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      Carter Westlake is on the brink of being Hollywood gold. Cast as the lead in a highly-anticipated sci-fi trilogy filming in Australia, he’s primed to be the next A-list action hero: all-American, hot as hell, and straight. The problem is, Carter can only check off two of those boxes. But that’s okay—his bisexuality can remain a secret until these movies are behind him.

      

      Childhood educator Noah Jones has a plan. Work as a nanny for six months, make some extra cash, and move to the UK to teach. He doesn’t expect his new boss to be a Hollywood star. And he certainly isn’t prepared to fall for the guy.

      

      One kiss sends them tumbling into a secret relationship, even though they both agree it can be nothing more than a fling. Carter needs to stay in the closet for the sake of his career, and Noah’s leaving. But when their feelings continue to grow into something deeper, Carter has a decision to make. Knowing that exposing his sexuality could cost him his career, would he rather carry on living a lie, or risk it all to stand tall in his truth?

       

      Not Until Noah is the first book in the Star Crossed series, where regular guys meet famous ones, and sparks fly.
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      To my non-Aussie readers, you’re going to find a reference in this book to eating cheerios with tomato sauce. Don’t panic. In Australia, a cheerio is a type of cocktail sausage. It’s not cereal.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Noah looked up from his paperwork as the woman’s heels click-click-clicked across the polished floor.

      “Noah Jones?” she asked and waited for his nod. “Follow me, please.”

      Noah fought the urge to straighten his tie or at least check himself for sweat stains. His car was at the mechanic’s today, and he’d caught the train to the very nondescript offices of Pacifica Incorporated in Quay Street. It was a short walk from Roma Street Station, but the day was stinking hot outside and had probably done him exactly zero favors in terms of making a good, non-sweaty impression. Karen from the agency was not going to be happy with him if he screwed this up either—when she’d teed up the interview last week, she’d made it very clear that she wanted him to land this contract.

      He followed the woman down the corridor to a large conference room, where another woman was seated at the table, papers spread out in front of her.

      “Noah Jones,” the first woman said, ushering him inside and shutting the door after him. She didn’t come in with him.

      The woman behind the conference table stood and walked toward him. She was in her thirties, maybe, and more casually dressed than the woman who’d shown him in. She was striking. She had strong features, a piercing hazel gaze, and wore her long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. She was wearing dark jeans and a T-shirt with a striped blazer over it. Casual, but Noah doubted she’d picked her wardrobe out at Target.

      They shook hands.

      “Olivia Prentice,” she said. She had an American accent. “Take a seat. Would you like a coffee? Water?”

      “No, thanks,” he said. Wasn’t there some right answer you were supposed to give if someone asked you that? There was probably some psychological trick behind it to make you look assertive or something, but Noah figured it wouldn’t be much of a power move if he managed to spill a drink all over the nice glass table.

      He sat, setting his folder of paperwork on the table, and tried not to get distracted by the view. They were on the ninth floor. The building opposite was covered in scaffolding, and guys in bright high-vis orange-and-yellow vests were moving along the narrow catwalk in the hazy heat. Noah, who couldn’t trust himself to walk up a set of steps without tripping, felt his stomach swoop just from glimpsing them. He pulled his concentration back to Olivia and the much more immediate anxiety of being at his first job interview in months.

      Olivia sat as well. “Thank you for coming in. I’ve seen a few applicants already today. Your qualifications certainly make you stand out from the pack, but you don’t have a lot of practical experience.”

      “No,” he agreed. He was twenty-three. If Olivia was looking for someone with decades of experience, then they were both wasting their time here. “I was busy getting qualifications.”

      He wasn’t sure if the way her mouth quirked indicated her amusement or her irritation. “You have a bachelor’s degree in Education and a master’s in Inclusive Education. What does that mean?”

      “It means I did my degree to become a primary school teacher,” he said, “and then did my master’s so I can focus on working with children with special needs, such as autism or ADD.”

      Olivia fixed him with a stare. “And why is someone with your qualifications looking for work as a nanny?”

      “Because my plan is to work in the UK,” Noah said. “Their school year starts in September, which leaves me with six months to build up some savings to see some of Europe when I’m there. I could work as a supply teacher in the meantime, but that’s not a guaranteed income. Karen from the agency said that this would be a four-month contract, with the possibility of extending for a fifth month.”

      “That’s right,” Olivia said. “So you’re a qualified teacher, but you do have some experience as a nanny? Or is it a manny, in your case?”

      “It’s childcare provider and home educator.” He hoped that was a smile Olivia was trying to hide and not a grimace. “I signed up to the agency when I was still in my first year at university, so I’ve mostly done short childcare contracts over the school holidays, up to about eight weeks over the Christmas break. But I’ve also worked in home education, for kids who are unable, for various reasons, to attend regular school.”

      “You have good references.”

      “Thank you.” His throat was a little dry, and he was starting to regret turning down Olivia’s offer of water.

      “And your first-aid certification is all up to date.” Olivia opened the folder in front of her, and Noah caught a glimpse of applications from other agencies, including one with a Markson’s letterhead. Shit. Olivia had serious money then. No wonder Karen wanted him to land this job.

      “First aid, driver’s license, blue card,” Noah said. “CTL wouldn’t have sent me if they weren’t.”

      “Hmm.” Olivia flipped through his application. “Do you drink? Smoke? Use drugs?”

