

      “Should I introduce you? You’ll soon change your mind about wanting to breathe the same air as him.”

      “Wish I could visit, Vi, but until I can get another book written, I need to work all the shifts I can.”

      Lauren might have been an author, but she’d barely penned a word since her last boyfriend dumped her via WhatsApp. Sure, they’d only been together for three months, but she’d fallen hard. Would a phone call really have been that difficult?

      “You can be my date for the premiere.” If I didn’t get fired first.

      “Are you serious?”

      “There’s nobody I’d rather go with. But first, I need more pointers, or the movie’s never gonna get finished.”

      “What happened this time?”

      A groan escaped as I dropped onto the couch. Three-quarters of the space in my trailer was set aside for a make-up chair and a two-seater table, with the remainder taken up by a tiny bathroom and a bedroom containing a fold-out couch and a TV. At first, I’d been so excited to see my name on the door, my picture on the movie poster… But now? The longer I spent in LA, the more depressed I got by the layer of dirt that lay beneath the gleaming façade.

      “Veronica decided to go for a walk after an argument with Drake⁠—”

      “Drake’s the boyfriend?”

      “Yes, on again, off again.” Veronica was my character. A cop. Tough on the outside but broken on the inside, thanks in no small part to Drake’s violent temper. “Well, the walk was more of a wild sprint, really.” In high-heeled boots. “But it rained, and she got soaked. Then Kelvin found her outside his office and took her in to dry off.”

      I’d read the script with a mixture of longing and incredulity. What kind of a millionaire found a bedraggled woman slumped in his doorway and invited her up for drinks? That was the stuff of fairy tales, not real life.

      “Then? What happened next?”

      Lauren’s voice hitched with excitement, and for a moment, I envied her. She still believed in the magic, the dream that Mr. Right was out there, waiting around for fate to lend a hand. Me? I knew she was wrong. After all, I’d already found the perfect man, but he wasn’t interested.

      When I hesitated, Lauren prodded harder. “Hey, don’t hold back on me, superstar.”

      I tried to inject a little enthusiasm into my answer. “Kelvin asked about the bruise on Veronica’s cheek, and because it’s perfectly normal to discuss your problems with a complete stranger, she told him that her boyfriend drank too much and pushed her into a cupboard.”

      “People do talk to strangers. Think of confessionals.”

      “Those are priests, Lauren. Men of God. That’s totally different.”

      “They must hear so much good stuff. Do you think they recognise the voices? I mean, how do they face sweet old Mrs. Robins in church if she’s recently confessed to messing around with the gardener?”

      “Can we stay on topic here?”

      “What about bartenders? When you were pouring drinks, didn’t you get weird old guys spilling their dirty secrets?”

      “Mostly they just hit on me.”

      “They must’ve seen that star quality, babe. Anyhow, last night in the bar, this bald dude told me how he came home and found his neighbour screwing his son on the living room floor. But—get this—daddy was also doing the neighbour, and she’d been cheating on both of them. Then his wife came home, and⁠—”

      “Lauren, please?”

      “Okay, okay, so where did it go wrong?”

      “Well, I managed the crying part, and I suppose the pushing-Kelvin-away part went all right too.”

      Let’s face it, calling Kane an arrogant prick came naturally.

      “And…?”

      “And then he kissed me. Lauren, he’d eaten fish for lunch. Salmon, I think.”

      “OMG, you hate salmon.”

      “I know.”

      “Yeuch! He didn’t brush his teeth?”

      “He didn’t even suck a breath mint. He’s Kane Sanders. Kane Sanders.” I mimicked David. “Women are supposed to relish the gift of his second-hand sushi.”

      Lauren gagged. “Okay, kissing aside, what about the rest?”

      I pulled a face, even though she couldn’t see it. Right now, she was probably lying out by the pool in our apartment complex, catching the evening sun, which sounded more glamorous than it really was. Firstly, it was the end of January. Secondly, the pool had been empty since we moved in, save for some leaves and a few crumpled beer cans, and Lauren only sat outside because our upstairs neighbour liked to do Zumba between six and seven every day, and the ceiling shook alarmingly. But still, I couldn’t help wishing I were there with her.

      “The rest? Kane tore my top off, and my mind went blank. I forgot everything you told me last time and just stiffened up. David got pissed again, and afterward, he told me I should lie back and visualise the last man to rabidly fuck me.”

      Lauren spluttered, and I heard a clatter followed by muffled curses. “Shit, sorry, I dropped the phone. No way—he really said that?”

      “I only wish I’d misheard. Lauren, what am I supposed to do?” No answer. “Lauren?”

      “I’m thinking, okay? I mean, there is the obvious solution.”

      “A one-way flight to Timbuktu?”

      “No, you could pick up a guy for the night and solve this whole problem. With your looks, it’d be easy.”

      “But I don’t want any old guy.”

      No, I wanted Trent Vickers, the man who’d grown from my childhood crush into a successful lawyer. The problem? He’d always seen me as a little sister. No matter how many hints I dropped about my interest in him, he remained oblivious. When I moved to LA, I’d hoped the distance between us would lessen my feelings, but you know that old saying about absence making the heart grow fonder? Totally true. We were still friends, good friends, but every time we spoke, I longed for more.

      “And that’s exactly why you need to do this. Remember what we discussed? OTT?”

      Ah, yes. Operation Tempt Trent. We’d come up with the name while knocking back margaritas, and you try saying the words quickly when you’re drunk. After the second pitcher, we’d shortened it to an acronym.

      The plan was simple—show Trent that I could be both adventurous and sophisticated. Polished. Independent. Capable. After all, that was the type of girl I’d overheard him telling his friend Colby he wanted. Back in Kansas, I’d been none of those things, but I’d changed. In the two and a half years I’d been away, I’d changed.

      “Nothing in OTT mentioned using another man for sex.”

      “Not using, exactly. He’d get something out of it too. What about that other actor? Lucas? He always seems kind of quiet.”

