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About the book
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The world knows his face. No one knows his secrets.

Ella Wade knew working at a website called The Daily Scandal might lead to an interesting summer job after graduating college. She did not know that one big mistake would pull her into the heart of a sleazy world of publicity where truths are worse than lies and a murderer is on the loose.

When Ella gives into temptation and sleeps with her stepsister Madison's ex, her world flips upside down. It doesn't matter that Madison is dead or that Jaxson Cole wasn't, in fact, her boyfriend but a publicist's stunt to link two of the hottest catwalk models romantically in order to feed tabloid curiosity. The damage is done and with deadly consequences.

Even worse, Jax definitely knows things he won't say. Falling for his epic hotness could mean one good screw will screw Ella for a lifetime.

Note: SCANDAL was originally published in three installments.
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SCANDAL


Part one 
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—one—

​The Day I Met Jaxson Cole
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Imagine a day that begins as a tedious repetition of any day from the previous three weeks at a new job, a day that would so completely spin off its axis that it would bring about the two most defining moments in your life.

In my case that life has spanned twenty-two years.

This day would be equal parts ominous and promising. It would be blindingly bright. It would rock the very foundations of your existence. You would be reeling from shock until you stumbled upon your wildest dream.

Imagine that day in your own life and you can begin to understand what happened to me exactly five days ago, on June the twenty-third, when male model Jaxson Cole jumped off the fashion runway during a rehearsal to land right in front of me and take my hand.

You might know his name or you might know his torso which has stared at you at drug stores, airports and websites from the covers of high fashion and fitness magazines. The man lives in an orgy of flashing bulbs as he does the catwalk for the likes of Armani and Tom Ford.

It’s quite possible you heard his name in the gossip pages featuring articles about his supposed, torrid romance with Madison Starr, my ex stepsister and lingerie fashion supermodel, before she met her tragic end.

Yes, that Jaxson Cole. We all remember the headlines.

Details come flooding into my mind now. It seems that I’ve gotten entirely too ahead of myself.
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—two—

​June 23
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The phone keeps ringing and I keep ignoring it, turning the music a tad louder on my iTunes—as much as Hanson will allow before leaning in from his cubicle to politely ask me to turn the volume down.

Hanson’s tiny cubicle and mine are stuck in a nook like two sardines packed in a small tin. If I dropped a feather, Hanson would hear it. Should I mention that Hanson is a hypochondriac mess of a nerd who can’t stand loud music of any type? No? Well, there you have it. My life.

It’s been three weeks since I officially started working as a junior editor at the Daily Scandal and I’ve already contemplated quitting more than once, but the truth is I need the money badly and the people here are all cool and supportive. We all know what we do will not end world hunger or even improve a single person’s life in any meaningful way, but there’s demand for scandalous stories and wherever there’s demand, there’s supply. That’s us. And we all have rents and student loans and the Starbucks’ drive-thru to fund.

It’s immature not to answer my phone on a workday, especially since I can clearly see that it’s Mark Devlin, my all-too-serious and sneakily attractive editor-in-chief who’s in New York right now, rubbing elbows with a sketchy adult film producer with loose lips and a story to tell.

I hesitate to take the call because I know what Mark wants. He tipped me off when I dropped him at LAX to catch his flight to New York. There’s a paparazzi assignment that just opened up to fly to Hawaii and stalk super couple Tobias-slash-Elisabeth Lomax, a.k.a Tobiabeth, and Mark’s usual guy might not make it on the trip due to a laser eye surgery mishap.

Mark informed me I should be on standby since I’m the most talented writer in the office right now. (He could fuel a locomotive with his bullshit.) False compliment aside, I’m not exactly thrilled with the idea of stalking. So far, all I’ve done is punch up other people’s reports, making them quicker and hookier—which has proven to be my specialty. I’m a writer, plain and simple, and I never expected to be anyone’s unwanted shadow.

My desperate hope is that Mark will tire of trying to get me to answer and will find someone else. There’s always the risk of getting fired, of course, and I know I’ve reached my call avoidance limit. If there’s a next time, I’ll have to pick the damn thing up.

Flying all the way to Hawaii to spy on two perfect, tanned bodies to prove the rumors are true and their marriage is a sham and they are actually gay is not my idea of a vacation. It’s more like a vacation in hell. Even Mark calls it a long shot, but if this could somehow be verified, it would become the centerpiece for Mark’s big Exposé issue he has planned.

Dear innocent Ella, what did you expect when you signed on for the job? We’re called the Daily Scandal. We pull back the curtains and reveal what’s hiding its ugly head. Yes, I knew that.