      “I don’t smoke or use drugs.” He cleared his throat and hoped it didn’t make him sound like a liar. “I do drink socially, but not when I’m living with a family.”

      Olivia raised her eyebrows. “Is that a challenge for you?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      Olivia leaned back in her seat. “Let’s talk discipline. Are you a fan of time-outs, or do you prefer to restrict privileges?”

      “That depends on a lot of different factors,” Noah said. “How old is the child?”

      “Eight.”

      “That’s a great age. Most eight-year-olds are problem solvers, as long as you frame it that they’re not the problem. Like, ‘How are we going to get your room cleaned up so we can do this fun thing?’ instead of ‘You have to clean this room up now, or the fun thing is canceled.’ I use charts a lot, with stickers, and if we get to a certain number of stickers, we might go on a special trip to the park or something like that. It’s much easier to reward good behavior than to punish bad behavior, and kids that age are very reward-motivated. What I’d like to do, though, is to get an idea of your expectations when it comes to your child in regards to behavior and discipline, so that we’re on the same page.”

      “I don’t have any children,” Olivia said and gave Noah’s brain a moment to completely short out before she smiled tightly. “My employer has a child, and he doesn’t fly in until Sunday.”

      “Oh. I see.” Noah tried to regroup. “I mean, usually, at the first interview, even if I don’t meet the child, I meet the parents. This is a little unusual for me.”

      Olivia cocked an eyebrow. “I’m sure that working with children makes you adaptable.”

      Noah was certain there was a challenge in her tone. He’d never had an interview quite as odd—and as borderline antagonistic—as this one. He wondered if there was a tactic behind it: if you can’t get the nanny to snap, neither will the kid! It seemed like the kind of bullshit tactic it would be his luck to come across.

      “I can roll with the punches,” he agreed.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” She glanced down at his paperwork again. “Now, if you are hired for the position, you’ll be asked to sign a standard nondisclosure agreement. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what a standard nondisclosure agreement looks like. You have to understand that at this point, I don’t know who your employer is. I’m having visions of mafia bosses, just so you know, and the fact you didn’t even crack a smile at that makes me worry even more.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him like she thought he was an idiot. “He’s not a mafia boss.”

      “Good to know.” He wrinkled his nose. He was having visions of Saudi princes or Chinese bazillionaires or something. “Okay, so I’m going to presume this level of secrecy is because your employer is some sort of VIP. In which case then, yes, I would be willing to look at signing a nondisclosure agreement, as long as nothing in it relates to the welfare of the child.”

      Olivia raised her eyebrows. “How so?”

      “If there are harmful behaviors in the home or anything that is dangerous to the child, then I’d violate the agreement faster than it took to sign it,” Noah elaborated. “After which, I’m sure I would be sued. So no, I won’t sign any nondisclosure agreement unless there’s a clause in there that prevents your employer from suing me or CTL into the dirt if I report any child safety issues to the authorities.”

      Olivia levelled him with a stare for a moment and then looked down at his paperwork again. “Let’s talk schoolwork.”

      He nodded, wished again that he’d asked for that water, and tried to look like he wasn’t screwing up what might have been the biggest contract of his career to date.
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        * * *

      

      Noah treated himself to Red Rooster after his interview, or consoled himself with it—same difference. It was just past five when he got home to his flat in Beenleigh. He shouldered the door open—it stuck, and the landlord was in no hurry to fix it—and toed off his shoes as soon as he was inside. He set his Red Rooster on the kitchen bench because the small dining table was covered in textbooks. He kept meaning to post an ad online to sell them now he’d graduated and put the money toward his UK fund, but he hadn’t got around to it yet.

      Dylan lumbered down the hallway and into the small living area, hitching up his track pants and wiping sleep from his eyes. “Hey. How’d the interview go?” His gaze fell on the takeaway bag. “Ooh! Did you get me some chips?”

      He nodded, and Dylan picked through the bag eagerly.

      Dylan was twenty-one and Noah’s little brother when it came to age only. He was half a head taller than Noah, ridiculously broad across the shoulders, and looked like he could bench-press a mid-sized family sedan if he put his mind to it. Dylan had inherited all the Tongan genes that came from their mum’s side. Noah had inherited their dad’s physique, and their dad came from a long line of scrawny Anglo-Saxons. Their little cousin used to call them Timon and Pumba. Dylan thought it was hilarious.

      “Don’t tell me you’re just getting out of bed now,” Noah said.

      Dylan shrugged his massive shoulders. “Don’t ask then.”

      Dylan was at Griffith University, in his last year of his Bachelor of Nursing at the Logan campus. He had a good bunch of friends there, but their study sessions had the habit of turning into spontaneous pub crawls.

      Noah rolled his eyes and grabbed his own chips.

      “Did you get gravy?” Dylan asked through a mouthful of chips.

      Noah took it out of the bag.

      “You’re the best, bro.” Dylan jammed some more chips in. “So, your interview?”

      “I’m pretty sure I screwed it up,” Noah said, dragging a chip through the gravy. “She also had applications from Markson’s.” He took in Dylan’s blank stare. “They’re top of the line. You don’t get a Markson’s nanny for under two grand a week, and there’s an agency fee on top of that.”

      Dylan’s jaw dropped. “Two grand a week just for wiping some snotty noses?”

      “There’s a little more to it than that, dickhead.” He rolled his eyes again.

      “What do you charge?”