      Ah, Lucas Collins. Hollywood B-list, and my partner in crime. Well, the opposite of crime. He played Lance Hosier, Veronica’s partner in the SFPD. Lucas was a good guy, friendly, but…he wasn’t Trent. And I’d been in love with Trent since I was ten years old. I slumped back on the couch and buried my head in the crook of my elbow.

      “Lauren, I can’t. Even if I did want to…to you know, with Lucas, can you imagine the awkwardness the morning after? We’ll have to come up with an alternative plan.”

      She fell silent, but not for long. Lauren always had an answer for everything. “How about going to one of those cabaret shows? Sure, you wouldn’t be doing the deed, but you could writhe around with a man for a while.”

      “You’re seriously suggesting I go to a strip show on my own?”

      “Couldn’t you take someone with you?”

      “I barely know anyone here.”

      “Mikki the bitch?” Lauren giggled as I made a gagging noise. Mikki was my female co-star. My competition, as the gossip websites kept reminding me, although I’d rather throw myself off the Golden Gate Bridge than aspire to be like her. “Is she still driving you crazy?”

      “This morning, she threw a hissy fit because we’d run out of low-fat soy milk. She accused me of drinking it all.”

      “And did you?”

      “Of course not! It’s disgusting. No, Kane drank it, but if I told her that, she’d only call me a liar. She thinks the sun shines out of his derrière.”

      “What about the make-up lady? You get along okay with her.”

      Get along okay with her? I freaking loved the woman. First, she’d taught me how to put in my contact lenses without blinding myself—David insisted my eyes had to be blue instead of brown—and then she’d worked her magic with scissors and brushes and jars of mystery miracle creams and turned me from a beggar-woman into a bombshell, or at least, that’s what Lauren called me when I sent her the first photo. My dark hair shone, and my skin was flawless. But taking Shonda to a strip show? No.

      “Shonda’s forty-five years old, and she’s married.”

      “Fine. I have a new plan. I’ll send you a fun little video. Watch it and give yourself sweet dreams.”

      “What sort of video?”

      “Think of it as instructional.”

      “You’re gonna send me porn?”

      “Plenty of women watch it nowadays.”

      “Lauren…”

      But it was no good. She’d hung up, and I was talking to dead air.

      And it was time for me to go home. Or rather, back to the rented beach house I was sharing with Kane, Lucas, and Mikki for the duration of production. Why was I sharing a place with two people I hated and one who made me swoon a bit? A good question, and one I’d asked myself many times over the last two weeks. Why had I ever listened to my ex-agent and signed on the dotted line?

      Hidden Intent wasn’t just a movie, you see. It was David’s creative vision, a project billed as Blockbuster versus Big Brother. He’d hired the four of us not only to star in the final product but also to make a twelve-part behind-the-scenes reality show about the process. The whole movie was being filmed in chronological order, and we hadn’t even been allowed to read the script before we started. It got revealed to us in small chunks, scene by scene, and each time David brought around those golden envelopes, the cameras were on hand to capture our reactions as we read through our parts. My gasp of horror when I received today’s instalment had been all too real, and two hundred thousand people had watched my knees buckle on YouTube, much to David’s delight.

      So far, the movie had opened with the gruesome murder of Del Swanson, the husband of Mikki’s character and the business partner of Kane’s. There’d been grief and a funeral. The tears had been followed by an argument as Mariah and Kelvin each accused the other of the dastardly deed. Mariah and Kelvin—the scriptwriters thought it would be cute to make each of our characters’ names start with the same letter as our own as a way of—to quote David—blurring the lines between fantasy and reality.

      “Knock-knock,” Kristen called before walking in without waiting for an answer.

      I pulled the robe tighter around myself but then thought, why bother? Thanks to last week’s supposedly leaked photos—and I say “supposedly” because I overheard David congratulating Debbie, the publicist, for leaking them—several million people had already seen my ass in the opening shower scene.

      Kristen tapped her watch, a bubble-gum-pink model with no numbers—the perfect accessory for someone who arrived late half the time.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “If you want to ride back with Kane, you need to go. The car’s outside. Kane said he’d wait, but Mikki insists they’re leaving right this second.”

      After today’s events, I’d rather walk. “What are the other options?”

      “You could ride with Lucas. I think he stopped to talk to David.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Okay, I’ll tell him. Uh, did you know you have your robe on inside out?”

      No, but on current form, that didn’t surprise me at all.
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      A camera flashed in the background as Lucas opened the door of the town car for me. Legs together, Violet. I’d grown up as a tomboy, always in pants, and the first day on set, I’d made the mistake of climbing out of the car in my typical fashion.

      #VioletWearsViolet had trended on Twitter before filming even began.

      But today, I managed not to show off my panties despite wearing a floaty skirt. The outfit was part of OTT—Trent liked his girlfriends feminine, or at least, the two I’d seen him with had been wearing fancy dresses and perfect make-up.

      “Thanks.”

      I flashed Lucas a smile, and he walked to his own side of the car. He’d held the door for me on every trip because the driver rarely seemed to bother, but I wasn’t sure whether Lucas was a true gentleman or just wanted to make a good impression for the cameras that constantly followed us. I struggled to figure him out. I’d told Lauren he was a good guy, and I was pretty sure that was true, but he mostly kept to himself in the house. Kane hogged the gym, and the kitchen, and the sunlounger on the far side of the pool that caught the last few rays before dusk. If Mikki wasn’t hovering around him like one of those pesky flies you always want to swat, she was sprawled on the couch watching a dating show with the volume turned right up. On my second day in the house, I’d asked if she might consider turning it down a notch, and she complied until Kane left the room. Then she’d fixed her eyes on me as she raised the volume to ear-splitting, one brow quirked, daring me to complain.

      My response? I’d retreated upstairs. Confrontation made me break out in hives.