We reveal. That’s the whole purpose behind the publication and the ever growing popularity of our website: uncovering every detail of the personal life of people in the spotlight—actors, politicians, athletes, entrepreneurs, millionaires, celebrities from all walks of life; details they try so very hard to keep hidden and away from public scrutiny.

The phone rings again. My hand hovers above it.

It’s all good, I tell myself. It’s just one summer. How much moral degradation can happen to me in such a short amount of time? The pay is more than decent considering my lack of experience. This too shall pass, I think. There will be time enough to change the world with the subtle magic of my writing sorcery later on.

“Ella, it won’t bite.”

The voice startles me because his mouth was right next to my ear. I turn around to find Jason bending his face, barely a foot away.

His inviting ruggedness sticks out around our office. He’s the sports guy, rather the guy who writes a column focusing on scandals in the world of professional sports. He also reviews video games, but someday someone, other than me, has to tell him his teeth are magnets for bits of lettuce.

“What’s up, Jase?” I say with a friendly grin.

“The next time that phone rings, pick it up.”

My smile vanishes. Shit! The phone has stopped ringing.

I catch a glimmer in Jason’s eyes. He’s not only onto the fact I’m avoiding Mark’s call but I bet he’s worried he might end up being the one sent to hide in the bushes stalker-style in Hawaii.

“Just trying to finish a story,” I say to get him off my case.

Jason’s expression softens. “No worries,” he says, “but, please, answer your phone next time it rings.”

As soon as he leaves, the phone screams to life again. Scandal journalists are relentless. The calls are getting closer and closer like labor contractions.

There’s no way out. I exhale hard as I answer.

“Ella Wade, how can I help you?”

“Ella,” Mark says, sounding quite exasperated. “I’ve been calling and texting all morning.”

“Sorry about that, Mark. A headache has put me behind schedule. Maybe Hawaii will do me good.”

“Forget about Hawaii.” He pauses and I think that’s my cue to say something when he starts speaking again. “There’s a story about to hit the wire. I wanted to be the one to tell you before you heard it on the news.”

I get an uneasy feeling. “Tell me? Why me?”

“It’s about Madison Starr.”

“What about my lovely stepsister? Another catfight? Not drugs?”

“Ella, Madison is dead.”

The words sink in like sudden bursts, like a nail being pounded into a thick wall. “Mark, what are you saying? Is this a joke?” Surely, he meant to say something else or maybe this is a very poor taste joke. Madison’s not dead. She’s too beautiful, too successful and too young. She’s only twenty-three.

“They found her in her apartment early this morning. They took their time to make sure with the ID. Ella, it happened last night.”

My heart leaps and then beats rapidly. I can feel the pulsing in my fingertips and my throat. An iciness envelopes my skin like an arctic gust.

“Ella, is there anything I can do?” Mark’s voice reaches me from afar, like a distant echo. I can’t make sense of his words anymore.

Madison and I didn’t become besties or anything. We didn’t have much in common but we did live under the same roof between the ages of twelve and sixteen, for as long as my mother was married to her father. We fought a lot but we also entered puberty together and relied on each other for honest feedback when it came to things like makeup, hairstyle or boys.

My stepfather showed up as a father. He was just not what my mother needed. He took good care of us while they were together and he never took sides when we had our adolescent fights.

Maddy and I haven’t seen each other in nearly three years. Our last communication was an exchange of emails last Christmas when she was in Fiji with her boyfriend, the famous model and aspiring actor Jaxson Cole.

I can’t really say I know much about the woman she became. One thing I can say about her is that she was always breathtakingly beautiful and never quite knew how to deal with all the attention that provided. Whether she liked it or not, she had flawless skin, luscious golden hair, a narrow waist and long legs that wouldn’t quit. My stepsister was an ideal of femininity.

By the age of seventeen she had collected a stack of business cards from model scouts who seemed to find her every time she left home.

The rest is history. Despite her father’s early reservations, Madison went from catalogue modeling to national commercials to Paris fashion shows to a Vogue cover within a year.

“Ella, are you still with me?”

Mark’s voice returns to my ears as if time had stood still. I try to compose myself. “Yes,” I say. “I’m here. Thanks for telling me.” My voice catches in my throat when I try to ask if I can take the day off.

“Ella, I understand this is tough news for you and your family, but perhaps it’s also an opportunity.”

“An opportunity?” I repeat like an echo. Once again, I’m convinced I have heard him wrong.

He remains silent, carefully considering his words. “I know how much you want to be a writer, a real writer, and I know about your debts. Maybe this could help your family and help The Daily Scandal at the same time.”

I don’t even want to know what he’s getting at. “I think I need the day off,” I say. My mother will be needing someone to talk to today.

