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        All I wanted was to start over, somewhere quiet, somewhere I didn’t have to be me.

        Tiger Rose, Hollywood movie star.

        She’s someone I don’t even recognize as me anymore.

        And now I found my haven…

        And found him…

        Lazlo.  He’s the last person I should fall for. He’s from the entertainment world too…

        But that face, that body… and his good, good heart. I can’t resist him…

        But can I risk my new-found peace for him?

        My body says yes… yes…

        Yes…

        But I’m scared to love again, scared to trust…

        Can Lazlo break down the wall I’ve build around my heart?
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            Chapter One – Everything Changes

          

        

      

    

    
      He levelled the gun at her and she knew this was it. “I thought you loved me,” she said in a calm voice. Only a slight quiver at the end gave away her heartbreak.

      “I do,” he nodded, his eyes soft, “but I have to do this.”

      She drew in a deep breath as he fired, then crumpled slowly as the bullet ripped through her abdomen. Her legs gave way and she sank to the floor.

      He put down the gun and came to her, cradling her in his arms. She felt his tears drip down onto her face. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, her voice weakening as she bled out, “it’s all over now.”

      “I love you,” he said, beginning to sob, but she shook her head.

      “Love doesn’t do this, my darling… Love doesn’t do this.” She gave one last shuddering gasp of pain, then went still.

      He clutched her to him and gave a howl of bottomless grief.

      “And cut! Good job, people.” The director and his team clapped the actors, and Tiger opened her eyes and grinned up at Sifrido, her costar.

      “Douchebag.”

      “Drama queen.” He helped her up as they laughed and high-fived each other. Sifrido nudged her with his shoulder. “And lucky, too, to be finished early. So, what’s next for you?”

      “Hanging with my brother.” Tiger smiled back at her friend and costar. She and Sifrido had worked on many movies together now and had been close from the start. She enjoyed spending time with him and his wife Lucy when they were in the same place, which was rare if they weren’t working, and it was with half-regret now that she told Sifrido that she was going out of town. “Apollo is between jobs and wanting to spend some quality time with his big sister. So, we’re going to the Olympics for a week with no internet, no cellphones. We bought a small cabin up there.”

      “Nice.” Sifrido nodded approvingly. “Washington is one of my favorite places.”

      Tiger smiled at him. Sifrido’s wife, Lucy, and his biological son Nicco, both taught at a college in Seattle. “Then I have the Malevolence press junket for a month. First here, then London and on and on.” She grimaced and Sifrido laughed.

      “You’re really not used to them by now?”

      “I just don’t like being around that many people for that long. Thank God Teddy will be there to make me laugh.”

      Tiger said goodbye to her friend and went to thank the director. Cosimo DeLuca was one of her favorite people, and he frequently cast Tiger in his movies. He had been responsible for her first break in the industry ten years ago, and she remained utterly loyal to him, even doing small cameos for free and for no credit if he needed it.

      He looked tired now as she went to find him in his trailer. Biba, his gorgeous wife, was with him, and she greeted Tiger with a hug. “You were incredible as always, Tiggy.”

      Tiger smiled at them both. “I hate to do this, but I have to say goodbye for a while. But promise me, when we’re all free, we’ll meet up for dinner at least?”

      Cosimo, a devastatingly handsome Italian in his late forties with bright green eyes and dark curly hair, grinned at her. “It’s a date. Just let us know when you’re free, Tig, and we’ll make it happen. And thank you for this… Not every actress would come in for a part where they were killed off in the first act.”

      Tiger laughed. She looked down at her costume, covered in the corn syrup they used for fake blood. “Are you kidding? A great death scene? Give me more.”

      Biba chuckled. “Actors.”

      “Actors,” greed Tiger with a nod. She bid them goodbye and went to her trailer. Peeling off her ruined dress, wrinkling her nose as the syrup stuck the fabric to her skin, she removed the small ‘blood’ bag taped to her skin by the props people and stepped into her shower.

      She took her time, enjoying the hot water cascading down her skin. Drying herself, she took a critical look in the mirror. She had never been one of the skinny actresses; she refused to lose weight for any role that required her to be unhealthily thin, and she had retained her curves through hiking and swimming rather than dieting.

      Her skin was porcelain, her hair a dark, dark brown and cut into a bob. Her large violet eyes and full mouth made her passionately sought after by beauty brands to be their spokesmodel, but that wasn’t Tiger’s scene. She earned enough from her movies to make her financially secure and she wasn’t a spendthrift.

