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            March 2, 2019

            The Biz Report

            Cole Power to Produce and Star in The Siren


            (Exclusive)

         

         The first film slated for production by Cole Power’s fledgling Power Pictures will be a thriller starring Power, written and directed by Power’s son, Jackson Power. The younger Power is a recent graduate of AFI whose thesis film has been racking up accolades on the festival circuit this year. Also joining the cast is Stella Rivers, who starred opposite Cole Power in 2006’s box office hit Faster. The two were married from 2006–2007. Power Pictures is independently financing the venture, and Taylor Wasserman (formerly of Woodland Studios) has been brought on to produce.

         The Siren follows a photographer (Power) married to a model (Rivers), living an idyllic life in the islands until they hire a beautiful young nanny to look after their baby. The nanny replaces the wife as the photographer’s muse, sparking a war between the women that eventually brings them all down.

         The film is slated for production over six weeks beginning in June, on the southern Caribbean island of Saint Genesius, west of Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, where Cole Power owns the exclusive Genesius Resort, made famous as the on-screen resort owned by Power’s character in the Gentleman Gangster series. Power purchased the resort and the neighboring film stage last year after wrapping the fifth installment of the wildly successful Gentleman Gangster series, shot partially on the island.
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            The Calm before the Storm

         

      

   


   
      
          

          

          

          

          

         Not So Long Ago on an Island Not So Far Away…

      

   


   
      
         
            Taylor

            Sunday, June 16

         

         She was perched on a rock like a siren the first time I saw her, face upturned to the sun, copper skin wet with sea spray. Her toes dangled languidly into the mottled azure water while palm fronds fluttered overhead, casting pom-pom shadows on the powdered sugar sand.

         I wondered who she was, how she’d gotten in. I’d personally vetted every member of our cast and crew, and she wasn’t one of them. Even from fifty yards away I could see she was a stunner, with curves in all the right places and an angelic face framed by jaw-skimming brunette waves and a heavy fringe of bangs. No, this girl wasn’t one of ours. Perhaps she was an employee. A desk clerk or maid, tanning on her lunch break. We’d reserved the entire resort and it was gated, secured by uniformed guards with giant guns slung casually over their shoulders as they ate brown-bag lunches in the shade, so she had to belong.

         The beach was so shockingly vibrant it bordered on lurid. A postcard-perfect crescent of bleached pink sand swaddled the ultramarine sea, rimmed by an assortment of palms and trees with waxy green leaves that concealed pathways to the pool, spa, and restaurant. Ripples tickled the shore of the tranquil bay, which, according to the island guide in my glorious over-water bungalow, was protected from the surf by coral reefs just beyond the outcropping of rocks where the girl lounged. All up and down the shore, our crew frolicked in the sultry Caribbean sun, tossing Frisbees and floating on their backs in the crystal-clear bay as if they were in a Corona beer commercial.

         This was the sort of island paradise featured on office screen savers, where rich people came to decompress in seclusion and honeymooners could enjoy the ocean without ever leaving the privacy of their luxurious accommodations. Nature was king, the rhythm of the day was determined by the weather, and no one was in a hurry.

         I would’ve been bored to tears if I weren’t producing a movie.

         What can I say? For better or worse, I’d never known what to do with myself in the absence of a mission. Everyone talked about the importance of meditation or yoga to relieve stress, but I found stress useful. Pressure kept my feet on the ground—without it I feared I might float away. My therapist had tried in vain to convince me otherwise in recent months, but what did she know? I could only assume the entertainment industry was far more cutthroat than the mental health industry.

         At any rate, I simply wasn’t made for a tropical environment like rock girl obviously was. My curly mop of dark hair didn’t do that beachy wave thing; it frizzed. My lily-white skin didn’t bronze; it burned. Also, I was allergic to sundresses, especially those in bright colors.

         “You’re staring.”

         I spun to see Jackson Power’s lopsided grin. A pair of black Wayfarers slid down his nose, revealing mirthful muddy green eyes.

         “Hard not to,” I admitted.

         “I’ll say.” He dropped his backpack and towel on a lounger under one of the ten or so straw umbrellas that dotted the beach and pulled his T-shirt over his head, revealing sun-kissed olive skin. Jackson was skinny, to be sure, but not unattractive. He was our director though, and I would never cross the line with someone I was working with.

         Never again.

         “Why didn’t you come fishing with us yesterday?” Jackson asked.

         “I get seasick,” I lied.

         Jackson watched our mermaid stretch her long limbs out like a cat, her chestnut locks tousled by the steady midday breeze.

         “Who is she?” I asked.

         “Stella’s new assistant.” He tossed his sunglasses into his bag. “She always did like the pretty ones.”

         I opened my mouth to inquire what he meant, but he was already off, diving horizontally into the shallow water.

         Annoyed Stella had somehow hired an assistant I knew nothing about, I collapsed on a chair in the shelter of an umbrella and gladly shed the black sun hat I’d thought ideal back home in Los Angeles last week. I’d since come to understand why everyone wore light shades in the tropics, but the appropriate hats in the gift store were so exorbitantly priced that I had yet to bring myself to buy one. I blew down my black T-shirt and tugged at the damp waistband of my jean cutoffs, which I’d taken scissors to only this morning. Denim: also inappropriate for the Caribbean. My suitcase of dark T-shirts, jeans, and cargo pants was going to have to be amended.

         I’d slathered myself in SPF 70 and worn a sporty black one-piece beneath my clothes in hopes of perhaps going for a swim, but as I gazed upon the goddess on the rock, I thought better of it. Not because my sense of self-worth was tied up with my physical appearance—which it wasn’t—but because I was only human, and while the curves on my vertically challenged frame were kept mostly in check by daily CrossFit torture, I knew when I was out of my league. Not that anyone was looking. Not that there was anyone on the island I’d have wanted to look. Still, vanity.

         Was vanity permissible these days? I wasn’t sure. I knew I was supposed to be self-assured and body-confident, everyone else be damned—and that sounded fantastic—but it was also a tall order for a girl who’d grown up in millennial Hollywood (oh, the midriffs!) with a misogynist father. So I buried my shameful insecurity beneath an industrial-strength steel facade and didn’t let anyone in. According to my therapist.