An old memory surfaces: the night my mother held thirteen-year-old Maddy in her arms to pet back her hair until she fell asleep. Madison had been called a bad name in junior high that day. Skinny giraffe.

“I think you should go to the police press conference,” Mark says so fast, he must have practiced it several times. “I’ve already booked a spot for you.”

“Mark, even you can’t be this unfeeling.”

“Here’s the deal. You go to the press conference to cover the story as the Daily Scandal’s reporter. I’ll make sure everyone knows your connection to Madison. They’ll be helpful, Ella. You can get the answers you need about what happened to Madison and I’ll promote you to an editor and double your paycheck. I know I sound ruthless but if it’s not you, it’ll be someone else.”

Anything I say now would be tinged with emotional distress. So I take the easy way out. “I’ll have to think about it.”

“You have about an hour before the press conference starts at eleven. I’ll need to know in the next twenty minutes if not.”

“Mark, can you please chill a little?”

“Just go to the presser, Ella. What do you have to lose? It would be good for you to hear everything firsthand. If you don’t want to write the piece afterwards, we’ll just pass on your notes to someone else.”

He’s right about one thing—two actually: I need the money and I need to find out what happened to Madison.

“Okay,” I say, “but if I don’t feel like taking notes, I won’t.”
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—three—

​How Rick Esposito Ends Up Giving Me A Ride
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On my way to the Beverly Hills Police Department, I make the dreaded phone call to my mother. From the desperate way she answers the phone, I can tell she’s heard the news already.

“Sweetheart,” she says.

“You’ve heard,” I respond quietly. “I’ll come out to Santa Barbara tonight. I don’t want you to be alone.”

“Ella, promise me you’ll be careful,” she says. “Pacific Coast Highway always worries me. Things can happen so fast. Just stay put for now.”

“Mom, I’ll be fine.” This is not and should not be about me. I am fine. Maddy is gone. She will never be fine again and I feel sharp pangs of guilt in my heart every time I think about my petty problems.

“I should probably call Jim,” she says. It’s obvious she doesn’t want to make that call. His pain must be unbearable. The split happened on good terms. Christmas cards are exchanged, but I doubt they communicate much beyond that. Mother has mentioned Jim asking about me from time to time.

Shit, this is going to be extremely difficult to handle.

“Listen, Mom, I need your advice on something.”

“Sure,” she says, rather relieved that we can talk about something else. Except what I have to say is not about something else.

“Mark, my editor-in-chief, wants me to cover the story,” I say in one breath. “What do you think?”

It takes her a few seconds to give me an answer. “Do it. Better you than a stranger who’ll have no respect for our poor girl. You will be fair and respectful.”

That woman always knows what I need to hear. “Thanks, Mom,” I say as I turn onto Rexford Drive and arrive at the Police Department that looks more like a university library with the benches and palm trees in the serene courtyard and the impressive tower-like construction.

I walk up the few stairs feeling strangely weirded out by the stillness and complete lack of commotion. I was under the impression there’d be a press conference with journalists, reporters and cameras, all brash and struggling to get a good spot.

Maybe I’ve watched too many movies because what I get instead is a single tired clerk in a police uniform at the front desk who talks on the phone for a good minute before he looks up at me.

“I’m here for the press conference regarding Madison Starr,” I say. “It was supposed to start at eleven?”

The man stares at me, licking his upper lip. “Your name?”

“Ella Wade.”

He types something on the computer in front of him before he looks at me again. “Right, Miss Wade. Come with me, please.”

I follow him down a hallway to a private office. He knocks. “Come in,” a strong, pleasant male voice says before my guide opens the door and ushers me in.

The door closes behind me and I’m left staring at an attractive, tall man in his late twenties to early thirties. He has dark hair and captivating hazel eyes. His broad shoulders and strong pecs are visible underneath his light blue buttoned shirt.

“Miss Wade, please, sit down,” he says, offering me the chair in front of his desk. He sits behind the desk, fixing his navy blue tie. “Detective Esposito,” he says, extending a hand.

I take his hand, cautiously. The shock of the news of Madison’s death has abated enough that I can now realize the oddity of this encounter.

Detective Esposito has been waiting for me. The question is why.

“Why am I here?” I ask.

He tilts a crystal bowl on his desk to offer me some candy. I shake my head to refuse the offer. Candy? Just how old does he think I am?

He furrows his brow as he considers my words. “You don’t know? Aren’t you Madison Starr’s sister, the one working for the Daily Scandal?”

“Stepsister. And yes to both. I still don’t know why I’m in your office. There was supposed to be a press conference.”

“Yes, yes. That was postponed as new evidence accumulates. You’re a lucky woman, Miss Wade. Mark Devlin had to pull quite a few favors to get you in here.”

