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​Author’s note
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The main character in this book is from New Zealand, so some NZ slang terms have been used. These are not errors, it’s just the way we speak over here.
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The Ashburton Writers’ Group, for taking me out of my comfort zone and challenging me to write to a different topic each month. This started out as an assignment and took on a life of its own!
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​Chapter one


[image: ]


“Oomph.” I trip over my own feet as I make my way up the red carpet in a gown they promised would suck in my wobbly bits but remain comfortable. They lied. The mermaid style dress clings to every curve of my body, accentuating my round ass and showing off every little dimple. Of course, I only noticed this after I’d bought it and removed the tags. That’ll teach me for downing a bottle of chardonnay before going frock shopping.

“Emma! This way!” the paparazzi call out my name and I go through the motions of posing for photos, all the while wishing I had a drink in my hand. If only I’d had the forethought to bring some of those little bottles of spirits that fit perfectly in your purse. Oh wait! That’s right, I did. With nimble fingers, I make quick work of the zip on my purse and surreptitiously pull out a mini bottle of Smirnoff. Palming it, I make my way along the carpet, desperately seeking a bathroom where I can sneak a drink away from prying eyes. You never can be too careful when the paparazzi are out in full force.

I don’t make it very far before I’m ushered through to the ballroom where tables are laden with champagne and caviar. A grin spreads across my face as I tuck my mini bottle back inside my purse for later and make my way to table number twelve.

I find the seat with my name on it and pour myself a hefty glass of bubbles while I poke through the goodie bag they’ve left me. I’d heard word of how amazing these things are, and man, were they right! A night in Rhode Island, a day spa voucher, a fancy candle, makeup from various sponsors, and my personal favorite, a case of champagne to be delivered to my door. What more could a girl want?

The room slowly fills as I drink my way through another bottle of champers, making small talk with the rest of the table. My accent always throws them, and I have to remind myself to talk slower, so people can understand me. When I’m on the job it’s not an issue as I’ve been with a dialect coach for the past two years, but after a few too many drinks, the kiwi accent comes out thick and strong.

The lights dim and music blasts through the room as Jimmy Fallon takes to the stage. It’s been a dream of mine to meet him, and when I found out he’d be hosting tonight, I nearly peed my pants. I may be up for an award, but that doesn’t mean I can’t still fangirl over Jimmy. In fact, there are a lot of people here tonight that I never in my wildest dreams imagined I’d get the chance to meet. And here I am, the little kiwi gal from nowheresville, pretending I’m one of them. It’s surreal, to say the least.

After an hour or two of smiling and clapping, I realize it’s finally time; they’re announcing my category. This is it! My big moment! It’s my first award show and I’m up for one of the most prestigious awards; best actress. Who’d have thought? Little ol’ me from New Zealand hobnobbing with the best. The competition is fierce too. I’m up against some of Hollywood’s finest; Julia Roberts, Charlize Theron, Scarlett Johansen and Emma Stone.

I suck in a breath and plaster a smile on my face as the camera lands on me while they announce my name and the movie I’m nominated for.

The room goes quiet as they rip the envelope open. I can barely breathe. My heart pounds in my chest, and I quickly down another glass of bubbles in nervous anticipation. I’ve lost count how many I’ve had now.

“And the winner is...”

Did they just say what I think they said?

My ears ring and tears spring to my eyes as I hear the uttering of my name from their lips. I practise my surprised face; a hand to my chest as I nod at those around my table. Standing, I make my way through the crowd and up to the stage. The presenter, some young hotshot who rose to fame on Nickelodeon, I forget his name, is reluctant to hand over my prized award, but I wrench it from his hands, holding it close to my heart as I make my way to the mic on wobbly legs. 

Perhaps I shouldn’t have had so much champagne.

“Wow. I can’t believe this is actually happening,” I start. To my left, the presenters whisper to each other but I try my best to ignore them. They won’t ruin my moment. I’ve worked too hard and too long for this. I glance to the shiny gold man in my hands, feeling fresh tears pooling in my eyes. “I’d like to thank—”

I’m cut off by a hand on my shoulder. A man dressed in black stands just behind me, motioning for me to join him. I shrug him off. “Do you mind? I’m kind of in the middle of something.” I quirk an eyebrow at him before turning back to the crowd, muttering, “Some people,” under my breath.