         I observed from behind my Ray-Bans as Jackson and the girl pretended not to notice each other out in the bay. Assistant, my ass. This chick was an actress preening for the director if ever I saw one. And I’d seen plenty.

         A soccer ball landed next to my chair with a thwack, sending sand flying. Even in my foul mood, I could see it was a sign too obvious to ignore. It wasn’t the crew’s fault I hadn’t been invited fishing yesterday; I shouldn’t take my anger out on them. Anyway, I enjoyed soccer.

         Gathering my wild curls into a ponytail, I dribbled the ball over toward a sound guy, two grips, a PA, and an electrical engineer. “Room for one more?” I asked, squinting into the sun.

         “You’re on our team,” Sam, the scrawny sound guy, called. “That’s our goal.” He indicated two orange plastic cones about fifty feet away.

         I threw a thumbs-up and kicked him the ball. I hadn’t played seriously since high school, but I was a decent defender and could pull off a few tricks that made me look cooler than I was. In no time I was sandy and sweaty, my foul mood forgotten.

         We’d stopped for a water break when I saw my boss emerge bare-chested from a pathway cut between the red-flowering trees. Cole Power, the Sexiest Man in Hollywood twice over: first after his breakout role at twenty-five—thick dark hair falling in front of stormy blue eyes, cigarette dangling from pillowy lips, T-shirt sleeves rolled to display bulging biceps—and again three years ago at forty-six, in a slim-fit black suit this time, close-cropped hair accentuating a square jaw, and one of the most recognizable faces on the planet, made only more desirable by age. A distinctly male advantage.

         These days the hair was back, and thicker than ever. Navy board shorts rode low on his hips, threatening to slide off as he sauntered along the shoreline toward me, his bronzed chest cut by minimum two-hour workouts with his trainer every morning. He was a gorgeous man with charisma to spare, not to mention an icon: the original Outsider, a rebel artist with a dimple and a penchant for fast cars, expensive wine, and beautiful women. But I’d been working for him only three months, and his mercurial charm had already worn thin, revealing an ego larger than his home state of Texas lurking just beneath the surface. It wasn’t his fault, per se. If I’d had the entire globe sucking my dick on command and blowing sunshine up my ass for more than half my life, I’d probably be a narcissist too.

         The immediate problem though—the problem that made me want to run and hide in my beautifully appointed bungalow—was the question I needed to ask him and the embarrassment it would cause me. He wouldn’t spare me any shame—I knew him well enough to know that. But time was running out.

         I signaled my teammates to play on without me and joined Cole beneath the shade of a thatched umbrella, where he flopped down on a lounger and groaned. A lanky waiter in a pink polo shirt with a name tag that read “Jamal” appeared holding a menu and a large bottle of spring water, which Cole immediately grabbed and began chugging.

         “Good afternoon, Mr. Power,” Jamal said. Like most of the staff, he was African-Caribbean with a lilting accent so musical, I could listen to him read the phone book. “What else can I get you?”

         Cole wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes fixed on a cruise ship on the horizon. “I need a shoulder massage. From a woman.” He threw Jamal a pained smile. “My head is pounding. Had a little too much fun in Gen Town last night—you know how it goes.”

         Jamal nodded, clearly pleased Cole had acknowledged him. “Yes, Mr. Power, I know how it goes.”

         Jamal turned and mimed a shoulder rub to a similarly dressed female employee hovering in the shade of the thatched snack shack at the edge of the tree line. She grabbed a bottle of lotion and started across the sand on sturdy legs, her arm raised to shield her eyes from the blazing sun. There went my opportunity to speak to Cole in private.

         “Can I get you anything from the menu?” Jamal asked.

         “A green shake,” Cole replied, enveloping Jamal in the warmth of his famous crooked grin. “And Tylenol. Thanks, man.”

         “No problem.” Jamal returned his smile. “Anytime.”

         “Good afternoon, Mr. Power,” the female employee said, stepping under the shade of the umbrella. I scanned her name tag. Tina. I liked to learn names. It came in especially useful working for Cole, who loved to think he knew everyone’s name but always got them wrong, and no one ever corrected him. He had confidently called me Tyler for the first month I worked for him, which I guess would have been an understandable mistake if I were a guy.

         “Mr. Power needs a shoulder massage,” Jamal told her before departing in the direction of the snack shack.

         “Certainly.” Tina displayed a gap-toothed smile. “How do you like the pressure?”

         “Gimme everything you got. I can take it.” Cole dazzled her with his brilliant baby blues before flipping onto his stomach.

         Flustered, Tina sank to her knees in the sand and began rubbing Cole’s shoulders. “You guys have fun fishing yesterday?” I asked.

         He grunted confirmation. “Bartender last night just about killed me though. Kept making specialties he thought I’d like. He was right.”

         From what I’d seen on our golf cart tour when we arrived the day before yesterday, “town” on this tiny island was nothing more than one cobblestone road lined with local shops painted in bright Caribbean colors, anchored by a concrete-block post office so miniature it looked like a children’s playhouse. “There are bars in town?”

         “One. If it’s still standing after last night.”

         “I’d have loved to join you boys,” I said pointedly. “On the fishing trip, too.”

         “I didn’t think you’d want to come.”

         I bristled. “Why, because I’m a girl?”

         “Because you’re a vegetarian.”

         “I’m pescatarian. And anyway, Francisco’s vegan and you invited him.”

         “He is? I didn’t know that.”

         I sighed. What could I do? At the moment I desperately needed the admittedly liberal paycheck that no one else was willing to give me, so I was stuck with him, and he knew it. Anyway, this certainly wasn’t the first time in my career that I’d been excluded due to my extra X chromosome. Not so many years ago, I’m sure he would’ve said it outright (and would have also likely hired strippers). But times had changed: these days I wasn’t explicitly uninvited; I was just left in the dark—a miscommunication, if anyone raised eyebrows. This move would have been impossible if the handful of other women on the crew were around, but their departments—wardrobe, makeup, script supervisor, and a lone female electrician—didn’t arrive until today.

         “You’ll need to call the bar and give them a card. I didn’t have one on me,” he continued.

         I was his producer, not his personal assistant, though he rarely seemed to know or care where the line was. Everyone in Cole’s orbit simply did whatever he asked, no matter whether or not it fell within the jurisdiction of their job description. But a night on the town wasn’t in our film budget. “Ben has your personal cards,” I returned.