His cologne is so intense it penetrates not only my nostrils, but, I swear, it’s irritating my eyes. Maddy would have been able to name the brand, I’m sure. “I don’t feel particularly lucky today, Detective Esposito.”

“Please, call me Rick,” he says. “After all, we’ll be spending some time together these next few days.”

What the hell is he talking about? If this whole thing has been a dream, it’s about time I woke up and the sooner the better. I slap my thigh hard. It hurts. Like a lot. I’m not asleep.

Rick Esposito fixes his eyes on me, trying to determine the meaning of my sudden thigh slap. To my relief, he keeps his curiosity to himself.

“What will we be working on?” I manage to ask, now that I’m certain I’m not dreaming. Always ask the right questions if you want the right answers is a phrase that Mark constantly repeats at the office.

The detective taps his fingers on the desk as his eyes zoom in on my puzzled face. “Devlin didn’t tell you much, did he?” he concludes with a smirk that could be amusement or annoyance, or both.

“Not really,” I admit, getting quite annoyed myself.

“All right,” Detective Esposito says, picking the jacket from the back of his chair and putting it on. “I’ll explain on the way.”

Finding myself seated next to a hardboiled police detective in his Toyota Avalon on the way to The Next Big Thing, one of the world’s most prestigious modeling agencies, was the last thing I expected when I woke up this morning.

I don’t know how Mark pulled this off and, frankly, I don’t want to know but according to Rick Esposito, I will be the one and only reporter to follow the investigation from up close as it happens.

It’s not hard to understand why Mark is so invested in this. It’s his one chance at a breaking story that will stretch beyond the scandalous nature of his publication. The mystery of Madison Starr’s murder covered by her very own stepsister in an exclusive blow-by-blow account.

It’s likely to push traffic to the site through the roof.

“Here we are,” Esposito says as he pulls into an underground parking lot on Wilshire Boulevard.

We take the elevator up to The Next Big Thing offices that completely consume two entire floors.

“You’re not a big talker,” Esposito says as we go through security at the main entrance to the agency.

“Is this really necessary?” I ask the lady who takes my bag and asks me to raise my arms to shoulder height and spread my legs slightly so she can scan me with the stick she’s holding.

“Yes,” she says dryly, patting down my arms and legs.

I turn to watch Esposito’s overly pleased expression as he’s watching me being probed and patted. I can’t shake the thought that he specifically asked the security guards to check me thoroughly for no other reason than his personal amusement.

“Well?” he says as we’re finally cleared to enter the agency premises.

“Well what?”

“Why’d you take the assignment?”

So far he’s not very likeable. “Does it matter?” I say as I exhale.

“Not especially, but I’d rather have a partner I can talk to,” he says as he opens a door for me to walk through.

“So now we’re partners?” I say but am cut short when a glamorous woman – early forties, regal face, hair in a bun, light-blue jacket and skirt, matching pearl earrings and necklace – comes to us with a smile on her face.

“Detective Esposito,” she says with a nod. “I’m Elaine Parker.” She raises her hand higher and more properly than I’ve ever seen outside of Downton Abbey. “You got here just in time. Mr. Jameson just arrived.”

“Miss Parker,” Esposito says. “Show us the way.”

She touches my shoulder tenderly. “You poor, dear girl,” she says. “If you need anything.”

“Thank you,” I say with more of a whisper than intended.

Esposito’s eyes meet mine as we walk. “Jameson is presumably the last person to have seen Madison alive.”

“Donald Jameson?” I say. “Like THAT Donald Jameson?”

Miss Parker nods as she walks ahead of us. “The very same.”

My chest tightens under my t-shirt. Shit’s getting real and I have to pull myself together. “Can I ask him questions as well?” I ask Esposito, totally expecting him to say no.

“I don’t see why not,” he says, much to my surprise. I assumed he’d be territorial over his investigation.

Donald Jameson is one of the most influential agents in town and a co-owner of the model agency that has expanded into organizing and running high-profile fashion shows. He’s a middle-aged man of a certain elegance and poise but something about him just doesn’t feel right—it’s almost as if he doesn’t belong and has been placed here by accident. He’d fit better in a library or an art gallery.

He shakes my hand fervently when we’re introduced. He, too, acts as if he’s been expecting me, smiling and offering me a drink. This time I agree as I am both thirsty and mesmerized by the tall toasting flute of Perrier he offers.

“I understand you were the last person to speak with Madison last evening,” Esposito begins as soon as all pleasantries are dispensed.

“That appeared to be the case,” Mr. Jameson says. “Up until a few minutes ago. We just learned that someone else spoke to her after she left my office.”

“Who?” I say, impatiently.