      Lucas spent most of his free time locked in his room too, which meant we’d barely spoken without a film crew listening in. Who was he, really? I’d watched a few of his movies—okay, every single one of his movies—but all that exercise taught me was that he liked to split his time between risky indies and mainstream projects as he clawed his way up the ladder from obscurity to C-list to B-list. In his latest role, he’d played the Blue Avenger, a comic-book hero intent on cleaning up the world’s oceans. I’d googled Lucas too, but until he signed up for Hidden Intent, he’d kept a remarkably low profile in terms of his private life.

      “You okay?” he asked after he’d slid into the car. “I heard about what David said, and he was way out of line.”

      A groan escaped my lips before I could stop it. “Is there anyone who doesn’t know?”

      “Nope.” The driver turned to grin at me. “One of the runners put it on our WhatsApp group.”

      Lucas leaned forward and raised the privacy screen. “Damn ears everywhere. If I’d realised what I was signing up for…”

      Hold on, hold on… Did that mean I wasn’t the only one shocked by this circus?

      “They didn’t tell you all the details either?”

      “Well, I knew it was David Jackson and Kane Sanders, obviously, and the contract talked about the extras, but I guess I just wasn’t prepared for how invasive it would feel.”

      “Oh.”

      He shifted in his seat to face me. “Oh? What does that mean?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Which means everything. Can I help in any way?”

      “Not unless you can turn the clock back eight months so I can un-sign my contract.”

      Tears threatened, but I sniffed them back. If I arrived at the house with smeared mascara, reports of me crying would be on social media within minutes.

      “That bad, huh? What happened to the Hollywood dream?”

      It all came tumbling out. My nerves, my total lack of experience, the way I felt as if I were drowning every time the clapperboard snapped shut. Something about the way Lucas looked at me, those baby blues kind but focused, made me want to spill my secrets. At least he wasn’t a complete stranger, just slightly mysterious.

      “So, for me, it’s more like a Hollywood nightmare,” I finished up. “How am I meant to get through this? Everyone knows what they’re doing except me.”

      “But the casting director chose you for the part, so you must have stood out. Most girls didn’t even get an audition.”

      “Well, I only got one by accident.”

      “Huh?”

      It was true. I’d kept it quiet, but the only reason my agent received the call was because the casting director’s assistant had gotten me, Violet Miller, confused with Violet Müller, a former Victoria’s Secret model who rescued puppies in her spare time. Cue many apologies and red faces all around. Out of sympathy, they’d let me read for the part, some weird improv involving apples and a pogo stick that called for me to act scared out of my mind. Scared, I could do. Call it a specialty. And it turned out that David wanted a fresh face, someone new. In his words, someone innocent. He’d seen my audition tape, and the rest was history.

      Except it turned out that innocent in David’s eyes wasn’t the same as my definition.

      “There was a small mix-up in the casting process, and I thought I’d signed up for a nice, tame thriller movie plus a documentary.”

      Kane hadn’t even been attached to the movie at that point, and the script had remained a closely guarded secret. I closed my eyes and groaned as I recalled the fateful conversation with Randy Lemieux Jr., my former agent.

      “A David Jackson movie?” I’d said. “I’m still not sure…”

      His spare chin wobbled as he shook his head in disbelief. “Are you crazy? Hidden Intent is a chance in a million. You could hit the big time with this.”

      “But it’s a main part.”

      “You already played the lead in Rules of Play.”

      True, but Rules of Play had been different. I’d thought of the production team on the micro-budget indie movie as family. None of us had much experience—the director had only graduated from university the year before—and we did our own make-up. I choked back a laugh as I recalled the sandwiches I’d made for the crew’s lunch each day. I bet David Jackson would expect more than PB&J. At the time of the casting for Hidden Intent, Rules of Play hadn’t even been released, and apart from a small paragraph on IMDB, it had still been flying under the radar.

      “I’m not sure I can do the role justice,” I’d told Randy. “And David didn’t even want me. He wanted Violet Müller.”

      “Well, I’ve checked, and she’s committed to projects for the rest of the year, so he can’t have her. And they’re offering two hundred thousand dollars for Hidden Intent.”

      Two hundred? Two hundred thousand dollars?

      That changed everything.

      The last time I’d been home to Oakwood Falls, it had rained, and I mean rained. A real thunderstorm. When I was a child, I’d loved to stand at my bedroom window and watch the deluge, the trees whipping back and forth in the wind, the flashes of lightning gleaming off rivulets of water rushing along the cinderblock path from the front door. But that day? That day, I’d watched in horror as Mom ran around the house with buckets and a mop.

      “The roof’s leaking?” I’d asked stupidly, because of course it was.

      “Just now and again.”

      “How long has this been happening? Here, give me the mop.”

      “A while now, but you shouldn’t worry.”

      Shouldn’t worry? How could I not? “I’ll call someone to look at it. Billy Johnson’s father—is he still a builder?”

      “He’s already looked at it.” The despair in Mom’s voice made my heart break. “Patched it up as best he could, but it all needs to be replaced, and I can’t run to that.”

      “How much would it cost?”

      “Eight thousand dollars.” She saw the look of shock on my face. “The buckets work, Violet. It doesn’t normally rain this bad.”

      True, but Mom was getting older, and the roof was only going to get worse. Plus some of the boards on the front porch were loose, and the whole place needed painting. I’d offered to move home, to help with what I could, but Mom had shaken her head.

      “One of us needs to get out and see the world, Violet, and it’s not gonna be me. I’ll be just fine muddling along here.”

      I didn’t have eight thousand dollars. Most weeks, I barely even had eight dollars after I’d paid the rent and utilities. I ate ramen in the fourth week of every month while I counted down the days to my paycheck, and my fifteen-year-old Honda made horrible noises every time I started the engine. Hidden Intent was my best chance, my only chance of fixing Mom’s house up for her retirement.

      And secretly, I’d hoped that Trent might be impressed by my new job too.

      “Do you think my name would go on the poster?” I asked Randy.

      “Sure, sure. You’ll be a star, Vi.”

      A star. If Trent saw me on-screen at the movie theatre in Oakwood Falls, then maybe he’d finally start to realise I was girlfriend material?