         “It’s a film expense.”

         I took a controlled breath. “This is an independent film. You know we’re on a tight budget. Anything you spend on things like fishing trips and bar tabs, it comes out of what goes on-screen.”

         His laugh had an edge to it. “You gotta stop worrying about money, half-pint.”

         I hated the way he called me half-pint, but he claimed the nickname was a term of endearment and found it hilarious. “It’s my job to worry about money.”

         He propped up on his elbows, his lips curled into a smile. “It’s my money,” he said lightly. “Just pay the tab and raise the budget. The more I spend on this movie, the less I pay in taxes. You have any idea how much I pay in taxes?”

         “Roughly half, I’d guess,” I muttered.

         He chuckled. “Not if you have the accountants I do.”

         “If we’re raising the budget, I have a list about a mile long of things we actually need that got cut after Steve—”

         He held up a hand. “Enough about fucking Steve.”

         I bit my tongue. Fucking Steve was the line producer hired before I was brought on. He’d been used to working on much higher-budget films and had so grossly overpaid for everything at the top of the list that he ran out of money long before he reached the bottom, leaving us scavenging for crumbs to make up the rest of the cost. I’d recognized the problem early on and had wanted to replace him, but he and Cole had been “mates” (Steve was British) for years, and Cole wouldn’t hear of it. In fact, Cole was so adamant that I had to wonder whether Steve had some kind of dirt on him that demanded Cole’s loyalty. Suffice it to say that Cole was extremely protective of his image. Unfortunately, the satisfaction of being proven right about Steve’s incompetence was far outweighed by the stress of having to clean up his mess.

         Cole flopped back onto his stomach. “Get your thumbs between my scaps,” he instructed Tina. “Yeah, that’s it.” He groaned. “You’re an angel. Right there. God, I love a woman with strong hands.”

         I imagined her strong hands around his neck, squeezing.

         But it was his money—all of it, including the part that paid my salary.

         I’d been recruited to produce The Siren mainly because Cole had gotten flack in the media for his entertainment company being a boy’s club, which it was. For my part, I’d gladly accepted Cole’s offer not only because it was generous, but because it was the sole offer I’d fielded in the half a year since I’d been unceremoniously dumped from my prior job, and I was running out of money, not to mention losing my sanity to a deadly cocktail of inertia and depression.

         Power Pictures was smaller than customary for entertainment companies owned by stars of Cole’s stature and was yet to deliver anything when I came on board. He handed me The Siren—a low-budget, complicated, truly independent passion project without studio involvement or even outside money—while the rest of the team stayed in LA to develop bigger things.

         Why Cole had given his son, whose life he’d never much been involved in as far as I could tell, a three-million-dollar budget to direct a movie as his film school graduation present was beyond me. He and Jackson were far from chummy, and it was certainly a lot of trouble to go to for a tax benefit. But then, God only knew how much he had in the bank after the box-office-smashing success of the Gentleman Gangster series. (The fifth installment, for which he’d been paid thirty million plus an unheard-of percentage of the back end, had opened last month to even bigger numbers than any of the previous four.) The world was head over heels for the vicious yet charming anti-hero Gentleman Gangster. In a time of ever-declining ticket sales, Cole Power was one of the few movie stars whose name still drew a crowd.

         Not only was father-of-the-year Cole Power financing The Siren, but in an even curiouser move, he’d agreed to star in it. It would be the lowest-budget film he’d done since before his first turn as Hollywood’s Sexiest Man. Of course, his appearance in it all but guaranteed the film’s success, which boded well for me and everyone else working on it, so I wasn’t protesting. I was now one of the many, many people whose livelihood depended on audiences continuing to fork over their hard-earned cash to see Cole Power smolder “A gentleman never shoots a man in the back.”

         Tina continued to rub Cole’s shoulders as he squinted across the water at the siren on the rock, now leaning out over the water to converse with Jackson, her breasts dangling before him like ripe grapefruits. “Who’s that?”

         “Stella’s new assistant.”

         “Of course.” He sniggered.

         “Funny. Jackson had the same reaction.” I raised my brows.

         “Did he?” Cole eyed the two of them, the corners of his mouth downturned. “What else did he say?”

         “Nothing.”

         I contemplated. I’d just pissed him off by reminding him the movie had a budget, and I certainly couldn’t care less about Stella’s preferences, but if a known pattern indicated there might be a problem, as producer I needed to know. I’d had a hell of a time getting Stella insured to play Cole’s wife after her checkered past, and the insurance had caveats—like her staying sober. “Is there something I should know?” I ventured.

         “No.” He suddenly rose to his feet, leaving Tina kneeling in the sand with no shoulders to rub. She looked to me for direction. I knew he’d probably want her to hang around, but I saw a chance to handle my sticky business with him and decided to take it before we were interrupted again.

         “Thank you.” I dismissed her with an apologetic smile, pressing a fifty into her hand. Cole had an accurate theory that people rarely had anything bad to say about stars who were generous, so he insisted everyone around him always have cash on hand to grease the wheels.

         “Hey, handsome!”

         “Speak of the devil,” Cole said under his breath.

         Seriously? Was I ever going to get a moment alone with him?

         Stella traipsed across the sand toward us, her slender frame clad in a turquoise caftan, wide-brimmed white sun hat covering her expertly highlighted honey-and-milk-chocolate waves. She was still beautiful at what she claimed was thirty-six but I knew from processing her paperwork was really forty, her heart-shaped face and delicate features offset by large, come-hither green eyes. I also knew after seeing her barefaced at the makeup test that even with the aid of fillers and Botox, the years of partying had taken a toll. She’d mastered the art of camouflaging the fine lines around her mouth and the hollows beneath her eyes with foundation and contouring, but our cinematographer would have to be incredibly careful how he lit and shot her.

         Cole fired up his megawatt smile. “Stella! Gorgeous.” He slid his arm around her and gave her lingering kisses on each cheek. “Good to see you. Mmm, you look good enough to eat.”

         “Oh, stop it!” Stella swatted at Cole. “You know you’re more gorgeous than I am.”