Esposito furrows his brow disapprovingly. I step back and let the expert take the stage. “Who was it?” he says.

I resist rolling my eyes. His question was hardly an upgrade over mine.

Mr. Jameson gets up from his seat. “Come with me.”

We take the elevator to the upper floor and walk by offices and conference rooms with glass walls to a reception desk. The receptionist hands a key to Mr. Jameson. She dresses like a wealthy heiress like pretty much everyone else in the agency.

“This is where the rehearsals take place,” Jameson says, looking at me, as he unlocks a door. “For the fashion shows.”

I nod, not really understanding what this piece of information has got to do with anything, but when the door opens to a vast auditorium with cameras and professional lights pointing at the catwalk, my heart stops.

I’ve never seen such an impressive collection of beautiful people, dressed to the nines and looking flawless under the strong lights. Girls with lavish, long hair and endless skinny legs, men whose faces are all angles, jaws and cheekbones. The superhuman world to which Madison belonged.

There’s no doubt these are some of the most gorgeous people on Earth, paid to encapsulate and exploit all the secret desires of us lesser mortals. I stare at them in awe—at least until someone else steps onto the runway.

Everybody instantly vanishes from my view as the most stunning creature steps on the catwalk. He’s simply clad in a white V-neck and dark jeans, a beige wool cap covering most of his dirty blond hair. The bright lights fall on him almost lovingly, like they exist solely to highlight each of his masculine features. He’s the most photographed man on the planet. His magazine covers become instantly iconic.

Yet, I am realizing now that none of these thousands of photos have done him justice. Jaxson Cole is a fleshy feast of delicious muscles and brooding magnificence. No photos, no words can describe this man.

My brain has somehow developed a manic heartbeat which explodes every thought with each buzzing pulse. I manage eventually to build a coherent thought. I’m not proud, but it goes something like this: Holy fuck and the seven seas, what a mouthwatering hunk of hotness.

“Jaxson,” Mr. Jameson says, raising his voice, as he nears the runway.

Jaxson Cole immediately turns to locate the voice’s owner. Esposito follows Jameson and I drag behind Esposito in a daze until all three of us are standing in a row by the runway.

“What’s up, Mister J?” Jaxson says with his deep, cool voice.

“Detective Esposito would like to ask you a few questions. With him is Ella Wade, a reporter.”

Jaxson’s green-blue eyes go from Jameson to Esposito to me where they unexpectedly decide to linger. He studies my face so intensely, I begin to worry I might have a stain on my cheek or something.

Then, in a hot flash, he jumps off the stage, landing right in front of me. To my astonishment, he takes my hand and brings it to his lips, gently kissing my knuckles. “Pleasure to meet you, Ella Wade.”

Detective Esposito clears his throat, an uneasy expression taking over his features. “Jaxson Cole?” he says.

Jaxson lets go of my hand, winking at me with a confidence that has been earned through years of charming people. “Yes, that would be me, Detective.”

What the hell just happened?
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​Jaxson Cole Can Be Real, Real Bad
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The man is a work of art. The first thing you notice when you look at Jaxson is the divine symmetry of his face. My gaze fixates on his strong jawline and those full, sensual lips. He’s tall with robust shoulders and an impressively-built torso but, at the same time, he emits sensitivity and danger. No wonder Madison never moved on from him despite endless offers from anyone and everyone: film stars, professional athletes, businessmen, the crème de la crème of the world of fame and affluence.

Jaxson Cole is in a league all of his own. A heartthrob since he could probably remember himself, he’s been in the spotlight for years and, on more than one occasion, has been featured in The Daily Scandal. I imagine all those five-year-old girls when he was in kindergarten having a crush on him for the rest of their lives. And then in high school, how many girls dreamed of him, knowing that he could not be reached even by dream?

“I’ve been told you were Madison Starr’s boyfriend,” Esposito says, staring straight into Jaxson’s eyes. “And were you the last person to speak with her before she returned to her apartment last night?”

Jaxson takes his time to consider Esposito’s words. Then he turns to look at me. Again. Madison must have brought up my name. There’s no other explanation. “Maybe she talked to someone in the elevator. Is there a prize for being the last person to talk to her?” he mocks Esposito. “But yeah, I did talk with her. For a minute or two. About nothing. The name of a movie we’d been wanting to see. Forgive my attitude. I haven’t processed any of this.”

His voice sounds strangely confident despite his obvious attempt at being vulnerable. I sense some hesitation as he chooses his words.

“The doorman recalled her reaching her building around nine thirty,” Esposito says. “Any contact with her after that?”

“None,” Jaxson says without any hesitation in his voice now.

“We’ll know more once we have her phone records.”