“Ah, there seems to have been a misunderstanding.” The presenter has squeezed into the gap between me and the mic and is addressing the audience. More men dressed in black appear at the side of the stage and I frown in confusion. “The winner was Emma Stone, not Emma Jones.”

I shake my head. 

No, that’s not right. My name is Emma Jones. 

I glance around the room and see Emma standing off to the side with an apologetic look on her face while the audience titters amongst themselves. Through my drink-addled haze, I can just make out their pitying looks and hear their whispered remarks.

“Is she drunk?”

“Isn’t that the New Zealand actress?”

“She actually thought she won? How embarrassing.”

I look back to the man in my hands, gently caressing a finger down the length as I shut out the harshness of their words. They don’t know what they’re talking about. They called my name out. They did. I’m almost ninety percent sure of it.

A little voice whispers in my head, “They can’t take this away from me. Possession is nine tenths of the law. They called my name.”

My eyes flick up to the presenter and I take a step forward as if I’m going to hand it over, but instead I hoist my skirt and dart down the stairs and back through the crowd, my trophy held high above my head. “I’ll never part with it!” I cry out, fighting my way through the throngs of people on the floor. “You’ll have to wrestle it from my cold, dead body before I let you take it!”

I don’t really have a plan and that becomes abundantly obvious when I chance a glance at the door I’d come through only a few hours earlier. Those damn men in black are everywhere, surrounding me. They block the exits and I can hear their thundering steps coming up from behind. I stop, brandishing my statue like a sword as I turn in a frenzied circle, my eyes darting between each of them.

A thick arm wraps around my waist from behind and I’m lifted into the air, my legs and arms flailing about until, in slow motion, my little gold man flies from my hand and bounces across the floor. The fight leaves me as I crumple to the ground in a sobbing mess. I’m hauled to my feet and led out to the foyer where I’m promptly plonked on the nearest bench. The men in black straighten their suits, turn on their heels and stride back through the door, and I hear the distinct sound of a lock being snicked.

I stare at the door, silently willing it to open, for someone to apologize and tell me it was all a misunderstanding, but deep down, I know it’s not going to happen. My first awards show, and I make a fool of myself in front of so many actors I admire, not to mention the millions of viewers who will no doubt be calling me a crazy drunk. I can see it now, my name splashed across the tabloids, and not in a good way.

God, I need a drink. 

My head snaps up as I realize I’ve left the goodie bag behind, complete with the details on how to claim my case of champagne. 

Damn it!

With an almighty sigh, I pull myself up to stand, instantly thrown off balance by a missing heel. It must’ve fallen off in my scuffle with the men in black. Could this night get any worse?

I sniff and wipe my eyes, slowly hobbling to the curb to call a cab.
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​Chapter two
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“Noooo!” I scream as I jolt awake, clutching my pillow for dear life. My bedsheets are strewn every which way, and my silk negligee is twisted around my body like some sort of Houdini escape suit. I pant, the remnants of my dream still clinging desperately to my subconscious. Rolling to my side, a groan slips from my lips as I slowly peel my eyes open. My head pounds as the sunlight hits my retinas through the curtains I’d neglected to close before passing out last night, and I’m reminded of the twinkling lights of the awards show. The camera flashes, the glitz and glamor of the fantastical light show on display in the opening number. And then the not so bright foyer I’d been frogmarched out to, and the dimly lit cab I’d taken back home where I drowned my sorrows in a bottle (or two or three, but who’s counting?) of chardonnay. It dawns on me, my dream wasn’t a dream, but my reality.

I smack my lips together, just now realising how dry my mouth is. Rolling my head to the side, I peek through slit eyes once again to see if I’d remembered to leave a water on my bedside table. It appears I not only had the forethought to place an ice-cold glass of water by my bed, but also two Tylenol and a half-eaten burrito.

“You want the good news, or the bad?” Cybil appears out of nowhere wearing a bright yellow pant suit that could rival Hilary Clinton. I blink against the glare, reaching a shaky hand towards the glass.

“What time is it?” My voice sounds as though I smoked my way through a carton of cigarettes and washed it down with broken glass.