      “And it’s definitely two hundred thousand?” I’d asked Randy, just to check. “You’re positive?”

      “I’ve read the contract thoroughly. It’s watertight.”

      Oh, he’d certainly read the contract. Including, I found out later, the clause hidden away in the small print that said I’d be happy to take off my clothes at any given moment. And the part where I agreed to share a house with three strangers for three freaking months. Yes, I know I should have read it better myself, but all I’d been able to think about was getting my mom a new roof, and it was simply a standard contract, Randy had assured me. Nothing special. When I found out the truth, it was too late. I’d already signed. Signed the contract that gave him twenty-five percent of my two hundred thousand dollars.

      And the lying swine had acted surprised when I fired him.

      The only thing he’d been right about was that the contract was indeed watertight. I’d even consulted a lawyer to check. Not Trent, of course. No way. Because what could be worse than confessing my utter stupidity to the guy I had the hots for?

      Nothing.

      Right now, my only goal was to survive the next ten weeks and then re-evaluate my poor life choices.

      Meanwhile, Lucas burst out laughing.

      “A tame thriller movie? From David Jackson? The man who convinced Velvet Jones to frolic naked halfway up an actual volcano? Didn’t you realise he wants Hidden Intent to be the next Basic Instinct? But dirtier. And with more blood.”

      Oh, heck. I clenched my legs together just at the thought.

      “You’re not helping,” I said through gritted teeth. “All I want to do is run back to Oakwood Falls and get a job waiting tables. I mean, the thriller part I’m okay with. It’s the other stuff. I’m… I’m not exactly experienced in that department.”

      Lucas gave a low whistle. “Wow. I always thought you seemed surprisingly unenthusiastic. This must be hard for you, especially with the world watching.”

      “Every time I put a foot wrong, I read about it on Celebgossip.com.”

      Because I was no longer an unknown. Against all the odds, Rules of Play had taken off at the box office, helped by a viral campaign on social media started by the director’s roommate, who happened to be some sort of internet marketing guru. In the five weeks since release, the movie had raked in ninety million dollars, and the media was muttering about awards. I still had to pinch myself. Most of the time, I considered it a good day if I managed to put my pants on the right way around in the morning.

      The last month had been surreal. I’d earned five thousand dollars for Rules, the making of which had been financed by the producer’s mother remortgaging her house. A week after filming wrapped, I’d been back behind the bar with Lauren, wiping tables and washing up glasses at the end of the evening like all the other staff. Even after the movie struck gold, I couldn’t afford to quit, and until filming for Hidden Intent started, I’d had to sign autographs on the sly because the boss got annoyed if I wasted time doing anything but pouring drinks or clearing tables.

      “I don’t pay you to chat, Violet,” he always said, even though the place had gotten undeniably busier once word of me working there spread.

      By the time Rules of Play hit number one at the box office, I’d read the first scene for Hidden Intent, freaked out because it involved me being naked, and suggested to David that since I wasn’t quite such a fresh face anymore, perhaps he might like to recast? But he’d just rubbed his hands together.

      “No, no, no. This is perfect. You’re still new to the scene, not typecast, but the publicity you’re getting for that horror movie… We couldn’t buy it. You and Kane are going to smash this.”

      So far, the only thing I’d smashed was a coffee mug, which I dropped when Kane’s butt double meandered onto the set starkers. That man had no inhibitions. Not that he needed them—his ass could have been sculpted by Michelangelo himself.

      What the hell was I doing here?

      Lucas nodded his agreement. “Celebgossip.com reports everything. When I ate a cheese sandwich for lunch yesterday, there was a photo on the front page within minutes, and this morning, a fan couriered me a block of cheddar with a lipstick kiss on it.”

      “Ugh. What did you do?”

      Lucas grinned, the first time I’d seen him smile for real. Sure, he smiled on set and looked handsome while he did it, but those emotions never reached his eyes. Now, they twinkled the same clear blue as a summer sky.

      “Left it in Kane’s trailer with a note. Dinner tonight? I signed it from Mikki.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. But she’ll never eat cheddar. Too many calories.”

      I snorted, properly snorted, then clapped a hand over my mouth. There might not have been cameras in the car, but did I really have to make that noise in front of Lucas? Who, it seemed, was sweet as well as hot.

      “Could you just pretend you didn’t hear that?”

      “It’s good to see you smile for once. Although I can’t blame you for being unhappy back in the house. Mikki isn’t exactly your biggest fan, is she?”

      “You’ve noticed? I was beginning to think I was imagining it. I mean, she’s nice to everyone else.”

      And what had I ever done to upset her? Nothing that I knew of. When I first walked into the house with Kane and David, she’d given me a sweet smile, verging on sickly, and said we should go out for cocktails. Cocktails. I was more of a beer-and-burgers girl, but I’d nodded enthusiastically, only for her to blank me whenever we were alone. And worse, I’d overheard her sniping about me behind my back on more than one occasion.

      Violet took my mascara.

      Violet borrowed my blow dryer and broke it.

      Violet ate the entire tub of cottage cheese; no wonder she’s so fat.

      It was like being back at school.

      “We’ve all noticed,” Lucas said. “Well, maybe not Kane because he only notices himself, but everyone else.” He wrapped one arm around my shoulders and gave me a light squeeze. “Nobody believes what she says about you.”

      Well, that was something, at least. “I don’t understand why she hates me so much.”

      “I heard she wanted your part. All those juicy scenes with Kane that rumour says are coming up.”

      “Really? She can have it. I’ll gladly swap.”

      Because so far, as the grieving widow of Hidden Intent’s first and possibly only murder victim, Mikki had been allowed to keep her clothes on.

      “David won’t go for that.”

      Dammit. “Because I’m so good in the love scenes?”

      Sarcasm rolled off me, but Lucas only shrugged.

      “No, because Mikki’s backbiting has the potential to drive up ratings. How many column inches do you think a catfight between the two of you would get?”