“I never called her,” Jaxson says. “We weren’t all needy like that. Listen, man, if I had any information on the bastard who slit Madison’s throat, I would have already dealt with him myself.”

The bastard who slit her throat. The words echo in my head a few times before their meaning settles in. So far, I’ve avoided asking any questions as to the details of her murder. Not knowing the specifics helped to keep it unreal. But Jaxson’s words have made it real. The air gets stuck in my lungs.

Esposito gives Jaxson a crooked grin. “Your desire for vengeance is understandable, Mr. Cole.”

Jaxson stares at the detective and then shrugs. “I’d like you to find this killer. My desire for vengeance is between me and my therapist.”

“You have a therapist?” I blurt out.

“No, Miss Ella Wade,” Jaxson says. “I don’t. I was making a point.”

“Oh,” I say, struggling to find something else to say.

“This killer will be brought to justice,” Esposito says.

“There will be no justice for Madison,” I manage to say. “You can both play hero all you want. None of it helps Maddy at all.”

Jaxson locks his eyes on mine. “You’re right, but I’d like to know that this guy suffers for this and that he never hurts anyone again.”

I’m tired of saying stupid things so I’m just going to avoid speaking entirely while in front of the hottest man in the universe.

“That will be all for now, Mr. Cole,” Esposito says before turning his attention to Donald Jameson. “Can we see Miss Starr’s dressing room?”

“Of course,” Mr. Jameson says and then pats Jaxson on the back. “She shared a room with another model. I’m not sure there’s anything of hers there though. Madison never brought anything personal to work, not even a single photo or trinket.”

Typical of Madison to refuse to attach herself. She’d been that way since her mother died when she was ten. She was even proud of the fact.

I follow Mr. Jameson and Detective Esposito to the dressing rooms. I’m lost in my private thoughts and fall behind. I realize I would not make a great detective as I hurry to catch up to them.

When they come to an abrupt halt, I barely manage to keep myself from bumping into their backs.

The elegant Elaine Parker has blocked our way and is now leaning in to whisper into Donald Jameson’s ear.

“This cannot wait,” he says, immediately excusing himself. “My assistant, Miss Parker, will help you with anything you need.”

His assistant turns out to be friendlier than I would have guessed. She folds one arm around my elbow while she speaks to Detective Esposito. “This was such a shock to all the girls here,” she says. “It’s hard to imagine anyone wanting to kill a wonderful girl like Madison. One glance at her should have calmed the most savage heart.” She turns to me, squeezing my arm. “I’m sorry, honey. This must be so incredibly hard on you.”

Her sincerity is refreshing.

We come to a dimly-lit hallway with a warning sign that only authorized personnel should enter as everyone else might be at high risk.

“Our little joke,” Miss Parker explains. “This is just where the dressing rooms begin. Madison occupied number seven, sharing with Rita.”

“Rita?” Esposito says, raising an eyebrow.

“Rita North, one of Madison’s closest friends.”

“I will need to talk to her,” Esposito says, entering the hallway.

Maddy and I could have been total strangers. I did not even know the name of her best friend. Our lives stopped crossing paths seven years ago when I was barely fifteen. I feel partially guilty when everybody gushes their condolences at me as if I’m a devastated first-degree relative.

When we reach dressing room seven, I pause, overcome with a sudden sense of doom. My feet refuse to move and my breathing gets faster.

I grab Esposito’s wrist as he’s about to push the door open. “Would you mind if I waited out here?”

Rick Esposito isn’t one to coddle. He says exactly what he’s thinking. “I’m sure I can manage without you.”

He vanishes into the dressing room with Miss Parker.

I rummage through my purse to find a forgotten piece of gum. My nerves are getting the better of me and pretty soon everyone will know. “Hold it together, Ella,” I mumble under my breath.

“Do you like lingering in dark corners?”

Jaxson Cole’s voice makes me jump out of my skin. The gum falls out of my mouth and onto the floor.

“Shit,” I say without thinking. My cheeks burn a bit when Jaxson picks up my chewed gum and then takes the wrapper from my fingers. When his fingers touch mine, every cell in my body tingles.

“Didn’t mean to startle you,” he says as he squeezes the wrapper around the chewed gum and places it in his pocket for later disposal. “We just need to grab a few things from my dressing room.”

We? I only now realize there’s a man in a suit standing behind Jaxson.

“Is this Madison’s sister?” the man says with a pained expression on his face, which makes me assume there’ll be another demonstration of sympathy.

Jaxson nods and the man takes a step closer, extending his hand.

“Ed Thurman,” he says. “I was the scout who discovered Madison and helped her through her early days in the business.”

His reputation precedes him. Jim and Maddy told my Mom and me all about Ed Thurman. His reputation as a sleazy womanizer and corporate leach has only grown since then.