      Tiger valued her privacy more than anything. At thirty-two, she and her younger brother Apollo had been on their own since Tiger was eighteen, their parents both dying of cancer just a few months apart. Tiger and Apollo had been devastated, but she had known she had to step up to the plate and care for her fourteen-year-old brother. She’d intended to go to college but had been scouted by an elite model agency and started to get jobs right away. Her extraordinarily photogenic features helped make her an overnight sensation, and when she was offered her first film role, Tiger found her true vocation.

      She’d proved all the doubters wrong by putting in a supporting performance that attracted awards buzz, and she’d even taken home a few of them. Since then, she had been in demand, which had made life for her and Apollo a whole lot easier. Her brainiac brother was able to go to Harvard—something of which Tiger was envious—but she was able to pay his way easily,  and he swore he would one day pay her back.

      Apollo was her best friend, her buddy. With his light brown hair and green eyes, he was popular with the opposite sex, but it was his warm, kind, loving character that drew people to him. He was more outgoing than Tiger, and although she didn’t like to admit it, Tiger had learned a lot about being social from her younger brother, and it helped her overcome her natural shyness.

      Now she hurriedly dried her hair and shoved it up into a messy ponytail, leaving her face free of makeup. She donned old sweats to be comfortable for the flight from Los Angeles to Seattle and packed up her belongings. She never brought much to set, just her books, laptop, and precious photos of Apollo and her friends.

      

      The flight to Seattle was mercifully quick, and as Tiger hurried through the Arrivals lounge, she scanned the crowd for Apollo. Soon enough, she saw her lanky brother, leaning nonchalantly against the wall at the far end of the hall. Tiger gave a whoop of joy and ran to him.

      Apollo swept her up into a hug. “Oof, big sis.”

      “Ha ha, shut up.” She punched his arm lightly as he put her down, and he took her bag from her. “You look good, Pol.”

      “I know,” he said cockily and grinned. “And looking forward to our trip. Can you even imagine what those trails are going to be like? I hope you’re fit, sis.”

      Tiger made a face, then laughed. “Hey, as long as there’s plenty of food.”

      “Always.”

      They got into Apollo’s car and he pulled out of the parking lot. “So… what happened with David?”

      Tiger rolled her eyes. David Bao was her very recent ex-boyfriend, a sensationally attractive Korean-American actor who had loved her and who she… liked. There was no other word for it; David had been more invested in their two-year relationship than she had been, and eventually Tiger had to admit to herself that it wasn’t fair on David. He was perfect: kind, funny, gorgeous—the full package—but Tiger just couldn’t give enough of herself to him.

      When she broke up with him, David had been devastated but accepting. “Just promise me, you will try to love someone someday.” He’d told her softly during their tear-filled breakup. “You’re too special not to be with someone.”

      

      Tiger had promised him but she knew she had been lying. Something was broken inside of her, she thought, that she couldn’t trust enough to love, to give herself over to someone, and what was frustrating was that she didn’t have any clue as to why. She hadn’t been abused as a child or assaulted as an adult. Yes, she’d put up with her fair share of harassment and inappropriate casting couch proposals over the years, but she’d maintained a reputation for never being one of those actors, someone who would sleep around for parts.

      She would also speak openly about that side of her craft in interviews, naming the worst offenders. It had cost her roles, sure, but it had also increased industry respect for her.

      Now, as Apollo drove back to his apartment in the city, she grinned at her brother. “Not much to tell. He’s doing okay, as far as I know.”

      “And you?”

      “You know me.”

      Apollo’s mouth set into a hard line, and Tiger was surprised to see him shake his head. “What’s up with you?”

      “Tigs… David was a good one.”

      “I know, but at the end of the day…”

      “You couldn’t let yourself love him.”

      Damn, Apollo knew her too well. Tiger looked away, out of the window. “It is what it is, Pol.”

      “You’re thirty-two, Tigs. Isn’t it time you figured this shit out? Why does this happen all the time?”

      “Just leave it alone, Pol. I’m happy being single.”

      “And I’m all for that… but I don’t think it’s just a case of you liking your own company. There’s a block there and I cannot figure for the life of me what it is.”

      “Seriously, why are you asking me this now? I thought we were here to enjoy a vacation together…”

      “I met someone.”

      Tiger’s eyebrows shot up and she saw that there were two spots of pink high on her brother’s cheeks. “You did? That’s wonderful.”