“Noon. Here.” She picks up the Tylenol and hands them to me. “You look like shit. Have a little pity party for one, did we?”

I glare at her as I down the pills with a big gulp of water. My eyes land on the burrito and I wonder if it’s still any good.

Cybil folds her hands across her ample chest. “I wouldn’t. Not unless you feel like a dose of food poisoning on top of your hangover.” Her raised eyebrow seems almost like a challenge, but I decide not to tempt fate today. Though really, if my memory serves me correctly, things couldn’t possibly get any worse.

I drag my body farther up the bed to lean against the headboard. “Let’s have it. Have I ruined everything?” My shaky hands find their way to my temple, pressing ever so gently to try and ease the thumping.

Cybil stalks over to her briefcase and retrieves a handful of newspapers. She throws them on my bed and resumes her headmistress stance; arms folded across her chest, pursed lips, eyes peering at me over her wire-rimmed glasses.

“That bad, huh?” I wince, afraid to look.

She picks one up and waves it about. “Drunk and disorderly.” She throws it back on the pile and grabs another. “Drunk debacle at the Oscars.” That one lands on top and another is held in the air. “And my personal favorite, Emma’s Jonesing for another drink.” The paper lands on the heap, and she places her hands on her hips, staring at me with her raised brow.

I can’t help but mimic her. “Come on, Cybil. What’s the old adage? There’s no such thing as bad publicity? Isn’t that how it goes?”

“You ran off with Emma Stone’s Oscar! I’d say that counts as bad publicity, wouldn’t you?”

“At least they’ll remember my name?” I shrug, wanting to put an end to this very loud conversation. It’s too early, and I’m too hungover to deal with this shit. Isn’t that what a publicist is for? To fix my fuck ups?

Cybil huffs and gathers up the papers. “Do you ever take anything seriously?”

“It was an honest mistake. I heard them say Emma Jones.” I say my name slowly, exaggerating every syllable.

She straightens up, looking me square in the eye. “You really heard that?”

I nod. “I really heard that.” I take another sip of water, blanching at the blandness. “The rest just kinda happened. I panicked.” I shrug again, letting out a long sigh. “I fucked up.”

“Damn right you did. It’s going to take some serious ass-kissing to fix this, you know that, right?”

“I know.” I lower my head, not because I’m remorseful, but because the image of Cybil kissing anyone’s ass is enough to make me laugh.

“I’m heading in to the office to see if I can make some headway with this.” She holds the papers in the air as she marches towards the door. “The journalists are having a field day, so be prepared to have your dirty laundry aired out for everyone to see.”

“I don’t have any—”

“Save it for the press. You know as well as I do, they’re vultures. They will tear you apart if you so much as look at them.” She drags her glasses from her face, squinting her eyes closed. “I hope, for your sake, they don’t find anything. Because if they do, you’re in for a lot worse than this lot.” Shoving the papers under her arm, she stalks out the door, her heels clacking on the granite tiles of the foyer.

Well, shit. My morning just got off to a great start. I need a fucking drink.
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​Chapter three
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With a Bloody Mary under my belt, I make my way to the large bay window, peeking through the blinds. 

Son of a bitch. I knew I should’ve had a fence installed.

My driveway is still swarming with paparazzi, obviously out to catch a snap of me in another drunken stupor, or worse. I hate it when Cybil is right.

One of them spots me and scurries over the lawn. I wait until she’s made it halfway across before flicking a switch and turning the sprinklers on. The look on her face is priceless as she spins on her heels, deciding which way to run. I snort, watching her scamper back to the safety of the asphalt. When she turns to glare at me, I lift my hand and offer a condescending wave followed by my middle finger. Vulture.

Satisfied she got the message, I let my robe fall open as I meander down the hall toward my bathroom. The stench of last night’s bender still clings to my skin and I feel an overwhelming desire to scrub myself raw. Perhaps if I rub hard enough, my little faux pas will disappear, and the press will leave me alone. Pfft. Perhaps pigs will grow wings and learn to fly.

I disrobe in front of the full-length mirror, taking stock. Legs, check. Boobs, check. Face... has seen better days. Apparently so have my arms; a large purple bruise sits just above my elbow. 

What in hell did I get up to last night?