         Stella and Cole had been an item way back when, and the scandal surrounding their breakup had been massive, but that was a long time ago and Cole was so insistent on hiring Stella that I’d figured they must have made peace since. Anyway, as skeptical as I was about casting her after her multiple, very public breakdowns, she’d been nothing but agreeable thus far. It had been nearly a decade since her last stint in rehab, and all her party-girl friends seemed to have gotten it together and moved on with their lives. Maybe her troubles really were in the past. She and Cole certainly appeared chummy enough now, play-fighting about whose abs were tighter.

         I stood outside the circle of mutual admiration sweating in my inappropriate clothes, my curls sticking to the back of my neck. “Glad you finally made it,” I said. “How was the flight over?”

         “That little plane, my God! I don’t think I’ve ever flown on anything that small… Landing on the water was crazy. I thought I might die.”

         Cole snickered. “Glad to hear your flair for the dramatic is intact.”

         “This place is amazing.” Stella swept her arm toward the horizon. “The water is just…so blue. I can’t even. I’ve always wanted to live on an island, drink from a coconut. So romantic. I love it.”

         Out in the bay, Jackson splashed the girl on the rock, eliciting a cascade of squeals. We watched as she stood, laughing, then dove into the sea.

      

   


   
      
         
            June 2, 2006

            Celeb Spotter

            Stole Getting Married?

         

         It was a wet-n-wild weekend for Stella Rivers, 27, and Cole Power, 36. The two, who have been hot and heavy since playing opposite each other as star-crossed lovers in the film Faster, were spotted Saturday in Miami, lounging on Power’s yacht. Rivers flaunted her toned figure in a barely there white bikini, while Power helped lube her up with sunscreen [picture]. Later that night, “Stole” were spotted in the VIP room of Thrive nightclub’s annual white party, dancing the night away to the sound of DJ Hall with a group of friends that included actress Hannah Bridges and her boyfriend, Chad Young. But the biggest news came on Sunday, when Stole were spotted canoodling at brunch at hot spot South Shore, Stella wearing what appears to be a square-cut diamond solitaire on her ring finger [pic]. According to our source, the ring is startlingly similar to the engagement ring Cole’s character gives Stella’s character at the end of Faster. Could wedding bells be in their future?

      

   


   
      
         
            Stella

         

         Felicity!” I called, waving my hand overhead.

         She glided in with the surf like Aphrodite, only way hotter. I’d seen the paintings—I knew. One wealthy Austrian I dated in my early twenties who shall remain nameless even had a museum-quality Diana hanging in the entry hall of his country estate, by one of those famous Renaissance artists whose objets d’affection were always depicted as lumpy and pale—a reflection of the beauty standards of the time I’m sure, but Fee! My God. Greek goddesses had nothing on her. She was TV pretty. Though these days it did seem like every casting wanted “real people.” As if having a symmetrical face and a trim waist somehow made you not a real person.

         People might think I’d be jealous of my young assistant—and I’m sure some actresses would be—but you can’t hold youth against the young. I am an Aquarius, after all; I’ve always valued aesthetics. And I understood what it was like to be splendor in the springtime of life. I was a girl like her not that long ago: hot without caveat. I knew I was still beautiful—it would be ungrateful and disingenuous to pretend otherwise—but I had to admit I was always a little thrown when I looked in the mirror these days. Like, Who is this woman staring back at me?

         As much as I’d have loved to imagine myself aging gracefully like a sexy French dame, I lived in Hollywood, where women were put out to pasture at forty. Which is why I couldn’t let anyone know I’d just turned forty. Forty! Lord, it sounded so old. The problem was, I’d been acting since I was a child, so it was hard to lie believably about my age. And it didn’t help that I had to dye my hair every three weeks to keep the grays at bay. I did it myself so no one would know. You can’t trust hair stylists. At least I still had my “captivating emerald” eyes (September 2005 Vogue’s description, not mine), though the crow’s-feet drove me nuts, and I was afraid to get injections around my eyes for fear of looking frozen. C’est la vie.

         I stepped beneath the shade of the thatched umbrella and fanned myself with my hat as Felicity sauntered across the pale pink sand, her thin beige bikini clinging to her curvy wet body like a tan line. I couldn’t help but notice Jackson pretending not to watch from out in the bay. Ooh…they would make a cute couple. Maybe I should play matchmaker. I did want to help her any way I could. Contrary to popular belief, I was actually quite generous. “Come meet Cole,” I continued. “And—” Oh hell, I’d forgotten the producer girl’s name again. “And everybody!”

         Felicity fluffed her bangs and ran her fingers through her short brunette waves, flashing a smile that warmed her cat-like dark eyes. “I just have to hug you,” she purred, throwing her toned arms around Cole’s neck. Accustomed to but never bored by the attention of beautiful girls, he inhaled her like a wolf would a rabbit, his hands on her back as she pressed her damp skin to his. “Bad Boy got me through high school.”

         “Glad to be of service.” He fixed her with his mesmerizing gaze.

         “I’m Taylor,” the producer girl chimed in, extending her hand.

         Wait a minute—this was Taylor? Surely she couldn’t be the same Taylor the wardrobe girls were dishing about at my fitting. She certainly didn’t look like a “devious little slut.” She was diminutive and pale with messy black hair and brown eyes, wearing an unflattering mix of knee-length cutoff jean shorts and a bulky T-shirt that seemed specifically designed to repel any romantic interest.

         The wardrobe girls were shocked I hadn’t heard about the scandal—something about her being fired for embezzling from the studio run by her father while having an affair with a coworker—but after all the hurtful things printed about me over the years, I never read gossip. Which of course meant I shouldn’t believe it either. So maybe this Taylor wasn’t a homewrecking embezzler after all. But I kinda hoped she was. It had been my experience that devious little sluts were generally way more fun than upright citizens.

         “I have to hug you too.” Felicity beamed, wrapping Taylor in an embrace. “Thank you for having me down.”

         Over Felicity’s shoulder, I could see a wave of discomfort pass over Taylor’s face. I hadn’t exactly told her I was bringing an assistant. But what could she expect? I was a star; of course I had an assistant. And the line producer had approved the cost last-minute without protest. She was lucky I didn’t travel with a personal chef, a trainer, and a makeup artist, like some of my contemporaries.