      Apollo nodded and couldn’t help the smile breaking across his face. “She’s wonderful. Nell. She’s a postgraduate at college.”

      “Cute?”

      “Beautiful. All dark hair and dark eyes and the longest legs you’ll ever see.”

      Tiger smiled at the love in her brother’s voice. “How long have you been seeing her?”

      “Six months.”

      Tiger was shocked. “Six months? How come you haven’t mentioned her before?”

      Apollo was silent for a few moments as he concentrated on his driving. “Tig… she’s pregnant. Three months.”
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      Tiger gaped at him. “What?”

      Apollo nodded. “And, believe it or not… it was planned. Tigs… Nell and I… we’re getting married. Soon.”

      Tiger was devastated. “Why did you keep this all from me? Did you think I wouldn’t support you?”

      “I know you would have, I know. Except… sometimes, you still think of me as a fourteen-year-old, and just sometimes you can be a bit…”

      “What?” Tiger felt hurt, shockingly so. They had always been so close and now what? Apollo didn’t need her anymore?

      “Smothering. No, that’s not right. Overprotective. Especially with my girlfriends.”

      “If you’re talking about Liz, that’s because she was an evil demon from hell.”

      Apollo grinned then. “In that case, you are correct, but sometimes, just you being who you are, Tiger Rose, can be intimidating for them. Not that Nell will be, but I didn’t know that at the start of us. So, I kept it from you.” He suddenly pulled the car over into a parking lot and switched off the ignition. He turned to look at her. “Don’t get me wrong, Tigs. I adore you, I love you, and you are the best thing in the world. But you paid for everything, you gave me everything, and now I need to… God, I don’t know. This needs to be mine, you get me?”

      “I get it.” But she didn’t. She looked away, out of the window, blinking back tears. Apollo felt overshadowed by her? God damn it. She’d tried not to let that happen and besides… “Listen, you didn’t get into Harvard because of me, Pol, you did that on your own.”

      He smiled kindly at her. “With your money, Tigs. I’m sure the fact I had the funding in place helped immeasurably with the offer of a place.”

      Alright, he had her there. But Tiger sighed. “Do I at least get to meet her?”

      “After our vacation. When we come back to Seattle. She’s spending the week with her folks in New Orleans while we’re away; she didn’t want to crash our vacay.”

      “That’s thoughtful.” Tiger shook her head. “Pregnant?”

      Apollo nodded and she could see the joy in his eyes. “Honestly, Tigs, I never knew I wanted kids until I met Nell. She’s the one, you know?”

      But Tiger didn’t know, and her heart ripped open with loneliness. She had known, of course, this day would come, when their little family unit would be invaded by someone else…

      …invaded. What the hell is wrong with you, woman? Invaded. Tiger pulled herself together and smiled at her brother. “I’m delighted for you, Pol. Really.”

      He shot her a sideways look and a grin. “Nice try, sis.”

      “I mean it.”

      He patted her hand. “Thank you. Now, let’s talk vacay.”

      

      They spent the night in the city. In the morning, Tiger padded into the kitchen to see Apollo watching the television news intently. He turned to her with troubled eyes. “Did you hear?” He nodded at the screen. “India Blue is in the hospital.”

      Tiger’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, no…”

      Massimo Verdi, one of Tiger’s friends in the business, had been seeing India Blue for a while, and Tiger had been on a double date with them a few months back. She’d like India very much. “What happened?”

      “She was abducted. They found her this morning with serious stab wounds.”

      “Jesus.”

      Tiger sat down and watched alongside Apollo as the report showed a very distressed Massimo arriving at the hospital along accompanied by a very tall, handsome man who looked stressed out, dark circles under his navy-blue eyes.

      “Who’s that?”

      “I think it must be Lazlo Schuler, India’s kind-of brother. It’s complicated.” Tiger had never met India’s family, but she’d heard of Lazlo. He was India’s manager and a brilliant one at that. But he looked devastated now, and Tiger’s heart went out to him. “Poor things. I must send flowers to Massimo before we leave.”

      

      In the car on the way to the Olympic Mountains, Tiger couldn’t stop thinking about Massimo and India. She knew part of her problem with never allowing anyone to love her was exactly this: the fear of the pain of loss. When their parents had died, it had been such an overwhelming, all-encompassing shock. An ordinary Saturday. Her mom and dad going to Walmart to pick up the weekly groceries. A logging truck with an exhausted driver turning onto the road, not seeing their small Volvo car traveling along the same stretch. It had been all over in a second, the police told them, their parents barely even realized what had been happening.