      “For live-in? Eleven hundred a week.” He could see Dylan’s brain ticking over. “It’s not as much as it sounds when you’re working fourteen-hour days, trust me. Anyway, I don’t think she liked me, so it’s a moot point.”

      Dylan knocked his shoulder against Noah’s. “Ah, well, I’d miss having you around anyway.”

      “Miss having someone else do your washing, you mean.”

      “That too.” A broad smile split Dylan’s face before his expression softened. “So how bad was it, really?”

      “It started off awkwardly, and then it got worse.” He reached into the bag to pull out his burger, unwrapped it, and paused. “If they offer you a drink of water at the beginning, are you supposed to say yes?”

      “Only if you’re thirsty,” Dylan said.

      “I read something where I think you were supposed to say yes, to like show you were taking control of the room or something.”

      “That sounds like a lot of bullshit, bro.”

      “Probably.” He bit into his burger, and a limp piece of lettuce dropped onto the scratched laminate of the kitchen bench. “Oh, well. I wouldn’t have been a good fit for the sort of people who are also looking at Markson’s.”

      “It’s their loss,” Dylan said staunchly. “Mario Kart?”

      From anyone else it would have been a non sequitur, but not from Dylan. He and Noah still had the same Nintendo 64 console their dad had bought them as kids—it miraculously still worked—and whenever one of them had a bad day, they liked to turn it on and try to red-shell one another off the edge in Yoshi Valley.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      They ate the rest of their fast food on the couch, feet up on the coffee table, juggling chicken salt chips and controllers, talking shit, and battling it out on the Star Cup. So it hadn’t been the best start to the day for Noah, but it was shaping up okay at last.

      He spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning out his closet and sorting his belongings into stuff he needed to take with him to the UK, stuff he could donate to charity, and stuff he’d leave in his parents’ garage in Gladstone. He couldn’t tell if he was more nervous or excited as the time to leave drew nearer. It was a big step, and it was a long way from home. It was a long way if something went wrong—if he got sick, or was in an accident, or something like that—but it was also a long way from home just for the regular stuff too: hanging out with Dyl, phoning Mum or Dad for a chat, or catching up with mates for coffee or a beer. Being half a world away from everything he knew was daunting. On the other hand, he was looking forward to getting a real teaching position and being able to explore the UK and Europe on weekends and holidays.

      He’d cleared out most of his cupboard when his phone rang. He grabbed it from his desk, surprised at how dark the day had suddenly gotten—dusk was drawing in, so he’d been working longer than he thought—and looked at the screen.

      Karen from the agency.

      He sighed and answered the call. “Hey, Karen.”

      “Noah,” she said. “Good news! You got the job!”

      “What?” He blinked. “Are you serious?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I messed up the interview pretty badly,” he admitted.

      “Not as badly as you thought, obviously.” Karen sounded pretty delighted. And why not? If Olivia’s mysterious employer was willing to pay Markson’s prices, Karen could probably negotiate a better rate for Noah too, and a better agency fee. “Ms. Prentice wants to meet with you again on Monday to sign the paperwork and meet the family. If all goes well, you’ll be staying over and starting Tuesday morning. I’m going to forward you the address. It’s the Sovereign Islands.”

      “Holy shit,” he said and laughed. The Sovereign Islands was the exact sort of place a Saudi prince or a Chinese bazillionaire would set up a home away from home. He looked around his modest room with its sagging cupboard doors, dishwater-gray carpet, and that corner of the ceiling where the paint was starting to peel. Some five-star luxury for a few months would certainly make a hell of a change. And, best of all, he was going to have enough money to set himself up in the UK after all. “That’s awesome!”
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      Hoping not to encounter any paparazzi, Carter Westlake reached for Emerson’s hand as they approached the airport exit. Emerson had slept for a lot of the flight, but she was still tired and cranky. Her dark hair, cut into a neat bob just two days ago, had transformed into a bird’s nest during the trip, and Carter didn’t know where her hairbrush was. Not that it mattered: as soon as Emerson saw the glare of sunlight from the doors up ahead, she pulled the hood of her jacket up and tugged it forward with a scowl. Carter didn’t blame her. He took his sunglasses out of his shirt pocket and put them on.

      Bennett pushed the doors open.

      “Carter! Carter! Carter!”

      Fuck.

      Carter pasted on a smile as he ran the gauntlet of photographers. There were only about six or seven of them. He figured they’d been lurking here on a hunch, rather than a tip. He tried not to begrudge them that too much—everybody had to earn a living. It just rankled when Emerson had to put up with it too. At home in LA, he had an understanding with the paps—he played nice with them when he was out on his own or with friends, and they gave him space when he was with Emerson. He didn’t have the same relationship with these guys.

      “Hi, guys,” he said. “It’s great to be here.”

      The sunlight dazzled him. Flashes from cameras did. He followed Bennett’s broad familiar back and held Emerson’s hand tightly. It must have taken less than a minute to get to the waiting SUV with the black tinted windows, but it felt interminable. Bennett held the back door open for them, then shut it firmly again once Carter and Emerson were inside.

      Olivia was sitting in the back, and she immediately folded Emerson into a hug. “I missed you, bug!”

      Emerson mumbled something in response.

      Carter tugged his seat belt on. The flashes continued from the cameras, flickering against the dark tint of the windows like some distant electrical storm lighting up the sky.

      “How was your flight?” Olivia asked.