         Felicity fingered Taylor’s curls. “Your hair smells amazing. What is that?”

         “It’s just the…uh, the hotel shampoo,” Taylor stammered, her cheeks pink.

         “It’s delicious,” Felicity breathed. “I’m gonna steal every bottle in my bathroom.”

         She released Taylor, leaving the impression of her wet swimsuit top on Taylor’s black T-shirt, and swept her arm out at the brilliant beach. “Gorgeous day.”

         “So you’re Stella’s assistant?” Cole asked her, though I could’ve sworn I’d just clarified this. Maybe I hadn’t. Sometimes the pills I took for my anxiety made it hard to differentiate between what I’d thought and what I’d actually said, but they made me feel so good I didn’t mind. I’d snuck an extra on the plane ride over, and now I was wrapped up in its soft embrace like a baby in a blanket. I was supposed to be sober, of course, but the pills were prescription. No one but Felicity needed to know how many I’d taken or how delightful they made me feel.

         Felicity nodded, batting her kohl-rimmed almond eyes at my ex-husband.

         “She’s the absolute best,” I confirmed. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

         I could see the edge of Cole’s lip twitching like he was holding back a smirk. “And how long have you been working together?”

         Felicity slipped her tanned arm around me and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Feels like forever, doesn’t it?”

         “But how long has it actually been?” he needled.

         What was he on about? “We met around the time the rains cleared,” I offered. I’d thought that would be enough, but they were all still looking at me expectantly. “It must’ve been spring,” I clarified, catching Felicity’s eye for confirmation. “The jacarandas were blooming, remember?” She nodded. “I love the jacarandas, raining soft purple flowers all over the city…” Now they were eyeing me. Perhaps I’d said too much. It was so difficult to strike a balance between not enough and too much when you were floating on a cloud just above your body. “I’m so transported by beauty,” I explained. “It makes me feel alive. It’s beautiful here too though, isn’t it?”

         There, I’d brought it back around. I felt a trickle of sweat run down my back as we all took a minute to appreciate the gently lapping sunlit sea.

         “Yes.” Taylor nodded. “I love those flowering red trees.”

         “The flamboyant trees!” I exclaimed, proud I knew the name. “I love the flamboyant trees too.”

         “Flamboyant trees, what a great name.” Taylor was smiling for real now. I could always tell when people were smiling for real. And I have to say, her wide smile made her much more attractive. “How did you know that?”

         “I shot a movie down here—Call of the Sea? I played the daughter of a ship captain, learned to sail a boat and everything. But I just fell in love with those trees. Loved them so much I had one planted in my yard back in LA.”

         “I know Call of the Sea,” Taylor piped up. “You were fantastic in it. Weren’t you nominated for a supporting Oscar?”

         “No.” I sighed. It was a sore point. I shouldn’t have brought it up. I got freshly angry anytime I thought of it. “I got the Golden Globe nom but was snubbed by the Oscars.”

         “That was one of the first R-rated movies I ever saw,” Felicity chimed in.

         “No need to remind us of your embryonic age, babe,” I teased. “You exude youth like a virgin at prom.”

         Taylor laughed. “You’re funny,” she said in what I thought just might be an admiring sort of way. Maybe I was going to like this devious little slut after all. She was no beauty, bless her heart, but she was cute. She had spunk, and a little spunk goes a long way, especially combined with flattery.

         “So, two months, then?” Cole was looking at me like he expected an answer; I had no idea what he was talking about. I would have raised an eyebrow, but I’d had my forehead Botoxed the previous week, so that was impossible.

         Felicity pursed her full lips. “Something like that.”

         I was glad they’d settled it.

         “Huh,” Cole said. “And how did you meet?”

         Lord he was nosy today. “Pure luck.” I couldn’t help but smile, remembering Felicity silhouetted by the late-afternoon sun, the bracelet slipping from her wrist as she crossed the path ahead of me. “I was with Mary Elizabeth at Lake Hollywood—”

         “She’s still alive?” Cole spat incredulously.

         “Who’s Mary Elizabeth?” Taylor asked.

         “Her Chihuahua,” Cole clarified. “She must be a hundred years old—she’s had her since we were together.”

         “Oh my God shut up. It wasn’t that long ago.”

         He chuckled. “It was pre-Obama.”

         I rolled my eyes. “No need to date—”

         “Oh, I’m sure it’s all a fog for you, darling.” Cole bared his teeth in what appeared to everyone else as a charming smile. And here I’d been thinking perhaps he’d changed.

         But I wouldn’t let him get me down. I opened my bag and gently lifted my sweet darling from her tuffet. She was shaking, unnerved by the sudden exposure to the terrible brightness of the beach and all the staring faces, her tawny fur raised in alarm. She reached her little paws for me, and I pressed her to my chest as she licked my chin. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about her getting cold in this balmy climate.

         Felicity reached over and stroked her head. “Hello, angel,” she cooed.

         “She’s adorable,” Taylor remarked. “She’s so tiny.”

         “With such a big heart,” Felicity agreed, taking her from me and nestling her between her boobs. Mary Elizabeth calmed down immediately.

         “She loves Felicity.” I smiled.

         “I see,” Cole said. His eyes were hidden by dark glasses, but I’d bet all the money I had left (which, granted, wasn’t much) that he was staring at her cleavage. Honestly, it was hard not to.

         I’d once had that effect on him. Not that I wanted to now—though I could likely still draw his eye if I tried. He was as handsome as ever and a dalliance would be good press. Felicity was insistent I shouldn’t fear the press anymore; I was to court it, feed it, use it. I’d been out of the spotlight only a few short years—well, a decade, I guess—but things have changed, she said. I was to be proactive if I wanted to revitalize my career. I needed to get people’s attention, show them who I was today. But I’d been hiding from the press since I was a teenager. Now suddenly I was supposed to embrace it? Wouldn’t I appear desperate, fighting for attention like a reality star—or worse, social media influencer?

         I was an actress, not a fame whore like whoever it was they’d hired to play opposite me. Madison somebody. Karanian? Karabian? Kasabian, that was it. Madison Kasabian. I’d never heard of her, but apparently she had over a million followers, whatever that meant. I’d looked her up and found hundreds, maybe thousands, of videos of an admittedly beautiful girl with perfect skin, long raven hair, enviable brows, and a full mouth, but no discernable talent that I could see, besides transforming her face with contouring and makeup. Which was certainly a great skill to have, but not the one you needed to be a real actress. What was this world coming to?