      The pain was unimaginable, and when the then-eighteen-year-old Tiger had to identify the remains—because ‘remains’ were all that was left of her Mom and Dad—it seared the experience into her psyche. No. She had Apollo and that’s all she needed.

      One person to worry about constantly. One person to be scared of losing.

      One to be overprotective of. Damn it. Look at Massimo and India. He was close to losing India in the worst way possible, and yet he showed up, he was there, he loved her regardless.

      Her brother was right. It wasn’t healthy, it wasn’t sustainable, and now he had proved it. There would be a new life, her niece, that she would worry over.

      And the woman her brother loved. Tiger trusted Apollo enough now to know that if he had made this commitment, then Nell was the one. A good person. A great person.

      “You’re right, Pol,” she said softly as she drove and he turned to her.

      “What?”

      She smiled at him. “It is time.”

      “For?”

      Tiger’s grin widened and she nodded. “It is time for me to trust to love.”

      “Finally.”

      And they both laughed.
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      One month later…

      

      The press junket for her latest movie to be released had been long and arduous, but finally it was coming to an end. The last interviews were in New York at a Manhattan hotel, and Tiger found being interviewed in a small hotel room uncomfortable and trying, especially when she was asked the same questions over and over.

      Thankfully, for the last interviews, she would be paired with her costar Teddy Hood. Teddy was going through a painful divorce, but he’d still stayed professional and cheerful throughout, doing his job, fulfilling his contract despite his woes. He confided to Tiger after each day that his smile felt false, that he felt as if he were playing a role, but hey, he said, “That’s what I’m paid to do.”

      “You can always talk to me, Teddy,” Tiger told him, kindly. “Anytime.”

      For herself, Tiger was looking forward to getting home to Seattle to finally meet Nell. They hadn’t been able to make the meeting work before Tiger had to work, but this weekend was the time. She was nervous, but thanks to Apollo’s machinations, she and Nell had at least talked over Facetime a couple of times, albeit casually.

      Tiger decided to call Apollo now, between interviews. She’d just finished with a creep from a British tabloid, Grant Waller, whom she had never liked. The way his eyes roamed over her body, the way he always, always, asked her about her underwear, for chrissakes. The film had been a comic book-based superhero movie, and Tiger played one of the main heroes, clad in a tight leather suit. She’d played the role a couple of times now, and each time, Waller had asked her about what she wore under the suit. Tiger had been gracious and humorous at first, but this time, she had snapped back at him.

      “How about we talk about your underwear, Mr. Waller? You seem to have a fixation with it, after all.”

      Grant Waller had smiled what he obviously thought was a charming smile, but it looked to Tiger like the grin of a snake. “I’m not the one on public show.”

      “Public show? Funny, I thought I was fully dressed throughout. Tell me, Mr. Waller, have you a mother? A sister?”

      His smile had faltered a little. “Yes, why?”

      “How would you feel about someone continually asking about their underwear?” She fixed him with an ice-cold stare and felt victorious when he’d backed off and asked another question. The interview limped on for another few minutes before the studio rep had called time. She hadn’t bothered to shake Waller’s hand afterward. Asshole.

      Tiger talked to the rep for a few minutes, then excused herself to the hotel corridor to make a call.

      “Hey, sis.”

      “Hey, loser. How’s it going?”

      Apollo laughed. “Since you last asked about two hours ago? We’re doing good. We’ve got everything ready for your visit… or should I say, Nell has been tidying everything up fifty-five billion times because she’s scared.”

      Tiger chuckled as she heard Nell in the background, protesting that Apollo was busting her. “Hey, tell Nell not to worry. When we’re all together, I’ll help her get her revenge on you.”

      “I will not tell her that,” Apollo laughed, “Hey, listen, I—”

      Tiger never knew what Apollo was about to say, because something, someone grabbed her from behind, and she dropped her phone. She was slammed full force into the wall of the corridor, and she felt hot breath on her ear. “Fucking stuck-up bitch,” Grant Waller growled, his hands burrowing under her skirt, “Let’s see how much of a whore you really are…”

      Tiger struggled with him, crying out before he clamped his hand over her mouth. No. No, this wasn’t going to happen…

      But his strength was too much for her, and for the next few minutes, Tiger could only cry as Waller assaulted her. Only when he attempted to kiss her did she get an advantage, biting down on his bottom lip hard. She tasted blood as he screamed and pushed her away, slapping her around the face hard enough to knock her down. Tiger slumped to the ground as Waller walked away, wiping his mouth.