      I couldn’t help groaning, and the little choke at the end sounded worryingly like a half-sob. How had I gotten into this mess? All I wanted to do was go back home, properly home to Oakwood Falls, where I could scrape by with a boring job, run around with buckets when it rained, and see Trent every single day. But it wasn’t an option. I forced myself to think of Mom’s house again. Of the new roof, of the swing seat I’d buy for the porch once it was fixed, of watching storms from my bedroom window for many years to come.

      Lucas’s arm tightened, and I found myself pressed up against his side. Which was kind of nice, even if he wasn’t Trent. Nice because it meant he cared, and precious few people in this industry did. Most of the folks I’d come across were only out to get what they could for themselves.

      “I don’t want any column inches. I just want these three months to end so I never have to see a movie set again.”

      And in ten years’ time, I’d be a footnote on Wikipedia, a subpar actress who quit the business after two features, one of which was terrible.

      “Isn’t that slightly drastic?” Lucas asked.

      “No. No, I don’t think so.”

      “Acting gets easier with time. My first couple of movies felt surreal, but at least I started with the smaller parts and worked my way upward. Going from practically zero to this feeding frenzy is something else.”

      “Why did you sign up for Hidden Intent? I mean, I understand why Kane and Mikki got involved, but you were landing a steady stream of parts.”

      Kane might have been A-list, but his halo had slipped after a drugs scandal last year, and he’d lost the lead in at least one major movie. Hidden Intent would cement his status as a household name, this time for the right reasons. Plus, according to their Wikipedia entries, he’d been in the same fraternity as David and I figured bros stuck together. Mikki was a former reality TV star famous for having a nose job live on the internet, so David’s freak-show mashup was right up her alley.

      “Because David’s ideas may be off the wall, but the man knows how to direct. I wanted to see firsthand how he worked and maybe land a lead role off the back of it.”

      The car began to slow, and I sagged against Lucas as I recognised the shimmering façade of the beach house, its pale pink stucco walls lit by strategically placed spotlights. When I’d first seen the place, I’d been beyond excited at the prospect of living there for three months, right next to the sea amid tropical gardens with a freaking swimming pool—one that actually had water in it—but now my stomach dropped like a lead weight.

      “I wish I didn’t have to go inside,” I whispered.

      Lucas held out a hand as, for once, the driver opened the door. “I’ll look after you. I promise. Mikki and Kane can only hurt you if you let them.”

      Another sob threatened to escape, but this time from relief because I had an unexpected ally in the house of horrors. Why was Lucas helping me? I had no idea, but I couldn’t afford to turn down the offer. I wiped my sweaty palm on my jeans before reaching out to him, and as our fingers touched, a little of his strength flowed into me.

      Ten weeks left. Could I survive them with Lucas’s help?
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      My alarm rang at four thirty the next morning, and despite the early hour, I sprang out of bed. Why? Because it was time to call Trent. Over the past several months, we’d worked out a system. I’d message him the night before to let him know I planned to call, and he’d get up a few minutes early so we had time to chat before he went to the gym. With Kansas two hours ahead, that meant I had to wake at stupid o’clock, but it was worth it to hear Trent’s voice.

      “Violet?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “How are you? How’s the movie going?”

      “Oh, it’s going great.” Rule number one, according to Lauren: always stay positive. No man liked a negative Nelly. “I filmed in an office building with Kane yesterday, and tomorrow, I have scenes with Lucas at the police precinct. Except we’re only using a real precinct for the outside. For the interior shots, we’re using a soundstage. David, the director, knows the owner of a new studio here, and…” Oh heck, I was rambling again. “And we’re using that. How’s your case going?”

      “Cases, plural. I have a full load at the moment. Pop is quite the slave driver.”

      Trent chuckled, but I heard the tiredness in his voice.

      “What about that murder case? Is the trial gonna start soon?”

      Not much ever happened in Oakwood Falls, population 2,074. Well, 2,073 since old Mrs. Monterey’s heart gave out last week. Trent’s father ran the town’s law firm and picked up work from nearby Oakwood Ridge too, seeing as he had a reputation for being the smartest attorney in the entire township. A sharp mind and a sharper tongue, Mom had always said. Trent was set to follow in his footsteps, and this would be his first time defending a murder case. He was nervous, I knew he was, and with good reason. I’d been following the story online, and according to Mom, everyone in town knew Tommy Jameson had raped Kaydee Bryant behind the Cartwheel Saloon and then stabbed her with a steak knife afterward. DNA evidence didn’t lie, and they’d found the murder weapon in his car, covered in his bloody fingerprints. But Trent said that everyone had the right to a fair trial, and I had to respect him for thinking that way.

      “The trial starts in three weeks. They’re keeping me busy with the legwork, but Pop hired an extra paralegal to help.”

      “At least you’ll have time for a lunch break. You are eating, right?”

      “Your momma still makes us sandwiches every day and brings them to the office.”

      As she had done since I was a little girl, for Trent’s pop and his father before him. My mom had become the Vickerses’ housekeeper when I was five years old, and after my dad died when I was twelve, they’d become like our second family.

      “I miss Mom’s sandwiches. Out here, it’s all carrot sticks and celery.”

      “Are you coming back to visit soon?”

      “I’m not sure. The schedule’s so busy.” Plus Lauren said I should play hard to get. No man worth having wants a girl who’s easy, she’d told me time and time again.

      “How about for my birthday? Five weeks, don’t forget. And you know what both of our moms are like—they’ll be throwing a party no matter what I say.”

      A giggle slipped out because every year, we both said we didn’t want a fuss, and every year, we got a buffet that fed the entire town, plus cake and usually a band.

      “At least you’ll only be twenty-eight. Two years until they really push the boat out.”

      “It can’t be worse than my twenty-fifth. I think Mom flew in every relative we have, and I didn’t even know who most of them were.”