      “Long.” Carter relaxed a fraction as Bennett got their bags loaded and climbed into the front seat beside the driver. “Really long.”

      The car peeled away from the curb.

      Carter took his sunglasses off and slid them back into his pocket. He showed Emerson a weary smile as she slowly emerged from her hood like some sort of cautious turtle. There were dark smudges under her eyes. She looked beat. She curled against Carter’s side and showed no interest in the world that flashed past outside the windows of the car. Not that he could blame her. There wasn’t much to see apart from billboards, traffic signs, and the warehouses and industrial buildings that were typically clustered around airports.

      “How long until we get to the house?”

      Olivia flashed him a small smile. “A little over an hour.”

      Emerson groaned loudly and thumped her head back against the seat.

      Carter couldn’t have said it better himself. “Is it nice?”

      “It is,” Olivia said. “Six bedrooms, a pool, a view of the ocean, a gym, more living space than you’ll know what to do with, and it’s in a gated community with private security.”

      “How far from the studio?”

      “Twenty minutes. Speaking of which, this is your driver, Gary.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Westlake,” the driver said.

      “It’s Carter,” he said. “You know you’re driving on the wrong side of the road, right?”

      Gary laughed. “So long as everyone else is too, I reckon she’ll be right.”

      Carter let go of some of the tension he was holding in his shoulders. Having a driver with a sense of humor would make the commute to the studio every day a lot more tolerable. He looked back to Olivia. “Did you find a good nanny?”

      “Yes. He starts tomorrow.”

      He? Carter decided to blame his moment of confusion on his jetlag, although he recognized it for what it actually was: sexism. Not that he had any problem with Emerson’s nanny being a man, but there was a part of his brain—the lizard part, probably—that took a second to adjust to the idea. He’d been expecting a female hire. Guys were the minority in that industry, surely.

      “Okay. Good.”

      “And you’ll get a chance to meet him,” Olivia said. “Although you do have a production meeting at three. Well, they say it’s a production meeting, but I suspect it’s more drinks with the crew, you know? Everyone getting to know each other and all that.”

      “Yeah.” He suspected the same. He hadn’t worked with Elizabeth Roy, the director, before, but she had a reputation as someone who ran a tight but happy set. Exogenesis was her first big-budget project, and he hoped that wouldn’t change the way she operated. There were a lot of expectations riding on this, though, for both of them.

      “I also ordered you a meal service,” Olivia continued. “Don’t make that face, Carter. You spent months with a trainer getting abs for this role. You can’t backslide now.”

      “I’m so sick of chicken breasts and kale.”

      “Well, when filming is finished, I’ll take you out for as many sundaes as you can eat.”

      “You’d better.”

      “I want a sundae,” Emerson said suddenly. “Dad, can I get a sundae?”

      “Maybe later,” he said. “After we get settled in.”

      “There’s plenty of ice cream in the house for you, Em,” Olivia said. “You just can’t let your dad have any.”

      Emerson grinned. “More for me!”

      Carter rolled his eyes. He dug his phone out of his pocket and turned it on. He waited awhile to get a signal, his phone searching for a carrier, and then his notifications started rolling in. He had an email from his agent, wishing him well on the shoot, and a text message from Marco, a friend who was housesitting for him, asking why his cat was such an asshole, and where the hell did he keep the cat food anyway? It had been sent ten hours ago.

      I don’t have a cat, he sent back. Do not feed the cat!

      It was probably too late. For a self-proclaimed asshole, Marco was a soft touch with animals. He was also the world’s biggest procrastinator. He’d probably relish the chance to coax some stray cat into the fold instead of doing what he was supposed to be doing: locking himself away in Carter’s house for a few months while he wrote Static’s next album.

      He also had five text messages from Ashley. Fuck. She wasn’t supposed to contact him except through their lawyers. He angled his phone away so that Emerson couldn’t see the screen. Five messages, all sent within the space of an hour, wishing him luck in Australia and calling him “babe.” It went in cycles with Ashley. He was either her babe, when she was enjoying life, or he was a fucking asshole and the scum of the earth. It could turn on a dime. She’d been diagnosed with bipolar disorder right before Emerson had been born. Sometimes she took her meds, and sometimes she didn’t, and sometimes she self-medicated with whatever she could find. She’d been in and out of rehab more than a few times—something else she blamed him for. Ashley was exhausting, but she was Emerson’s mom. He couldn’t cut her out of their lives completely, however much he wanted to at times. And there was a part of him that would always love the wild, uninhibited, beautiful woman that she was, or that she had been. He’d tried to defend her to Olivia once, years ago. He’d called her passionate.

      “Yeah,” Olivia had said, narrow-eyed. “A passionate fucking train wreck.”

      That just about summed it up.

      He put his phone back into his pocket without replying to Ashley and stared out the window at the passing traffic.

      He dozed for part of the drive, unaware of it until he was jolting awake as the car slowed to a crawl to navigate the curving streets of a neighborhood filled with three- and four-story mansions. Canals glinted between the steel-and-chrome façades of the houses.

      “This is it,” Olivia said, and Carter barely got a glimpse of the house before the car was being driven down into the comparative darkness of the underground garage.

      He climbed out and blinked until his eyes adjusted.

      “Stairs or elevator?” Olivia asked, raising her eyebrows.

      “Jesus.”

      Olivia snorted and pushed the button for the elevator.