      For a few long moments, all Tiger could hear was her own heavy breathing. She felt numb, shocked into incomprehension about what had just happened to her. Then, moving like an automaton, she stood shakily and straightened out her dress, her hair, wiped her mouth.

      She checked her watch. Her final interview was happening right now. She walked to the designated room, barely acknowledging the studio reps or even Teddy, who shot her a concerned look as she sat down next to him.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      Tiger looked at him blankly, not seeing him. The journalist was shown in and sat down and began to ask his questions. Somewhere inside her wrecked mind, Tiger knew she should be talking, but she couldn’t form the words, couldn’t understand plain English.

      Suddenly Teddy stopped the interview and turned to her. “Seriously, this is off the record,” he added to the journalist, who was looking equally concerned. She nodded, her eyes on Tiger. Teddy held Tiger’s hands. “Tiger… honey, you’re not okay, are you?”

      She stared blankly at him and the felt something wet drip onto her neck.

      “Jesus, you’re bleeding…” Teddy looked at the reps, one of which quickly got on her cell phone to call for help.

      Teddy pulled off his overshirt and pressed it to Tiger’s head. “Honey, what happened? What happened?”

      Finally, the dam broke inside of her, and she spoke, only in a whisper, but to her it sounded like a scream. “No… no, I’m not alright… I’m not alright at all…”
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      The movie’s director stood at the podium with one of the studio lawyers and held his hand up for silence. The congregated press gaggle silenced. The director nodded.

      “As you know, the press interviews scheduled for this afternoon were cancelled at short notice due to an incident. We can now confirm details of that incident. At precisely three-ten p.m., a beloved cast member was violently and sexually assaulted by a member of the tabloid press.”

      A furor broke out amongst the journalists, but the director wasn’t finished. “This is unacceptable and horrifying. An arrest has been made, and we will be pressing charges against that journalist. The incident, while not witnessed by anyone in person, was captured on the hotel security cameras and was audibly witnessed by one of the cast member’s family. We want to ask you, out of respect, not to try and speculate which cast member was the victim of this horrific attack nor invade their or their family’s privacy.”

      “Can you confirm whether the cast member was male or female?” A question from the back.

      The director glared at the whole pack. “What did I just say? The cast member is being cared for, and you will not invade his or her privacy. We will update you on the case when we have more.”

      

      Tiger watched the news conference dispassionately from her hospital bed. Along the bottom of the screen ran the words, ‘Backslash Studios abruptly cancels press interviews in wake of serious ‘incident.’ Police have made arrest. Man charged with serious sexual offenses and assault.’

      That was her they were talking about. She felt numb, almost paralyzed. Apollo had been frantic, hearing her being attacked, and the police had told her they were flying both Apollo and Nell out to be with Tiger.

      Tiger closed her eyes. There were so many people around her now that she felt she couldn’t breathe. Grant Waller had been arrested, and she had been brought here where a laceration on her hairline was treated. Bruises were forming all over her body, but she couldn’t feel the physical pain of them.

      She waited until the others in her room were distracted before slipping out. She just needed a few minutes, just a few minutes peace to get her head together, and here, in this hospital, she felt safe enough to be alone.

      She found a stairwell and curled up in a corner near a window. She heard a door well below her open but didn’t hear anyone approach. It wasn’t until someone far below her began to talk that she realized someone else was hiding out here, too.

      “Jess? Jessie…” A man began to cry quietly, and the heartbreak in his voice made her eyes fill with tears. “It’s okay. India’s okay… it’s just… I needed to talk to someone. I’m sorry if I’ve filled up your voicemail, I don’t want to intrude. I just… Massi is so destroyed by this that I don’t feel I can fall apart. Gabe is… Gabe. India’s awake and she’s trying to make jokes all of the time, but… I’m a wreck, Jessie.” He laughed softly. “God, do me a favor, would you delete this? I’m just rambling like an idiot, but you’re the only one I can share with. Everyone needs me, Jessie and… God, I’m sorry. Ignore me. I love you. I’ll call you later.”

      Tiger heard him flicked his phone off, then heard the door open. “Mr. Schuler?”

      “Yes?”

      “Ms. Blue is asking for you.”

      “Of course.”