      “I’m sure she’ll think of a way to outdo herself. A costume party, maybe? Or she could get your old baby pictures out, or⁠—”

      “Violet, stop. Please. I’d threaten to emigrate, but she wouldn’t believe me because… Well, I have some big news.”

      My stomach did a backflip. The last time he’d had big news, he ended up spending six months in London on a study placement, and it had taken me another six months after that to pay off my phone bill.

      “What news?”

      “I bought a piece of land. Bobby Walden decided to sell off six acres to pay for his wife’s medical bills, and I got it for a good price.”

      “Not the field at the bottom of the elephant mountain?”

      “Yes, that one.”

      Officially, the small hill on the outskirts of town was called Norton’s Rise, but it had a rock near the top that looked like an elephant, and thirteen-year-old me had given it the nickname after I’d huffed and puffed my way up there with Trent. We’d taken a picnic and his old dog and spent the whole day together, just the two of us, before high school got serious and Trent started hanging out with guys his own age rather than the housekeeper’s daughter. And I still remembered what I’d said that day as we sat on a boulder with nothing above us but sky and nothing below us but green.

      “One day, I’d love to live here.”

      “What, on top of a mountain?” Trent had asked.

      “No, silly.” I pointed to the pasture at the bottom, dotted with trees, the narrow stream along one edge glinting in the sunlight. “Down there. I’d build a big house and buy a pony.”

      And now Trent had bought the land. Was it fate? Did he remember my words? I almost asked him, but Lauren’s voice echoed in my ears: don’t seem too keen.

      “Are you going to build a house there?” I asked.

      “A house, somewhere for my cars, possibly a barn. I already have an architect drawing up the plans.”

      “I can’t wait to see them.”

      “You’ll be the first. Maybe in person? And your mom keeps asking when you’ll be back, too. Haven’t you called her recently?”

      “I’ve been busy.”

      Busy avoiding what would undoubtedly turn into an interrogation about my new disaster of a job. She’d been so proud when I told her I’d landed a big role, and I didn’t want to admit what a huge error in judgment I’d made. Not to my mom. No, I just wanted to get the job over with and then surprise her with a gang of builders. Thank goodness she didn’t know how to use the internet.

      “So I noticed. You’re a YouTube star now. But you should still speak with her.”

      Tell me Trent hasn’t seen the pictures of my ass. “Okay, I will. I promise.”

      “I have to go, Vi. Sadly, the work won’t do itself.”

      “Same. I’ll call you soon, okay? How about Friday?” The day after tomorrow. I could last that long.

      “Friday’s good. Break a leg at work.”

      If only. Because then I could get out of shooting. Hmm, that was a thought… Was there any kind of non-life-threatening injury I could inflict on myself in the next day or so?

      “Bye, Trent.”

      Broken bones healed, right?

      I used the bathroom, and I was about to consult WebMD for ideas when I heard Debbie calling. She didn’t so much speak as squawk with the voice of a forty-a-day smoker, and I felt an almost insurmountable urge to crawl back under the quilt and bury my head beneath the pillow. It was only six a.m., for Pete’s sake. What had I done wrong this time?

      The others—Kane, Lucas, Mikki, and David—were already in the living room by the time I threw on a sundress and jogged down the stairs. Great.

      “Are there any cameras?” I asked, peering around the doorjamb.

      David shook his head. “Not this morning.”

      That hadn’t stopped Mikki from trowelling on a full face of make-up, including false eyelashes, and curling her platinum-blonde hair. Kane hadn’t even bothered with a shirt.

      “Has there been a change of plan?”

      According to the schedule, I didn’t have any scenes today, just lines to learn and a three-hour session in the gym.

      Debbie clapped her hands together. “This is a change for later in the week. As we all know, it’s never too soon to start drumming up publicity, so I’ve arranged some wonderful opportunities. Mikki and Lucas, you’ll be helping out at an animal shelter here in San Francisco on Friday afternoon. They’ve agreed to name a dog after each of your characters; isn’t that wonderful?”

      The look on Mikki’s face said it was anything but.

      “What about Kane and Violet?” she asked.

      “They’ll be flying to LA for a special charity showing of Rules of Play.”

      Upset didn’t even begin to cover it. Mikki scowled as if I’d just thrown her favourite curling iron into the swimming pool, and I quickly found myself trying to rectify things.

      “Why don’t I visit the animal shelter instead? I love dogs.”

      Debbie might have looked confused if her Botox had allowed it. “But Rules of Play is your movie.”

      “Yes, and I’ve seen it lots of times.”

      Okay, so I hadn’t exactly thought this through.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Violet. All those poor little disabled people want to see you. Selfies, autographs, soundbites—you know the drill.”

      “But—”

      “You’ll fly down after filming on Saturday. Kane, you’ll be wearing Tom Ford, and Violet, Ishmael’s sending a selection of dresses for you to choose from.” She studied me, her gaze critical. “Actually, we’ll ask a stylist to choose. Yes, that’s a much better idea.”

      Even Kane didn’t look too thrilled. “I have a table booked at Chess on Saturday night.”

      “Don’t worry—I’ll rearrange it. I know the owner.”

      “I don’t mind going to LA,” Lucas tried.

      “We need Kane for the column inches.” Debbie leaned over and patted Kane’s hand. “Just try not to snort anything you shouldn’t, sweetie.”

      Kane opened his mouth to retort, but David waded in first.

      “Now that’s all arranged, we need to get on set. Mikki, Kane, it’s the big post-funeral scene today, so think sad thoughts, people. I need tears.”

      Crying? I should have been in this scene because sobbing was my specialty. And when my phone pinged with a message from Lauren after I left the room, I didn’t know whether to laugh hysterically or weep. She’d emailed me a whole list of porn videos to watch, everything from a blow job to a clip labelled “double penetration” that made me feel ill without even clicking on it.

      “You okay?” Lucas asked from behind me.

      I shoved the phone deep into the pocket of my sundress. “Fine.”

      “Debbie did that on purpose to get a rise out of Mikki.”

      “Do you think so?”

      “Naming a dog after her? Conflict means ratings.”