         “So, you were telling us how you two met.” Cole shifted his gaze from Felicity to me.

         Why did I feel like he was challenging me? Had he only invited me here for his entertainment? It was hard enough trying to keep my chin up these days without my ex-husband taunting me. I’d only seen him a few brief times since I accepted the role, but he’d been so nice until now that I’d been hopeful he’d evolved. Alas, I probably shouldn’t have taken the role—I knew better than anyone how changeable he could be—but I couldn’t turn it down. I needed it. And he knew I needed it. The roof of my beautiful home was leaking, the pool was empty, my car was making a terrible noise. Luckily, I had a mechanic who always did the labor for free after I went to lunch with him, but still, Range Rover parts were expensive, especially on older models.

         To be in a deferential position with Cole wasn’t ideal, but I wouldn’t bite the hand that fed me no matter how much it scratched. I fingered my crystal pendant: amethyst, for tranquility and sobriety. Regardless of his motivation for giving me this role, it was a godsend for which I was grateful. I would have an Attitude of Gratitude. He’d given me the opportunity; all I had to do was turn in a brilliant performance, and I would have my career back for real. No more low-budget indies with their cheap motels and pizzas for dinner. Pizza! I couldn’t do the carbs. I really couldn’t. The bloating, the lethargy…

         Truth be told, I’d done only one of those awful low-budget affairs. A horror movie, of all things. But it took only one to realize that sort of thing was not for me. They didn’t even have stand-ins—they expected me to stand there for hours drenched in disgusting sticky fake blood while they adjusted their shoddy lighting equipment. I shuddered at the memory. I’d gotten rave reviews though, by the handful of people who saw the thing. And it had helped me secure a part in a Lifetime movie. Not a large part, but a part, nonetheless. I recognized how depressing it was that I considered a small role in a Lifetime movie a career win these days, but I would stay positive. What you think about you bring about! I only ever thought of myself as a star and stayed far away from the forbidding stairwells that twisted downward into the dark recesses of my mind.

         Which, of course, was why I hadn’t made any progress on the tell-all memoir I was meant to be writing. In a moment of insanity during a promo I was contractually obligated to do for the horror film, I’d told the interviewer I was writing a memoir. To clear things up, in my own words. Put the truth out there, no reporters involved (and hopefully put a little money in my bank account). It was a good idea; Felicity agreed. Only, I hadn’t yet been able to bring myself to actually write the damn thing.

         My mouth was suddenly parched, and Cole was looking at me like he wanted an answer for something. Luckily, Felicity swooped to the rescue.

         “I dropped my charm bracelet,” she recounted. Christ, are we still talking about this? “It was from my mother and meant everything to me. Stella picked it up, and we started talking. I fell in love with Mary Elizabeth immediately and offered to help with her.”

         “And she was so much help, I realized she was the perfect fit to be my assistant,” I finished, with what I hoped was an air of finality.

         Neither of us mentioned that I’d yet to pay Felicity a dime of actual money. I had no idea how she was paying her bills; I’d been compensating her for her time with clothes and bags and jewelry. But now she was on the movie payroll, thank heavens.

         “Welcome aboard.” Cole flashed his dimple at Felicity.

         “Thank you,” she said. “I’m here to help, so if there’s anything that any of you need, as long as I’m not busy with something for Stella, I’m happy to assist.”

         Taylor laughed. “Careful what you offer on a set. It’s easy to get taken advantage of.”

         Felicity smiled. “I’m not worried about that.”

      

   


   
      
         
            October 11, 2018

            HorrorFansOnline:

            Video Interview with Stella Rivers,

star of Blood Bond


            78 people like this

         

         
                [Time marker 4:57]

            HorrorFans: So you’ve never done horror before. What drew you to the role of Emily?

            Stella Rivers: No matter the genre, I always choose roles that speak to me on some level, and I really identified with Emily. It’s not easy when your husband takes up with someone else. It makes you doubt yourself, leaves you feeling defeated, less-than…You start thinking self-destructive thoughts. It can drive you crazy, as it does Emily, and you become someone you don’t even recognize.

            HF: It sounds like you have some personal experience with cheating.

            SR: You know I don’t talk about my personal life, but I will say it’s something I’m familiar with. Emily’s not the kind of person who sits there and takes it, and that’s something I can really appreciate. I’m like that too. Her anger transforms her. Of course she makes some mistakes along the way, that end up—not to spoil anything—adding to the horror element of the movie—

            HF: Good catch. We don’t want to give anything away. This one has a shocking ending you won’t see coming. The raw anger you channeled as Emily was very believable.

            SR: Thank you. I really felt like I could feel her pain, and it was cathartic for me. We’ve gone through some of the same things. You know how it is—you get angry and suddenly your anger takes over and maybe you do things you wish you hadn’t. Then it’s over and you look back and realize “Shit, I shouldn’t have done that, and now I’m gonna have to live with it for the rest of my life,” and it can really bring you down, make you crazy.

            HF: (laughs) Wow, what are you trying to tell us?

            SR: No, it’s just sometimes—you know, sometimes good people do bad things. And bad people do bad things too, of course. And sometimes a bad person or a bad moment can influence a good person to do a bad thing.

            HF: Sounds like you need to write a book.

            SR: Oh, I am. You know, people look at me and they see all the outside things, the things the tabloids have printed. But they don’t know the real story. And I’ll tell you, it’s not what it seems.

            HF: So the famously private Stella Rivers is writing a tell-all memoir?

            SR: I’m private because things get filtered and twisted by the press. But in my own words, I want to come clean, as they say, set the record straight.

            HF: And when can we expect this explosive book?

            SR: You know any good publishers, you send them my way.

            HF: I certainly will. It’s been great talking with you. Please come back when you release your book!

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Felicity

            Thirteen Years Ago

         

         Iris stands in front of the mirror in her panties, painting her eyes black. I like them better plain like when it’s just the two of us hanging out by the pool at the Super 8 next door or whatever, but she tells me I’m wrong. Men like mystery.