      The house was three stories, four if the rooftop terrace was included in the count. He was too tired to appreciate it for now, but he still got that same strange tickle in his stomach he always did when he walked into a place like this: How did he get here? How did Carter Westlake, who ten years ago had been busting his ass waiting tables, get here? He wasn’t enough of an egotist to think it was all talent. A lot of it was just dumb luck, looks, and being in the right place at the right time. It also helped that he’d had Olivia at his side, at first offering advice on the phone from Wisconsin when he’d needed someone to vent to, and now as his personal assistant. Olivia had been telling him what to do from the moment he was born, and the most frustrating thing about her was that she was usually right. He couldn’t imagine trusting anyone else the way he trusted his sister.

      “We’re on the second floor,” Olivia said as the elevator doors opened in the lobby. “I’ve put you in the master bedroom and given Em the bedroom closest to yours. I’m down the hall, and Bennett is at the front of the house. That leaves a spare room up there for Noah—” She caught the look on his face. “The nanny. Or you can put him in the guest room on the ground floor. Your call.”

      “I don’t really care.” Carter blinked around the lobby, which opened up into a massive living area, bright and clean. “It’s not like we’re going to be living in each other’s pockets, right?”

      “Nope,” Olivia said. “We’ll probably need maps and compasses to even find each other, to be honest.”

      “It’s huge.”

      “Well, that’s what you get when the studio wants to butter you up. You’re their next big action hero franchise, remember?”

      “Or their next big flop.”

      She quirked her mouth. “Go and get some sleep. Sounds like you need it.”

      Right as always.

      He followed Olivia up the wide stairs, and Emerson skipped along behind them. She’d napped in the car, and now she was bursting with energy. Her small backpack—stuffed with candy and other necessities for the plane—bounced on her back.

      “Your room’s along here, Em,” Olivia said when they reached the second floor. “Go unpack your things, and I’ll come grab you soon, and we’ll check out the rest of the house and the garden, okay?”

      “Can I go in the pool?”

      “Once we unpack your swimsuit, sure. I’ll come in with you.”

      Emerson was off like a shot to her room.

      “Don’t go in without a grownup!” Carter called after her.

      “Okay!”

      He wondered if he was doing the right thing by bringing her all this way. She’d miss school and her friends. Maybe he should have left her in LA and asked Olivia to stay there and look after her, but the thought had never seriously crossed his mind. He was selfish, he supposed, and cautious as well. It had been years since Ashley had turned up at the house in the middle of the night, out of her mind on something and screaming that she wanted her baby back, but he was afraid it might happen again one day, and he didn’t want Emerson and Olivia to deal with it on their own. Also, if he’d left her at home, he would have already been missing her like hell.

      “Ashley’s been texting me,” he said as Olivia showed him into his bedroom.

      Olivia pressed her mouth into a thin line. “How does she sound?”

      “Good. Okay.” He shrugged.

      “She shouldn’t be doing that,” Olivia said. “I’ll call your lawyers and have them remind her.”

      “Don’t.” He unloaded his pockets onto the dresser. “It’ll just set her off again.”

      “You have those conditions for a reason, Carter.”

      “Just leave it for now. There’s nothing she can do from there anyway.” He looked around the room. The furnishings were modern, all clean lines and sleek edges. The blinds were open, letting in slanted sunlight. A pair of double doors led out onto what looked like a private balcony. He could see the canal outside, the water sparkling. There was a flatscreen TV on the wall opposite the bed and two doors off to the side. Bathroom and walk-in closet. The walk-in closet was as big as his childhood bedroom. “I’m glad I’m not paying for this.”

      Olivia snorted. “You could afford it.”

      Probably.

      “I’m gonna take a shower and have a nap.” He looked back to the door as Bennett appeared with his suitcases. “Thanks, Bennett.”

      “No problem.” Bennett had been working security for Carter for a few years now, ever since Carter had become famous enough that a fence didn’t stop his truly dedicated “fans.” There’d been a stalker thing a while back, and, combined with Ashley’s erratic behavior, it had made sense to hire someone permanent. “Any plans for the rest of the day?”

      “No. Just a nap and then I’ll hang around the house, I guess. Get used to the place.”

      “Okay.” Bennett flashed him a smile. “Sounds good.”

      “We’ll leave you to it then,” Olivia said.

      Carter closed the door behind them and took a moment to just breathe. The house was beautiful, the long flight was over, and he had a day to relax before even thinking about the movie. Except it was impossible not to think about it. The studio wanted something big, something franchise-worthy to woo the same audiences that had lined up around the block to see the Marvel or the Star Wars movies. They wanted a juggernaut, and Carter was headlining. It was a lot of pressure. He was aware that there was already plenty of talk online about how he wasn’t the right guy to play an action hero like Dex Deveron—he was too “Hollywood,” whatever that meant—and that Elizabeth Roy wasn’t the right director, and for all that the criticism was couched in terms of experience, it was obvious the real problem for a lot of fans was that Elizabeth didn’t have a dick.

      Too Hollywood, though? Seriously? Where the fuck else would they look for an actor?

      He dug through his suitcases for a clean pair of boxer briefs and his wash bag and headed into the bathroom.

      He stripped off and stepped into the shower, staring blankly at the controls for a moment. They looked like something he’d expect to find on Dex Deveron’s spaceship, but he worked them out at last.