      The door squeaked again, and then Tiger knew she was alone in the stairwell. Lazlo Schuler. He sounded as wrecked as she felt right now. Tiger wondered if, like her, all he wanted to do was run away, leave everything and everyone behind, cocoon herself away from all the hurt and the pain in the world.

      Because that was all she wanted to do now. The studio had released her from performing the rest of her public relation commitments, probably worried about being sued out the wazoo for not protecting her. So, she was going home, back to Washington, but not to Seattle. She knew exactly where she was going to go, somewhere no one would find her in a hurry: the small house she’d bought quietly a few years back to be a bolt hole. It would be perfect for her now. Apollo didn’t need her in Seattle; he had Nell and the baby.

      It was time for Tiger to finally be truly on her own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Chapter Four - Tomorrow

          

        

      

    

    
      Three years later…

      

      The Island, San Juan Islands, Washington State

      

      Lazlo Schuler pulled his car off the ferry boat and onto the island. The trip from Seattle had taken longer than he had expected, and he wondered now how wise it had been to drive rather than catch a plane and rent a car.

      Luckily for him, the house he had rented for the next month wasn’t far from the ferry port and soon he was inside, waiting for the realtor to leave him alone.

      That was why he was here, after all. To be alone.

      Lazlo Schuler was tired. No, more than tired; he simply had nothing left in him. In the last few years, he’d almost lost his beloved sister, India Blue, for the second time, and their adored Korean friend to a psychopathic killer, almost lost another to a vengeful ex-wife, and had lost his close friend Coco to an unexpected pregnancy complication. He was tired of loss, of grieving.

      And he was tired of work. He managed not only his sister’s career but others in the entertainment business, and most of them demanded more time than he could give.

      But not India. He would work twenty-four-seven for his adopted sister, but it was she who sat him down two weeks ago and had gently told him she was worried.

      He had gaped at her. “Indy… you’re worried about me?”

      She nodded, her dark eyes full of love and concern. “For a long time now. You’ve been our rock, all of us. With what happened to Sun and me, for losing Coco, and what’s just happened to Jess, you’ve been there for all of us.”

      “That’s my job.”

      “But you never, ever ask us for anything,” India said, a note of frustration creeping into her soft voice.

      “I don’t need anything, bubba. Now that you’re safe, Jess is safe, I have no worries.”

      But even as he’d said it, he knew he wasn’t convincing India because he knew it wasn’t true. He wasn’t doing okay, not at all. Sleep evaded him every night and to distract himself from the nightmares that plagued him, he would work. The clients who weren’t personal friends were delighted, of course, but Lazlo was exhausted.

      The final straw came when India played a curveball, and Lazlo came home one day to find his best friend, Alex Rogers, waiting for him.

      Alex had been AWOL for a couple of years, ever since Coco Conrad, his roommate and the mother of his unborn child had died unexpectedly. Alex had been beyond grief and had disappeared back to his family in Canada. None of them ever thought they would see him again.

      “But India called me and begged to come,” he told Lazlo that evening. “Because she’s scared out of her mind for you, Laz. Don’t forget Indy knows the signs of a breakdown; she had that with Massi, and she got him through it. She sees the same signs with you, but she says you won’t give anything away.”

      Alex talked to him over the next few days and convinced Lazlo to take a break. “Listen, I’ll take over for you while you’re on sabbatical. I’m not trying to steal your clients, but I need something to do. Hanging out with my family has been what I needed, but I want to get back to work. I’ll even do it for free. It’s not like I can’t afford to. I’ll just be a placeholder.”

      

      Lazlo trusted Alex at his word and after that evening, he had slept better than he had in years. He knew he needed to get away, but he was still too loathe to leave the country in case India needed him. She rolled her eyes, but as they talked about various locations, it was India who had suggested Washington.

      “Remember when we went on that shindig with Quartet? We all stayed in that hotel on San Juan Island? It was bliss and well out of the way, but not isolated. Those islands, man, that would be prefect.”

      Lazlo had agreed, and so now as he bid the realtor to his rental goodbye, he closed the door and went into the living room. He’d rented the place furnished because he didn’t want the hassle of being in an empty house—he was there to chill, after all.

      In the corner of the living room sat a few boxes he’d had shipped: mostly books he’d been meaning to read for a while. He retrieved his laptop from his bag and flicked it on, making himself a cup of coffee while he waited for it to boot up. He couldn’t resist checking his emails but laughed aloud when he saw twenty emails from India, all of them reading the same thing.