I wonder if he ever managed to get into Maddy’s bed. He’s not bad-looking and has plenty of money and connections to make a young model’s efforts to please him worth their while. I want to give Madison more credit than that, but I honestly have no idea what kind of woman she became.

This Thurman guy is annoying. How do you discover a person? What does that even mean? Madison wasn’t exactly a lost continent or a rare species on the Galapagos Islands.

To my horror, Thurman brushes a thumb against my cheek. “You are so pretty,” he says. “Exquisite.”

Lord! This dude must think I’m as dumb as a rock. I’m far from being considered an exquisite beauty, especially among all these beauty freaks that walk these halls. “Right,” I say. “Sounds like you’re losing your magic touch.”

“Not at all,” he says. “You could be my next great discovery. The genes in your family are shining through.”

Genes? What’s this antipode of all intelligent life saying now? The only thing shining through is his line of bullshit. Madison was my stepsister. No shared gene pool, dickwad.

It’s a good thing that Ed Thurman walks away before I have a chance to give him a piece of my mind. Who the hell cares what a complete stranger says anyway? I’m here on a very important mission, which I’m failing.

Jaxson Cole starts laughing. It’s not subtle, nervous laughter either. It’s full-blown, tummy-busting, falling on the floor kind of laughter.

I’m astounded. This place is a fucking looney bin. I make no effort to hide my low opinion of the agency as I stare incredulously at him.

“You should see the look on your face,” Jaxson says, literally having tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he goes on. “I forget what a tool Ed can be. We all just accept him around here.”

“Are you, okay? You seem kind of crazy. Your girlfriend was just murdered,” I say, getting angry at him despite his volcanic deliciousness.

“I’m most definitely not okay, Ella Wade,” he says with that fake vulnerability. The fact that he likes to say my whole name is weird and pleasing at the same time. Any woman would enjoy any part of their name lingering on his seductive lips.

“This is all so overwhelming,” I say, because my emotions are similarly conflicted and all over the place today.

“I don’t know why, Ella Wade,” he says, “but your face is the only thing keeping me from falling completely apart.”

His words are sweet if not convincing.

“Why do you keep saying my whole name?”

This question actually makes him look sad and now it’s convincing.

“Until today, all you were was a name,” he says. “Spoken from her lips.”

Now my heart sinks. The poor guy. There’s real pain there. “Call me whatever you like,” I say.

“I’ll call you Ella,” he says, almost whispering, as he steps closer to me.

I cough and turn away. His eyes are too intense. “Okay, yeah. That works.” Holy shit, did that work. My heart is one skip away from a traumatic event.

“Cool,” he says.

So cool. “As for that Thurman guy. My expression was conveying the fact that I think he is a total dumpster fire.”

Jaxson laughs again, his eyes locked on mine. “That’s good, Ella Wade. You really are a writer.”

“You did it again.”

He bends his grin like a sexy dagger. “What did I do?”

“You know, that thing with my name.”

“Right, I did. Last time. Scout’s honor.”

Now I smile. “You’re no scout.” I swear, if he takes one step closer, I’ll throw my arms around his neck and kiss him. I might be the worst stepsister in world history. Luckily for my soul’s salvation, he stays put.

“No, probably not,” he says and then exhales.

This just became awkward. “I thought Ed and you had something to do,” I say, trying to sound totally casual.

“Yeah, I should probably go. Give me your phone.”

“Excuse me?” My voice sounds shriller than I intended.

“Give me your phone,” he repeats, pointing at my purse. “I’ll punch my number in.”

I hand him the phone, almost in a trance. I watch his long, strong fingers punch the keys on my phone fast as lightning. My cheeks get flustered as I imagine all the things those fingers could do.

He returns the phone with a smile on his face. “If you need anything at all, call me,” he says. “Madison would want me to help you out, Ella.”

I nod silently, feeling a warm buzz in my belly and thighs. He raises his broad shoulders for a moment as he walks away and all I can think of is that I must look like crap. I had no idea I’d be sent out of the office when I left for work this morning and to a model agency of all places, so didn’t bother to put any makeup on or even do my hair.

Strangely, none of my insecurities matter. Not even the fact that Jaxson doesn’t seem to be as heartbroken as he should be over Madison’s death.

For all I care, Jaxson Cole can call me the whole fucking Ella Rose Samantha Wade spelled out on my birth certificate every single time he speaks. Right now I don’t even care if he’s a heartless, narcissistic bastard who looks out only for himself.

The guy electrifies every part of my lonely soul and body. His intense eyes are hot to the wettest power. Talking to him and looking at him are like floating in a dream within a dream within a drugged-out dazed confusion.