A brief image of me halfway up a tree flits through my brain and is gone before I can really focus on it. At this point, I’m just happy I even managed to make it home in one piece.

After twisting this way and that, looking at myself from every angle possible, I slip into the shower. Hot water stings my flesh, raining down my back and making me feel somewhat human again. With a sponge lathered in sweet-smelling body wash, I scrub until my skin is red. Maybe one day I’ll scrub hard enough that I won’t want to drink again. Today is not that day.

It’s going to take a bucket load of grog to get me through this. I think I might be suffering from PTSD or something. Every time I blink, I see those damn camera flashes behind my eyes, followed by the image of the Oscar flying from my hands.

God, what was I thinking? This is Hollywood, and shit sticks in Hollywood. I’ll be forever known as the drunk woman who stole an Oscar. Not just any Oscar, but Emma Stone’s Best Actress Oscar. My head falls into my hands and I let out a low groan. When I hopped on a plane to the US of A almost three years ago, I never imagined my life would turn out this way. The first few months were hell. I struggled to find work and was on the bones of my ass until, by some miracle, Cybil came into my life, and I landed the role of Macie Sweetwater, the entrepreneur our movie was based on. And then came the offers. I was Hollywood’s new sweetheart of the screen. With money flowing in, and drinks on a never-ending carousel, it wasn’t long before I began needing a drink to start the day. And then another to get through the middle of the day. Pretty soon I was on more of a liquid diet than anything else. I suppose I should’ve seen it coming; the beginning of my demise. I guess it was fun while it lasted. I only wish I could’ve done a little more before my time was up. Just one more night in the spotlight.

A muffled-sounding imperial march comes from the heap of clothes on the floor, pulling me from my thoughts. That can only mean one thing. Cybil is calling.

I take my time rummaging through them, not really caring if I miss her call. I’m not in the mood for another lecture, and considering she’s already been up my ass this morning, I can only assume more shit has hit the fan.

What could it be this time?

Pressing the green button to accept her call, I muster my cheeriest of voices. “Cybil! Long time, no see!”

“Emma, I don’t know how you did it, but you’ve been called in for an audition.”

“Seriously?” I sit up, a grin slowly forming on my face. “I should get drunk and disorderly more often.”

I can almost hear her eyes rolling as she takes a deep breath. “It’s not a significant role, but considering the circumstances, it’s more than I expected.”

Ignoring her attempt to insult me, I keep up the cheery disposition. “Great! It’ll be nice to take a backseat role between jobs. Keep things interesting.” With a bounce in my step, I head for my room to pick out some clothes. “When’s the audition?”

“That’s the thing. It’s today.”

“Today? Who holds auditions the day after the Oscars?” My head’s still not feeling the best after last night’s soiree.

Brushing over my question, she continues. “Can you be at Burbank Boulevard at 5pm?”

I stop in my tracks. “Burbank Boulevard? Did you just say Burbank freaking Boulevard? As in Universal Studios? I’m auditioning for Universal Studios?” It’s like a dream come true! I don’t care how small the role is, if Universal wants me to, I’ll sweep the damn floors!

“It’s not Universal.”

I watch my excitement deflate and fly around the room like a burst balloon. “Oh.”

“It’s across the road and down a bit. They’re a relatively new set-up called Rampage Productions.”

“Well, I guess I can see why they want me then; the rampaging actress of the Oscars.” An unladylike snort bursts forth as I chuckle, and I just know Cybil is cringing. She really won the jackpot when she agreed to sign me up two years ago.

“Hmmm.” She has her disappointed headmistress voice on again. “Just make sure you’re there, okay? We need to jump on this while we can, and maybe, just maybe, you’ll walk out of this unscathed.”

The phone clicks as I’m dismissed. Her abrasive nature is what drew me to her in the first place. I guess she reminds me a little of home. She calls a spade a spade, and she doesn’t take shit from anyone. A no-nonsense kind of woman who isn’t afraid to kick my ass if I need it. Admittedly, I thought that after two years she might’ve warmed up to me a little more, but we can’t have it all, and she hasn’t steered me wrong yet. In fact, she’s probably the only person in this crazy town that I trust wholeheartedly.