      He took his shower gel, popped the cap open, and squinted at the label. Cypress and sea fennel. Okay, so that was probably what people meant by too Hollywood. Dex Deveron wouldn’t be caught dead using anything except diesel fuel as bodywash, probably. But fuck it. It smelled good and made his skin feel great.

      The water beat against his shoulders, easing away some of the tension he was carrying. All he could do was his best. Anything else was out of his control. It was a lesson that he was still learning, though. So many factors came together to determine if a movie was a hit or a flop, and not all of them had anything to do with the names on the poster. A great script could be ruined by a bad director or terrible special effects, just like a mediocre script could be elevated by a stellar performance or amazing editing. There were so many pieces that had to come together to make a movie a success, and he could only do his part and hope for the best.

      In the meantime, he had five months in Australia, so why not try to enjoy it? Emerson wanted to feed kangaroos and hold a koala, and those sounded like some solid goals. He should probably take a page out of her book. An eight-year-old’s bucket list was definitely a lot simpler than an adult’s.
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      Holy shit.

      Noah was out of his comfort zone the second he passed the security gate just over the bridge from Paradise Point and found himself surrounded by the multistory waterfront mansions of the Sovereign Islands. Did people really live like this? Even the gutters were sparklingly clean. He’d worked for wealthy people in the past, but this was on a whole new level. This sort of wealth made him both envious and uncomfortable. Envious because who wouldn’t want a mansion with their own luxury boat docked out the back? And uncomfortable because there was something actually obscene about wealth like this.

      Oh Jesus. He could just see it now. The client was going to treat him like a servant, and the kid was going to be an entitled fucking brat who screamed at him a lot. Nobody this rich could be nice as well. At some point they must have sold their soul to the devil, right? He was so out of his depth here, in his jeans and shirt from Target and his 2006 Corolla with the squeaky suspension.

      He slowed to a crawl as he turned into the right street, checking the house numbers as he passed them.

      He pulled up outside the address, gripped the steering wheel tightly while he drew in a few quick breaths, and reminded himself firmly that he was a professional, and he was not going to be intimidated. He was channeling Julie Andrews as Maria as she strode up to the Von Trapp mansion right now, and his confidence took exactly the same hit hers had as he stared at the house again. It rallied long enough to carry him from the footpath to the front gate, where it turned tail and fled all over again when a big, bald guy materialized out of nowhere and stared at him through a pair of dark sunglasses.

      “Mr. Jones?” The guy made Dylan look thin and waiflike. “Can I see some identification?”

      He fumbled in his pocket for his agency ID and handed it over.

      The guy studied it for a moment, nodded sharply, and then stepped aside to allow him through the gate.

      “I’m Bennett,” he said. “Security.”

      “Oh, okay.” He stuck out his hand. “Um, I’m Noah. Nice to meet you.”

      The guy shook his hand. “Come on through. Ms. Prentice is waiting for you.”

      He cast a glance back at his car, hoping it wouldn’t get towed just for being an eyesore in this neighborhood, and followed Bennett toward the entrance of the house.

      House. No, it wasn’t a house. A house was what normal people lived in. This was definitely mansion territory. It was all sharp angles, glass, and steel—modern and clean and sleek.

      Olivia Prentice met him at the door, shook his hand, and led him through to a sun-filled living room. She took a seat on a leather couch and gestured for him to take the one opposite. From his vantage point, Noah could see into the dining room beyond the living area. A huge metallic chandelier hung above the table, like a monstrously large wind chime. There was art on the walls in both the dining room and in here, and in a sun-soaked corner of the living room sat a sculpture carved out of some sort of dark stone that gave the vague impression of a human form. There was a thick, hairy carpet underneath the couches that made him want to take his shoes off and tangle his toes in it. Everything was the height of whatever was hot right now in interior design, if his viewing of a couple of episodes of The Block made him an expert. He wondered if people who lived in houses like this had to frantically redecorate every few months.

      God.

      So out of his depth.

      He tried to look attentive as Olivia ran him through his salary agreement, his accommodation arrangements—he had his own room on the second floor, use of the upstairs kitchen, a space in the basement garage—and security arrangements. Any guests he wished to invite over on his days off would have to be vetted by Bennett and sign the same NDA that Olivia was now setting down on the coffee table.

      He nodded and picked up the paper to read the conditions.

      A flash of movement caught his attention, and he looked up to discover a small face peering at him from behind the archway separating the living room from the dining room. It was a little girl with dark hair. She was watching him warily, so Noah flashed her a smile. She wrinkled her nose and smiled back nervously, and he felt a little more at ease at once. Maybe not an entitled little brat then.

      Olivia turned and saw the girl. “Emerson, come and meet Noah.”

      The little girl darted forward and sat next to him on the couch. “Hello. I’m Emerson.”

      Her accent was American, like Olivia’s.

      “Hi,” he said. “I’m Noah. It’s very nice to meet you, Emerson.”

      She took his extended hand and shook it firmly. “Are you going to be my nanny?”

      “That depends,” he said. “Pineapple on pizza, yes or no?”

      Emerson’s eyes widened. “Um, yes?”

      “That’s the right answer,” he said. “High five.”

      Emerson laughed and slapped his palm.

      He glanced at Olivia and saw that she was smiling as well.

      “Do you like other pizzas too?” Emerson asked him earnestly.

      “Yeah, I like all sorts of pizzas,” he said. “What’s your favorite food?”