Right. Time to snap out of these delusions about the sexiest man in the universe ever crossing my path again. Cause one thing’s for sure—that number he just punched in on my phone? It’s never being called.
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Mark literally saved my sanity when he suggested I work from home today. The media has swarmed over the story of Madison’s brutal murder, annihilating everything in their wake like locusts, each assumption darker than the last. Two unscrupulous competitors even had the audacity to show up at the office of The Daily Scandal offering sympathy with the clear intention of tricking me into talking.

“You’ll be better off working from home,” Mark suggested. And then after a pause, “Take care, Ella.” His tone was so sincere it caused tears to well. I left quickly before the waterworks could begin.

So here I am now, in the crammed, tiny living-room of my second-floor apartment in Studio City with a TV dinner. I compare my notes against the spreadsheet that Rick Esposito emailed me this morning. I have no idea why he’s being so helpful, but I’m not going to ask any questions.

I would not put it past Mark to have something on Detective Esposito and to have hinted he could keep his secrets just that. It has long been rumored that The Daily Scandal has a secret file on various law enforcement officials as such information proves quite useful in greasing the wheels.

Esposito has mapped out Madison’s trajectory from the time she left home at eight in the morning of the 22nd till she was found dead on the morning of the 23rd. Nothing seems to be out of the ordinary. Madison drove to her usual coffee shop and then met with Rita North on Rodeo Drive for some shopping before they both arrived at the building of The Next Big Thing for a scheduled rehearsal.

According to Esposito’s notes, Jaxson Cole arrived at the agency a little after three in the afternoon but didn’t speak with Madison until the evening.

I close my eyes, trying to piece all the information together step by step, before I decide I need to drink something cool to help my sketchy lunch go down. I’m about to get up from the couch when a note on the side of Esposito’s spreadsheet catches my attention.

Rick Esposito has typed down that Jaxson and Madison had ended their dating relationship only days before she was murdered in her own bed. Two asterisks next to the note suggest that Esposito finds this fact extremely significant. Does this make Jaxson Cole a suspect? On what basis? Jealousy? Anger? Was it even Madison who ended things?

Surely, he must have an alibi?

I don’t know why it bugs me so much but being suspicious of Jaxson doesn’t sit well with me. I need him to be one of the good guys which makes no sense unless I already have feelings for him—making me the most selfish human on planet Earth.

I linger between two options—start writing my first draft of the events as I know them so far, or call Rick Esposito and ask for clarifications—when my phone rings.

As a principle, I don’t pick up when the caller ID is anonymous, but given the extraordinary circumstances, I go ahead and answer. “Hello?”

“Ella Wade.”

His voice sounds annoyingly cheerful and even enthusiastic. It takes me a few seconds to get my bearings. “Jaxson Cole,” I say, trying to imitate him.

“You and I should talk.”

I want to ask when and where but I somehow manage to get my shit together. “Something about Madison?”

He waits maybe ten seconds before he answers. I know because I’m staring at my watch. I need some form of distraction to keep myself from blurting out anything embarrassing.

“Yes, something like that. Something you’d want to know.”

Now it’s my turn to sound busy, so I silently count to five before I speak. “Okay, when do you want to meet?”

“How about now?”

“Now?” My jaw drops and my heart tries to escape my throat.

“Do you have anything better to do, Ella?”

“I have to work, you know. I somehow have to feed and dress myself.”

“You’re at home.”

What the fuck? “How do you know that?”

He laughs which doesn’t exactly put my mind at ease. Instead, my thoughts get busy in the most annoying kind of way. What if he is a murderer after all and wants to do away with me like he did Madison?

“Well?” I say, nervously biting on my nails. “Let’s hear it. How do you know where I am?”

“Relax, I’m not a stalker. I called your workplace first. They actually gave me your number.”

Oh—my—God, can I be any more stupid? The first thing I should have asked him was how he got my number. I never gave it to him, duh! “All right,” I say, “I will need an hour or two to finish up what I’m doing. Where do you want to meet?”

*
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A FUCKING PRIVATE STRIP club, that’s where. Of all the places in the vast Pacific city of Los Angeles, Jaxson Cole wants me to meet him at a place where girls take off their clothes in front of random strangers for money.

To my defense, I didn’t know what I was walking into until this very moment when I find myself outside the small club with the misleading name of Peach Corner on a bright neon sign.

Jaxson shows up a minute later in faded jeans and a navy blue t-shirt, his dirty blond hair pulled back, green-blue eyes bright as the sun in the late afternoon. The tan, muscled skin of his arms and neck emit the fragrance of the sea, salty and windswept. He leans in to give me a quick hug, briefly tapping my back as if I were a small pet.
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