      Don’t you dare, Schuler. Your out-of-office is on and I have spies EVERYWHERE.

      Lazlo grinned and replied to one of them with:

      You are scary, but I love you. I promise, no work, just play. Laz.

      As evening fell over the island, Lazlo walked around the little neighborhood. There was a pathway down to the beach, and he went down to it, watching the sunset, scanning the water for any orca sightings.

      He was about to turn around when he saw a figure further down the beach, a woman walking a dog. He looked away, not wanting her to feel threatened at all by a lone man staring at her, but her dog clearly had other ideas. He skittered up to Lazlo, yapping happily and jumping up for a fuss. Lazlo grinned and bent to stroke the black-and-tan spaniel. “Hey, boy.”

      The dog’s owner hurried up to them looking harassed. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s no problem.” He looked at the woman curiously. Even though the sun was dipping below the horizon, she wore sunglasses, and her hair, long, almost to her waist, was a deep almost-black. There was something vaguely familiar about her, but he didn’t want to intrude on her privacy.

      She clipped her dog’s leash onto his collar and nodded politely at Lazlo before turning around. Lazlo in turn walked back to the pathway that led to his street and went home. It was nagging at him who the woman reminded him of—she couldn’t be more than thirty, surely? What he had seen of her face was lovely: the sweet flush of pink on her cheeks, the full mouth.

      Lazlo chuckled to himself. He hadn’t come here to find a woman, but maybe, actually, it wasn’t a bad idea to get back out in the game. Nothing heavy, nothing that would require a commitment. But fun. Some fun.

      That was a word he hadn’t applied to himself in way, way too long.
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      Tiger let Fizz off of his leash, casting a mock-stern glance at her dog. “What have I told you about jumping up, dude?”

      Fizz, his mouth open in a wide doggy grin, panted at her, his eyes hopeful. Tiger rolled her eyes and dug a treat out for him from her pocket. “Not that you deserve it.”

      Fizz, satisfied, trotted away to his basket and flopped with a sigh into it. He was asleep even before Tiger had finished taking off her coat. Filling a kettle, Tiger set it to heat on the stove and found a clean mug, grabbing a tea bag from the little box. This was her little ritual. Walk the dog on the beach until the sun went down, a cup of herbal tea, a square of dark chocolate and a half hour of silence, sitting out on her deck, no matter how cold she got. Tiger preferred the fall, which it was now, when there were still warm days, but when the sun set, there was a bite to the air that she loved. It felt fresh, cleansing.

      This whole island had been the best balm to her broken soul. The last two years, living here in virtual anonymity had been the relief she had needed after the trial of Grant Waller had dragged up the assault over and over in the press. Tiger had utterly bonded with Apollo’s Nell after the woman had swept in like an avenging angel and taken care of both Tiger and her shocked, angry brother and kept them on an even keel.

      Tiger had come to live with them for a few months, then when the furor had died down, she bought a place up here in the San Juan islands, far enough away that she didn’t feel she was crowding her brother and his love, but close enough to travel to Seattle if they needed her. When her niece was born, Tiger fell in love straight away. Little Daisy was the light of her life, and she had found being with her made Tiger question more than anything if she really wanted to shut herself away or if there was something more.

      And, she had to admit, she had been feeling the loneliness lately. Fizz helped; she’d rescued the dog from a local shelter a year ago and had never regretted it for a moment. Fizz was a bundle of fluffy love who was never but completely happy to see her and asked nothing but love—and food—in return. Fizz slept next to her in bed and woke her every morning with a gentle nudge of her muzzle and a tentative lick.

      Tiger was also getting bored. She’d spent the last two years away from acting, catching up with all the other things she wanted to do in life, learning to play the piano, trying her hand at writing, blogging (under an assumed name, of course), and even taking a few evening classes in various topics. But during the day, she was slowly losing the need to be undercover. No one, so far as she knew, had recognized her. Her bobbed hair was long and wavy now and back to its natural color after years of being dyed and bleached and wrecked by different roles. She wore very little makeup, and because her screen persona had been very screen siren-esque and old film star-style, her natural look was so entirely different that she had started to relax around other people.

      She had one coffee shop she was a regular at now, and the owner, a sweet woman around her same age, often stopped to chat with her. Tiger only knew her as Sarah, and she’d told Sarah her name was Tig. There was no hint of recognition in the other woman’s eyes, and Tiger slowly became more comfortable with the other woman and thought she may have found a new friend. It was a nice thought.