Which is why I won’t let her down today. Not even the press will stop me from making this audition.
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With my oversized sunglasses on, and a scarf covering my head, Thelma and Louise style, I duck into the garage. Thank God I’d had the forethought to buy a place with internal access.

My pink Rolls Royce, Betsy, is sitting smack bang in the middle, leaving plenty of room either side – can’t be putting a ding in that pretty little thing. Aside from my house, it was my one big purchase when I got my first substantial pay check. As a girl, I’d dreamed of owning a car like Lady Penelope, and as expensive as it was, it is worth every damn penny. This baby is my pride and joy.

Of course, there’s no sneaking around in a car like this. One look at the sleek, pink body and the chrome grill, and they’d know it was me; especially after Entertainment Weekly did a piece about the new Lady Penelope in town. Which is why I’d asked Dawn to meet me out on the street. It’s a risky move, but with the paparazzi on my doorstep, I don’t have a lot of options.

Dawn is my publicist. Her and Cybil don’t always see eye to eye, but they both have my best interests at heart. Unlike Cybil, Dawn is more of a free spirit. She can often be found in yoga pants and flowing tops, with beads in her dreadlocked hair, and a multitude of bangles adorning her arms. She may not be the best at her job, but she’s fun to have around. What she lacks in professionalism, she more than makes up for in attitude. Which is exactly why she is the one I called to help me out of this jam. Sure, she should be making sure my reputation stays golden right now, but I think Cybil has it covered. One of them has to.

When I realized I’d have to try and sneak past the press, Dawn was the first person I thought of. She’s always up for a bit of an adventure, and what could be more exciting than evading the press?

Together, we came up with a plan. Not a very good one, but a plan all the same. I am to duck through the back door in the garage, skirt around the side of the lap pool, and slip through the hedge on the other side. From there, I should be able to walk down the small alley between me and the neighbour, before breaking out onto the street. Dawn will be waiting there in her beat-up ‘79’ BMW, ready to drive like a bat out of hell to get me across town to the audition in time. Easy.

That was the plan. However, now that I’m standing in my garage, staring out at the overgrown hedge I’m meant to get through, I’m not so sure this was thought through enough. I’ve only been in this house a few months, if you don’t count when I’m on set, and the gardens have never really held my interest – I plan on hiring a gardener for that sort of thing. Me and dirt don’t mix well. Never have, never will. Of course, I probably should’ve taken all this into account when I devised this plan, because from where I’m standing, it’s not looking good. Red berries cover the hedge, and if I’m not mistaken, those berries are protected by small barbs.

I look down at my white silk blouse. This is not going to end well.

With no time to change, I tip toe over to Betsy and ever so quietly open the back door to retrieve a picnic blanket I keep stowed under the backseat – you never know when an impromptu picnic may arise. Wrapping it around my shoulders to protect my blouse, I push the door closed with a gentle click and pad over to the far corner of the room. Peering out the window, I see no signs of the paparazzi on this side of the house, so I slip through the door, pulling it quietly closed behind me.

Removing my heels, I do a stealth run – and by stealth run, I mean more of a gallop – around the pool to the hedge. I pull the blanket tight around my shoulders, and fling my back against the shrubbery, making sure no one has spotted me yet. So far, so good.

I drop to my knees, searching for a way into the bush, but it appears to be denser than I thought, and those barbs are a lot longer and pointier than I was expecting. I don’t like my chance of getting through. Especially when I can’t even make out the light of day on the other side. This brings me to yet another conclusion; that hedge backs onto a concrete wall.

Damn it.

With a curse under my breath, I peer over my shoulder to check that I’m still in the clear before turning my gaze up to the top of the bush. It doesn’t look that high.

I take a quick swig of my ‘emergency brew’ I keep in my purse. Nothing like a bit of Dutch courage to help me out of a bind.

The blanket quickly becomes a knapsack for my heels, and I sling it around my neck and under one arm to hold it in place. I send a silent prayer to the big man upstairs, begging for a little help as I attempt to climb this overgrown thorn bush.

My skinny jeans provide some protection from the barbs, but my hands and feet are screaming out at me to move faster. I’m too afraid to look at my blouse after hearing the distinct sound of fabric ripping.

Must push on.

Somehow, I reach the top and manage to swing my legs over the edge. What I didn’t count
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