      That basic premise underpinned the whole world of showbiz, it seemed.

      “In that case, our ratings are gonna be sky high.”
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      Lunchtime on Thursday, and I had eight minutes to gulp down a box of vegetarian sushi—no raw fish for me, yuck—in my trailer before Shonda needed to fix my make-up for the next scene. Under the hot studio lights, the darn stuff melted right off my face and left me feeling like a cheap waxwork.

      But the day wasn’t all bad. Mikki was still upset over the Kane thing, which meant she hadn’t spoken to me in over twenty-four hours. And today, I got to wear actual clothes—jeans, a T-shirt, and a bomber jacket. Plus a push-up bra that cut me in half and high-heeled boots that made my feet ache, but I was trying not to think about those.

      “Some stuff arrived for you while you were out, hun,” Shonda told me as she scurried around with brushes and potions. “The runner left it on the table over there.”

      I glanced across, chewing quickly so I could swallow my mouthful. “Who are the flowers from?”

      “It doesn’t say. Probably the card fell off.”

      I popped a sushi roll into my mouth and meandered over to take a closer look. Nobody had sent me fresh flowers before, and these were roses, a beautiful deep red.

      “But they’re so pretty. I should send a thank-you note.”

      “Maybe you have a secret admirer?”

      I lifted the bouquet out of its box to smell it, then squealed in pain.

      “Ow!”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a thorn.”

      I dropped the flowers and checked the damage, holding my finger up to the light. A drop of blood the same colour as the petals bubbled out of my skin and plopped onto the table.

      “Stay still—I’ll bring a tissue.”

      Shonda wrapped up my finger, pressing hard to staunch the flow. In a way, the thorn didn’t surprise me. If ever there was an appropriate metaphor for my life, this was it—pretty on the outside, prickly and painful under the surface.

      Lucas walked in as I slumped back into my make-up chair, but his smile soon faded when he saw my face.

      “What’s up?”

      Shonda answered for me. “Someone sent Violet roses, but the florist missed a thorn.”

      Lucas crouched to pick the bunch up gingerly, careful not to make the same mistake as I had.

      “Looks as though the florist missed all the thorns. Who sent them?”

      “We don’t know,” I told him.

      “Strange. Did anyone else get flowers?”

      “No idea.”

      “I’ll ask around. How’s your finger?”

      I peered under the tissue, and another drop of blood formed, vivid against my fake-tanned skin.

      “Well, it’s not gushing.”

      “I’ll find a first aid kit.”

      Why me? The drama was supposed to be on set or possibly in the beach house if David got his way, not in my trailer. That was my sanctuary, the one place I could escape to when I needed space.

      “We’d better finish your make-up, hun,” Shonda said. “Time is money, or so David keeps telling us, and the costs for this picture must be crazy because of the way he’s shooting it. Every other movie I’ve ever worked on, they filmed all the scenes that took place in one location in a block, but he’s bouncing back and forth between them in chronological order. Have they given you any more of the script yet?”

      “Nope. There’s another reveal in the morning, and I feel ill already.”

      “He told the crew you’re coming back here tomorrow, if it helps.”

      It did, a little. If we were shooting cop scenes, then I wouldn’t have to be naked. Unless David decided to change up the plot and have Lance screw Veronica over his desk. Oh, hell. He wouldn’t, would he?

      The mere thought almost brought up my lunch. Calm down, Violet. Breathe. At least Lucas was enough of a gentleman that he’d use breath mints.

      I tried to take my mind off David and his stupid script by thumbing through the letters that had arrived along with the roses. Nothing unusual there, just a handful of requests for signed pictures and an invite to a teenager’s birthday party next week. I couldn’t go, but I’d write them all back. I always did. Mikki threw her fan mail in the trash while Kane and Lucas let their publicists handle theirs, but I still liked to answer mine personally. It gave me something to do in the evenings while I avoided the gruesome twosome.

      The final envelope was typewritten, not the usual longhand scrawl, and I peeled the flap open, curious. A single sheet of paper nestled inside, and I skimmed over it.

      

      Dear Ms. Miller,

      Forgive the unorthodox approach, but Randy Lemieux informed my people he’s no longer in contact with you, and you’re a hard lady to get ahold of. We’re currently casting for a remake of The Thing, and after your performance in Rules of Play, you’re on the shortlist of people we’d like to talk to. If you’d be interested in discussing this, please call me.

      Racino.

      

      What? What? Was this a prank? Racino was one of the best sci-fi directors around, so famous that he didn’t bother to use his first name. The king of special effects, they called him. My heart skipped as I read the letter again, more slowly this time, and took in the phone number jotted at the bottom. Racino wanted to talk to me?

      “I have Band-Aids,” Lucas said from the doorway, making me jump. “You okay?”

      I waved the letter at him. “Racino wants me to call him about a part in his new movie.”

      “That’s great news.” And Lucas did look genuinely happy, which made a pleasant change after Mikki’s scowls. “Does this mean you’re not quitting showbiz forever now?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I only read this two minutes ago, and I don’t have an agent, or a lawyer, or even a clue what I might be doing in three months.” And the dreamer in me thought back to Trent and the piece of land at the bottom of the elephant mountain. “Part of me wants to go home, but…this is Racino.”

      “Keep still a second,” Shonda said as she patted powder onto my cheeks.

      Lucas took my hand in his, stretching out my fingers so he could put a Band-Aid on my cut. His touch was gentle, kind, and when he’d finished sticking me back together, he brought the back of my hand to his lips and kissed it softly.

      “All done. You’ll have to hide that hand during filming.”

      “Good thing this jacket has pockets.”

      Lucas gave me a side-hug. “I’ll see you out there.”
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        * * *

      

      “Any closer to changing your mind?” Lucas asked in the car on the way back to the beach house.

      “Huh?”