      

      The next morning, she took Fizz and walked to the small main street and into her coffee house. Sarah looked up from behind the bar and smiled. “Hey, hello. I was wondering if I’d see you today.”

      Tiger grinned. “I’m like clockwork. And besides, Fizz wants to see his auntie.”

      Sarah adored the small dog and came to fuss him now. “Listen, I was hoping I’d see you. Can you sit and talk for a little while?”

      Tiger was surprised. “Of course.”

      “Tea’s on the house.” Sarah went to serve a customer, then brought two steaming cups of Earl Grey tea over to a table. Tiger thanked her.

      Sarah smiled. “I have ulterior motives. Now, I’m going to have to overstep here, but I need to ask you something.”

      Tiger’s heart sank but she nodded anyway. She liked Sarah, and she wouldn’t lie if Sarah questioned her about her true identity.

      Sarah drew in a nervous breath. “Now, not that I don’t love seeing you every day, but I’m assuming since you’re here when most other people are at work, you don’t?”

      Tiger grinned, relieved. “Not at the moment. I’m on a sabbatical that somehow stretched into a couple of years. Why do you ask?”

      “Because, if you don’t think I’m being out of line, I wondered if you needed a part-time job? It’s just my barista Bella is off to college at Northwestern soon, and I thought I had a replacement lined up, but she called last night and told me she’d been headhunted by someone else.” Sarah sighed, smiling shyly at Tiger. “You can say no, and I won’t be at all offended. It’s just, I like you, and I think we could have fun working together.”

      “I don’t have any experience in barist…ing—is that the word?” Tiger laughed. “But I’d be happy to help, happy to learn.”

      Sarah’s eyes opened wide. “Really?”

      “Really. I had been thinking about what to do next, and I love this place.” She looked down at Fizz, laying patiently at her feet. “Can I bring Fizz to work with me?”

      “Of course!” Sarah looked close to tears, smiling widely. “God, I’m so happy, Tigs.”

      Tiger felt a wave of fondness for the other woman and her use of her old nickname. She clearly didn’t realize who Tiger was. Who I used to be, Tiger thought now, nodding to herself. That was a million miles away, a million years. “I’m glad… hey, I’m excited about it. When do you want me to start?”

      “Anytime in the next two weeks if that’s at all possible. That’s how long I still have Bella and between us, we can train you.”

      Tiger picked up her cup and clinked it against Sarah’s. “Let’s drink to it… boss.”

      Sarah laughed. “Ha. I like to think of it more as a partnership. Thank you, Tigs.”

      

      Tiger was still smiling when she got home, and as she walked in, her cell phone rang. She saw it was Apollo calling her and she smiled. “Hey, bro, you called just at the right time. Guess who got a job?”

      Apollo was silent for a beat too long, and suddenly Tiger sensed his tension. “What? What is it? Is it Daisy? Is it Nell?”

      She heard her brother draw in a deep breath. “No, darling,” he said gently. “No, we’re all fine, don’t worry. Tigs… it’s Grant Waller.”

      “What about him?”

      “Oh, Tigs… he’s out of jail. They let him out early.”
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            Chapter Five – Glory Box

          

        

      

    

    
      The Island, San Juan Islands, Washington State

      

      Tiger was determined that the news of Grant Waller’s release would not affect the new life she had been building here. Two days later, she reported for her first morning’s work at the coffee house and was soon caught up with the training. Bella, the barista who was leaving for college, was as sweet as Sarah but also a hard taskmaster and so knowledgeable about her role that Tiger’s head was spinning by the end of her first shift.

      Sarah laughed as she came into relieve Tiger and saw her stunned expression. “Ah, you’ve been Bella-d.”

      “I never knew there was so much to learn. Or that there were so many different types of beans.”

      Sarah leaned in and stage-whispered, “Don’t worry much about it. Bella’s what we call a Bean-Geek.”

      “I can hear you,” Bella complained coming out of the backroom, and Tiger and Sarah laughed. “Actually, Tigs did really well, great for a novice.”

      “Thanks, Bells.” Tiger had enjoyed spending the morning with the teenager, was even touched when Bella had given her a badge shaped like a tiny chalkboard with ‘Tigs’ written on it in chalk. Little things in life. Three years ago, I was at the Oscars and now… God, I’d so much rather be here. “Listen, do you want me to hang out while you grab some lunch?”

      Bella looked at Sarah who nodded, smiling. “Okay, thanks. Can I bring you
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