      “Ice cream.”

      “That’s another great answer. We already have so much in common!”

      Emerson’s smile lit up her whole face. She leaned closer to Noah and lowered her voice as though she was imparting a huge secret. “Those are sometimes foods, though.”

      “They are,” Noah agreed. “What’s your favorite vegetable?”

      “I like carrots.”

      “Me too!”

      Emerson beamed at him.

      “Noah,” Olivia said, catching his attention again. “This is Emerson’s father, Carter.”

      Holy shit.

      The guy sitting down beside Olivia was Carter Westlake. Carter fucking Westlake! Carter Westlake the fucking movie star! Noah’s brain shorted out as it struggled to reconcile the fact that a man he’d last paid fifteen dollars—plus more for a popcorn and a Coke—to go and see on a massive screen was an actual human being who was currently sitting right in front of him. Sitting there like a real person, and not just someone who existed in movies, or on the front covers of magazine at the supermarket checkout.

      The NDA suddenly made a lot of sense.

      And Jesus, but Carter Westlake was just as incredibly gorgeous in real life as he was on screen or smiling for the cameras on some red carpet. His dark hair was tousled, and the dark stubble on his jaw just highlighted the perfect angles of his face. He had hazel eyes framed by dark lashes, a straight nose, and a sharp jawline that Noah wanted to cut his tongue on. He was hot. Stupidly hot. Like Noah had always assumed that celebrities were airbrushed for public consumption, but no, apparently some people were just that attractive. Carter Westlake had won the genetic lottery, no question.

      And by the time all of those thoughts had filtered through his brain at the speed of molasses, gumming up the works, he realized he’d been staring for way too long.

      “God, sorry,” he said and stuck his hand out. “I’m Noah. Noah Jones. Nice to meet you, Mr. Westlake.”

      “Carter,” Carter said with a nod and shook his hand.

      He was touching a movie star. This was amazing! Dylan was going to lose his shit! Wait. He’d just agreed to sign a piece of paper saying he couldn’t tell Dyl. Also, had he been shaking Carter’s hand for too long now? He pulled back quickly and then stared down at the NDA just for something else to look at. Something that wasn’t Carter Westlake.

      A fucking Hollywood movie star.

      Olivia slid a pen across the coffee table, eyebrows raised.

      “Right,” he said, his voice cracking.

      He picked up the pen and signed.
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        * * *

      

      “First time meeting a celebrity, right?” Bennett asked, helping Noah lug his bags from the car, which was now parked in the basement garage.

      “Yeah.” Wow. There was a lift and everything. “Is it obvious?”

      Bennett’s mouth twitched. “You’ve got that shellshocked look about you.”

      The lift doors closed behind them.

      “Carter’s just a regular guy,” Bennett said. His almost-smile quirked up a few degrees. “Well, regular by Hollywood standards.”

      “I have no idea what Hollywood standards are,” he admitted.

      “I’ve worked for some really demanding types,” Bennett said. “Carter’s not one of those. If you’re cool, then he’ll be cool.”

      “I have never felt less cool right now in my entire life.” And that included the time when he was twelve and he had to wear his cousin Laki’s shoes to school because he’d been staying at their place and lost his. Laki had been eighteen. Noah had gotten called Krusty the Clown for weeks.

      “You’ll be fine,” Bennett said, as the lift doors opened on the second floor.

      “That’s what Laki said,” he muttered, following him down the hallway.

      He spent the afternoon settling in. His bedroom was like something out of a resort. He had ocean views and his own bathroom with a tub that he hoped to be able to enjoy sometime soon. He unpacked, sent a text to Dylan to let him know it was all going well and to remember to put the bins out on Wednesday night, and then took a while to go through all of Emerson’s schoolwork. She went to a private school in Los Angeles and had a bunch of stuff they expected her to keep up with while she was away. Their Common Core State Standards weren’t familiar to him, but most of it was straightforward enough. There was a strong focus on vocabulary and reading skills, and looking at Emerson’s past results, he didn’t think they’d have much difficulty there. Emerson seemed to be well ahead of the curve. She seemed to be doing great in science, but her maths could use some work. He figured they could structure the day around the subjects she needed to improve on most. With one-on-one learning, they could get through her lessons more quickly than in a classroom setting, leaving plenty of time to have fun and to explore the local area.

      He’d have to check what the rules were for outings. He loved taking kids to museums and art galleries and beaches and parks, and most kids Emerson’s age retained more knowledge from an interactive experience than from a book or a video.

      Dinner was at six. Noah went looking for Olivia beforehand and, after making a few wrong turns, found her outside by the pool, sitting in a round cane chair with cushions that almost swallowed her, watching Emerson swim.

      “Hi, Noah!” Emerson called, waving at him.

      “Hi.” He watched her splash across the pool. “You’re a really good swimmer.”

      She showed off with an underwater somersault and came up grinning, her hair plastered to her face.

      “Nice one!” He sat down in the chair beside Olivia’s. “Can I ask you about some stuff?”

      She looked at him over the top of her sunglasses. “Sure.”

      “Okay, who is in charge here?” Noah asked. “If I have day-to-day questions, who do I ask?”

      “Me,” Olivia said. “Carter’s going to be on set most days, so you’ll hardly see him.”

      “Okay.” That was sort of a relief. He didn’t want to embarrass himself on the regular. “Does Emerson have a meal plan I need to know about, or any allergies?”