         It must be true because every night she changes from my mom (which I am not allowed to call her except in my head) into this magical creature: glittering eyes, golden hair like a shampoo commercial, boobs spilling out of her dress, legs all tan and shimmery, balancing with ease on heels I can’t walk two steps in. She’s like a butterfly. Only, one time when I told her that, thinking it was a good thing, she wrinkled her nose and said, “Ew! So I’m, like, normally a caterpillar? Gross.”

         But she knows what she’s doing because every night she gets a man. She doesn’t usually bring them to our apartment unless they’re special because I’m here and she doesn’t want them seeing where she lives. But she tells me about them. What they do, what nice clothes they wear, what their fancy apartments look like. She doesn’t tell me what they do with her, but I can guess. I’ve seen the internet. And also there was one time Miss Nina downstairs wasn’t home, and she had to hide me in the bathroom when she brought one home.

         Now that I’m ten I get to stay home by myself at night because I’m so responsible. And really I got to do that most of the time when I was nine too, and a little bit at eight. But before that I had to stay with neighbors and friends like Miss Nina or Mrs. Alvarez, who always had like a dozen kids there, so that was really fun.

         Staying home alone isn’t so bad though. I get to watch as much TV and whatever movies I want, even if they’re R rated, with sex and cussing and people shooting each other. And I love movies. I think maybe one day I’ll be a movie star. Mom says I won’t be so pudgy when I grow up. It’s just baby fat, she says. And I’ll grow into my big nose, which must be my father’s because it’s sure not hers. At least I have her shiny blond hair and big blue eyes.

         I grab one of her lip glosses and paint my mouth with it, making kissy faces in the glass. Suddenly my lips are on fire. “Shit!” I fan my mouth, tears springing to my eyes.

         Iris laughs as I flip on the sink and try to get the gunk off. “Lip plumper,” she says when I straighten up and wipe my face on a towel. “That’ll teach ya to ask when you wanna borrow something.”

         “Why do you do that?” I blink away tears. “It burns.”

         She shrugs. “Beauty must suffer—haven’t you heard?” She applies it to her own lips and smacks them without flinching.

         “You look beautiful,” I say. “Are you dancing tonight?”

         She shakes her head, curls bouncing.

         She’s a dancer, but I’ve never gotten to see her dance because you have to be a grown-up to go to the place where she dances. But we like to dance together when we’re watching American Idol or America’s Got Talent, and I can tell how good she is.

         “So, do you have a date?”

         She spritzes herself with perfume that smells like jasmine. “You know it, girl.”

         The bathroom’s so small that now I smell like jasmine too, which makes me feel like she’s hugging me. “Who’s the lucky gentleman?” She likes it when I call her dates gentlemen. It makes her laugh.

         “I don’t even know if I should tell you.” Her sky-blue eyes twinkle. “It’s a secret.”

         “Why’s it a secret? Is he a politician?” She’s told me how much politicians love to keep secrets. Especially the ones who talk about Jesus a lot.

         “Even better.” She breezes into our bedroom and rifles through the overstuffed closet, pulling out a sparkly silver dress.

         “Now you have to tell me,” I beg. “I swear I won’t tell anyone.”

         She shimmies into the minidress and offers me her back. “He’s a movie star,” she says as I zip her up.

         My eyes go wide. “Which one?”

         “Only your favorite.” She grins.

         “Cole Power?” I gasp. I don’t even like boys yet, and I like him. I would have a poster of him above my bed if I didn’t share a bed with my mom. “You have a date with the Cole Power?”

         She nods. I spring onto the bed and start jumping and squealing. I can’t control myself. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God! Holy shit, Mom!”

         “Iris!” she corrects me.

         “Sorry. I’m just so excited!” I bounce onto my butt next to her on the tired pink comforter.

         “How’d you meet him?”

         She removes a shoe box from a shopping bag and takes out a pair of sky-high silver heels to match the dress. “He came into the club last night and liked me so much he spent the entire evening with me.”

         “So that’s how you got those new shoes.” I laugh.

         She slips them on and stands. “What do you think?”

         “You look like a supermodel,” I say. It’s true, she’s the most gorgeous mom anybody ever had. I’m sure of it. “Maybe he’ll want to marry you.” My eyes travel to the black-and-white poster of the Eiffel Tower hanging above our bed. “We could finally go to Paris!” But a cloud darkens my happiness as I remember the cover of one of the magazines sitting on our coffee table. “He’s married already though. He got married to Stella Rivers, like, last month.”

         “That’s why it’s a secret,” she says, stuffing things into her purse. “But don’t worry. Celebrities have affairs all the time. It’s no big deal. And anyway, marriage is overrated. Better to be the one he’s cheating with than the one he’s cheating on!”

         She pulls me in for a jasmine hug and kisses me on the mouth, leaving my lips burning. But I don’t mind. My mom is going on a date with Cole Power.

      

   


   
      
         
            September 8, 2018

            The Biz Report

            Taylor Wasserman and Rory Wexler Dumped

from Woodland Studios

            (Developing)

         

         New details are emerging about Taylor Wasserman and Rory Wexler’s abrupt firing from Woodland Studios yesterday. Former colleagues say each was escorted from the lot separately around 4:00 p.m., but no details were released until a company-wide memo went out this morning. According to the memo, Wasserman and Wexler were let go due to “misappropriation of funds” over a period of months. Sources say the creative accounting was to cover up an affair between the two that had been going on for over a year. Items under investigation include expensive dinners in London, New York, and Los Angeles, thousands of dollars’ worth of clothes and jewelry, and personal use of the company jet. Wasserman is the daughter of Woodland Studios SVP, David Wasserman, who could not be reached for comment.

      

   


   
      
         
            Taylor

         

         The thatched straw umbrella did little to cut the heat of the day, which had blossomed from warm to flat-out torrid as the breeze off the bay faltered. I’d been tracking the weather obsessively to ensure that production was prepared for whatever Mother Nature had in store, but clearly my weather app had misjudged the situation. High today of eighty with showers in the afternoon, my ass. It had to be at least ninety-five and not a cloud in the cobalt sky. I fanned myself with my hat as I tried in vain to concentrate on matching the list of script changes Cole requested with the script changes Stella requested before the shit hit the fan tomorrow with the first day of filming, but it was next to impossible with Stella perched on the edge of my lounger gossiping with Cole about famous people they knew and reminiscing about old times with strangely combative undertones.