      I was still coming down from the high of the afternoon’s filming, a weirdly euphoric feeling I’d experienced often during Rules of Play but which had been missing from this movie until today. The satisfaction of slipping seamlessly into another persona. The spring in my step as I walked away from scene after scene shot in a single take. The warm glow that spread through me when David congratulated me on my performance. I’d begun to feel like an imposter, a con artist with a SAG card, but today had reminded me I really could act.

      “Making another movie?” Lucas said. “Racino?”

      “I guess it would be rude to ignore him. But do I just phone the number? What if he doesn’t answer? Should I leave a message? I’m floundering in the deep end here, in case you hadn’t noticed. Randy dealt with everything for this movie, and the part in Rules was advertised on the noticeboard at my acting class.”

      The acting class I’d only attended because Lauren had dragged me along, and she’d only gone because a guy she liked from the bar had signed up. Their relationship lasted a whole two weeks, but I’d kept going to the classes because I’d paid for the full semester in advance. Plus, I’d hoped they’d give me confidence and maybe help me to pick up some pocket money from “extra” gigs. Not once had I ever imagined that I’d land a lead role.

      Lucas reached across and gave my hand a comforting squeeze. “You were perfect today. Everyone who’s seen Rules says you’re a natural, and this afternoon, you proved them right.”

      “Have you seen it?”

      “Twice. Do you want me to ask my agent if she’ll help out? Donna can be a bitch, but she always has her clients’ backs.”

      “Would you mind?”

      “I’ll call her tomorrow. She’s probably in the bar by now.”

      “The bar? Isn’t it a bit early for drinking?”

      “She has a rule: sober until six. And she always goes to bed by nine because she gets up at five every morning to do some weird yoga shit.”

      “I’d definitely appreciate her help because this whole industry freaks me out. How do folks stay sane?”

      “I’ve asked that question many times myself. People say it can be lonely at the top, and I used to see celebrities and their entourages and think it couldn’t possibly be true. But it is. I’m still a ways down the ladder, but I feel it. The loneliness. It creeps up on you if you’re not careful.”

      “You’re not really selling this.”

      “The secret is to keep a few close friends, people you trust and who trust you back. The rest is just window dressing.”

      That was the advice I’d needed to hear, and at the moment, I had Trent and Lauren to keep me grounded. Two friends who made me smile and helped to lighten the load. One day, would I be able to add Lucas to that list as well?
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      On Friday morning, my call to Trent was reduced to five minutes of How’s Kansas? Great. How’s San Francisco? Great! because we had a script reveal to endure before we began filming. Apart from the love scenes, this was the part I hated most, and my heart beat against my ribcage like a studded club as I trudged downstairs. Seven a.m. found us sitting around the oversized dining table in the conservatory overlooking the pool. Mikki and Kane looked as though they were auditioning for Baywatch, dressed in a bikini and swim shorts respectively. Mikki might have a floaty blouse on over the top, but it left nothing to the imagination. Lucas had gone for tailored shorts and a linen shirt. Formal compared to Barbie and Ken, but he hadn’t bothered to shave, and the smattering of stubble would do everything for David’s precious ratings. Debbie would be thrilled too. In fact, she was staring at him so hard that she missed her mouth with her organic mango juice and dribbled it down her chin.

      “Cameras, are we ready?” David asked.

      “And…rolling.”

      I smoothed my dress and perched on the edge of one of the padded leather chairs. Today, I’d erred on the side of demure in the hope that the footage might focus on the others. My hands wouldn’t stop twisting in my lap, so I poured a glass of water in an attempt to keep them busy.

      “Here.” Lucas passed me a handkerchief to clean up the puddle I made.

      “Thanks,” I mouthed.

      David didn’t even notice. He was too busy telling his adoring public via live broadcast that the next week of filming was going to be gritty, dramatic, and just a little bit dirty. Great. Debbie passed out the shiny gold envelopes, one for each of us, and they seemed thicker than the last ones. Did that mean worse news?

      Mikki tore into her envelope like a starved wolf, slavering over the contents. Kane mugged for the camera, flashing that Hollywood smile as if he were in a toothpaste ad. I had no idea what Lucas did because I screwed my eyes shut as I slid my script out.

      “Remember, folks, don’t give the plot away,” David warned us.

      Of course, because people wouldn’t pay to see the movie otherwise.

      I skimmed the pages frantically, trying to block out Mikki’s little gasps and squeals. The men were more stoic, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if Kane already knew the contents since he was all buddy-buddy with David. The pair of them probably conspired over beer about which items of clothing I’d remove first.

      Mariah monologue; Kelvin and Mariah; Kelvin alone; Veronica, Lance, and Mariah; Veronica, Lance, and Kelvin; tension building… Oh, shit. Veronica and Kelvin alone.

      According to the schedule, next Wednesday, Veronica would swing by Kelvin’s office to ask some follow-up questions about the death of his business partner. Lance had made the initial visit, but since he was busy attending the autopsy, she decided to go it alone. Except that Kelvin, having recognised her as the girl he’d gotten carried away with on that rainy night, would be more intent on flirting than giving straight answers. And at the end of the meeting, Kelvin was supposed to push Veronica up against the wall and kiss her. Talk about inappropriate. Veronica ought to Taser him for that, but in our world of make-believe, she’d kiss him back instead.

      And knowing Kane, the smooch would end with his hand under my dress and probably a few items of clothing missing—my clothing, not his—and Debbie would “leak” the stills to the media. This scene wouldn’t be as bad as the one on the couch, but even so, the prospect of being mauled by Kane again left me nauseated.

      One more straw on the camel’s back.

      David began chatting with Mikki, interview-style, and Lucas met my gaze across the table, his clear blue eyes to my fake ones. He raised one eyebrow.

      “I’m okay,” I mouthed.

      But I was lying.
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        * * *

      

      “Kane! Kane! Can I get a picture?”

      “Kane! Will you sign my purse?”

      With my illustrious co-star at my side, even a simple task like walking through the airport turned into a parade. Kane smiled and waved, pausing to snap selfies with every pretty girl as well as sign the occasional body part. He’d
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