      “No, and no.” Olivia pulled her phone out of her pocket and unlocked it. “Your kitchen is stocked, and you can help yourself to anything you need from there and order whatever else you need online. I’m going to set you up with a credit card for any expenses.”

      “A credit card?”

      “Trust me, it’ll be easier in the long run.”

      He nodded. “Okay.”

      “You take care of lunches and snacks and dinners for you and Em,” Olivia said. “Your day starts at seven and ends at nine. Emerson’s usually up before seven, so she’ll probably eat breakfast with me most mornings. And her bedtime is eight-thirty, so feel free to go out in the evenings after that if you want to, as long as you let Bennett know when to expect you back. And Sundays are your day off.”

      It was all in the contract, but it was good to hear aloud that he wasn’t going to be on call 24/7.

      “What about taking Emerson out?” he asked. “Like, to the beach or something.”

      “You run it by me or Bennett first,” Olivia said. “One of us will probably come with you.”

      “Okay.” His confusion must have shown in his expression.

      “Carter has an understanding with the paps back home,” Olivia said. “Emerson is off-limits there. Here, we have no idea how intrusive they might be. Until we do, I’d rather not subject my niece to having a bunch of cameras shoved in her face, and that’s much easier to manage with two adults instead of just one.”

      “Oh. Your niece?”

      “I’m Carter’s sister.”

      He could see the resemblance, now she’d said it. The same dark hair, the same hazel eyes, and the same straight nose. Where Carter was intimidating because he was a movie star, Olivia’s powers of intimidation were all in her stare. It was the sort of stare that he’d only previously seen on apex predators from Animal Planet documentaries. Given that he’d really only seen that stare employed when she was being protective of her brother and her niece, though, Noah warmed to it. “I didn’t know that.”

      “There’s no reason that you would. Westlake is our mom’s maiden name.” She put her phone back in her pocket. “So, do you think you can handle us for five months?”

      Noah shrugged and glanced over to where Emerson was still splashing around in the pool. “Yeah,” he said. “I think so.”

      The rest of the evening passed easily enough. Noah was still finding his feet, but so was Emerson, and they were both still figuring out their way around the ridiculously huge house. They explored it together, which broke any remaining ice between them.

      “Noah!” Emerson exclaimed. “Noah, there’s a wine refrigerator in this bathroom!”

      “We should fill that with juice boxes,” he said, and Emerson laughed so hard she had to hold her stomach.

      So whatever brand of luxury she was used to at home—and Noah was sure she was—it wasn’t quite this extreme.

      They ordered pizza for dinner, and Emerson insisted on getting one with pineapple to share with Noah. They ate in the fancy dining room, Noah and Emerson on one side of the massive table and Olivia and Bennett on the other. Carter wasn’t there. He had a production meeting, whatever that was.

      This whole thing was crazy. Just last night he’d had been eating dinner with Dylan in their unit in suburban Beenleigh, and now he was in a Sovereign Islands mansion with a bunch of people from Hollywood, listening to Bennett and Olivia argue about the best place to buy pizza. Which was either Chicago or New York, apparently, but not Domino’s at Runaway Bay. It was crazy, and a lot more fun than he had thought it would be. Emerson was a chatterbox and wanted to know all about him—it was obvious she was going to be a great kid to look after—and Olivia seemed to be a lot more relaxed than Noah had seen her before. Even Bennett seemed a lot less scary once he was padding around barefoot with pizza sauce on his shirt.

      After dinner, Noah headed up to his room—taking the stairs instead of the lift, and coming out in a section of the house he hadn’t even seen yet—and wrote up a quick schedule for him and Emerson to follow, which could be tweaked as needed. He was tired, but he was also wired, and he didn’t want to go to bed yet.

      He left his room again and miraculously found the stairs. This time, he went up instead of down, passing the kitchen that had been set aside for his use, and found the stairs that led to the rooftop terrace. He pushed the terrace doors open, hoping he wasn’t setting off some silent alarm.

      He stepped outside, breathing in the glorious ocean air. Lights flickered out on the dark water. On his left, the mouth of the canal fed out into the Broadwater. A few lights gleamed out in the water: South Stradbroke Island, mostly invisible now in the darkness, but which stretched all the way south to the Spit. To his right—the south—only a few kilometers away but seeming quiet and distant in the night, the high-rise glitter strip of the Gold Coast shone and gleamed. It was beautiful. He had no idea how long he stood there drinking it all in when the doors snicked open behind him.

      He turned and saw Carter standing in the doorway. “Oh, hi. Sorry, if I’m not supposed to be up here.”

      “It’s okay.” Carter stepped forward and crossed the terrace. He leaned on the balcony rail next to him, close enough that Noah could reach out and touch him. “This is a nice view.”

      “Yeah. It’s amazing.” Fuck. What was he supposed to say to Carter Westlake? How was he supposed to make small talk with a famous person? He was pretty sure he choked on his own tongue when he eventually forced out a question: “How did your meeting go?”

      Carter shrugged. “It was okay.”

      Noah got the impression there was something he wasn’t saying. And why would he? He was a nobody. “That’s good.” His voice squeaked. Fucking squeaked. He straightened up, panicked, and backed the hell away. “Um, goodnight.”

      He was halfway back across the terrace when Carter answered, his tone wry: “Goodnight, Noah.”

      Noah fled inside, his face burning.
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