         It wasn’t fair; I was here first. Sure, it would’ve been much easier to do my work in the privacy of my bungalow, but I’d hoped Stella would scoot so that I could ask Cole the dreaded question away from prying ears. That, however, was apparently not in the cards, and moving wasn’t an option, as all the other sunshades were now occupied by cast and crew.

         The camera and set design departments were recognizable by their tans, having been on the island with Jackson for preproduction nearly a month already, but everyone else had arrived today, and were making the most of the picturesque beach before being swept into six weeks of minimum twelve-hour days. Out in the bright bay, four guys attempted to race paddleboards, while the soccer game I’d been part of earlier had morphed into a boisterous game of football; the next umbrella over, someone was singing “No Woman, No Cry,” strumming a guitar. Not an ideal working environment.

         I closed the script and gathered my bag and towel. I’d have to corner Cole alone later.

         “You taking off?” Stella asked, less than disappointed.

         “Yeah. It’s a little hot for me.”

         “Don’t forget to pay that bar tab,” Cole said.

         “Already took care of it.” I shouldered my bag as I stood. “See you guys later.”

         Intending to go for a dip in the pool, I strode toward the shaded path that led up the hill from the beach to the restaurant and infinity pool, but stopped when I spied Madison, our nanny actress, posing against a palm tree. She wore a red bikini that accentuated her curves, her long dark hair swept over one shoulder while making bedroom eyes at her phone, which was strapped to the branch of a nearby flowering bush with a GorillaPod. The GorillaPod slipped before the timer on the phone camera went off, and she cursed and reset it. I froze and quickly ducked behind a screen of dense leaves and white blossoms. I really didn’t feel like getting conscripted into taking photos of Madison right now.

         A YouTube star with only one season of a television show and a horror film under her belt, Madison had been a last-minute addition to the cast when the girl we’d originally chosen had unexpectedly dropped out a week ago. Madison was no one’s first or even second choice, but she was the only actress on the short list available for the immediate start date and pitiful salary we were offering, so here she was, bringing her 1.1 million followers along for the ride. Fun fact about Madison: she’d been briefly involved with my father while she was on the television show—which was under the umbrella of the studio he ran—but as far as I knew, she was unaware of my knowledge of this, and I planned to keep it that way. Their affair had not ended well, and I knew my hiring her would irritate him, which in its own sick way made me happy.

         Before I could slip away, Felicity sauntered up the path from the beach with a straw bag slung over her shoulder. She spotted me haphazardly hidden among the palms and gave me a quizzical look but thankfully didn’t say anything. I pressed my finger to my lips, then pointed in the direction of Madison. She caught sight of Madison and took a step back, but it was too late: Madison had already seen her.

         “Oh my God,” Madison exclaimed, rushing over to Felicity. “What are you doing here?”

         “I’m sorry,” Felicity returned with a friendly smile. “I don’t think we’ve met. Were you on the plane from LA?”

         “No, no, I flew in from New York. I’m Madison. From the Actor’s Toolbox?” Madison prompted. “We were in Lawrence’s class together, like, two years ago. You’re Nikki Nimes.”

         Felicity shook her head. “No. I’m Felicity Fox.”

         Madison peered at her suspiciously. “You’re messing with me, right? You came over to my condo to rehearse. We did a scene together, from”—she snapped her fingers, trying to recall—“Nine to Five! With Belle—Isabelle Carter. Tall, southern brunette? But it was right around the time I booked Dallas Divas, so I had to drop out before we could perform it.”

         “I’m sorry,” Felicity repeated. “I’m not an actress, and I only moved to LA a few months ago. I’m Stella Rivers’s assistant.”

         “Huh.” Madison tilted her head. “That’s so weird. You look just like her. I mean, she had long blond hair, but like, I think I had blond hair then too, so…You have a sister or a cousin or something?”

         “No. I’ve been told I have a familiar face,” Felicity said. “People are always thinking I’m someone else. Sorry I’m not your friend.”

         “Oh, we weren’t, like, friends. She was kinda weird, actually. She never hung out with any of us after class, like she thought she was better or something. And you know, I think she was meaner-looking than you. Maybe it’s the nose. Yeah, you have a better nose for sure. Still. Pretty crazy. I’ll have to find her on social to show you. Hey, speaking of, can you take a picture of me? I was trying to get one for my Insta, but the camera kept slipping.”

         Odd. Madison had seemed so sure she was someone else, it was unsettling. I hadn’t processed Felicity’s paperwork, but I felt like I would have at least been alerted if the name she was using didn’t match her passport. I’d have to ask Francisco to check. I had pegged her for an actress immediately when I laid eyes on her. Perhaps she’d done an acting class under a different name and was now denying it? But why? Or maybe, more likely, it was simply a case of mistaken identity.

         I took their distraction with the phone as an opportunity to slink off toward the beach, away from the crowd. I made my way across the downy sand to the shore, past the outcropping of rocks where I’d first spotted Felicity tanning, toward the end of the island, where a dock jutted into the sea. This was my first trip to the Caribbean, and I couldn’t get over how bright the water was. I was used to the sapphire blue of the Pacific, but this was an aquamarine so brilliant it seemed lit from within, dappled with red patches of seaweed that looked purple beneath the waves and sprawling beds of coral that turned the sea above a light green.

         And the sand! I’d never felt sand so soft, tinted the lightest pink with finely crumbled conch shells. Sure, I might not be a beach person, but I could admit the place had its perks.

         Safely out of sight of my compatriots, I dropped my bag, stripped down to my swimsuit, and sprinted into the ocean with abandon. The water was what some might describe as too warm, but I’ve never been a fan of cold water, and it was enough cooler than the air to be refreshing. Little fish flitted between my legs; I could see my gunmetal-gray-shellacked toes as clearly as if I’d been in a pool. It was perfect.

         I dove under. Light flickered across my closed eyelids as I glided through the water. Feeling reborn, I arose and floated on my back, shielding my eyes from the dazzling sun with a raised hand. Two white birds with black heads and red beaks circled overhead, periodically diving into the water to feed.

         Admittedly, this moment of Zen was rare for me; I normally never relaxed at all during production. I’d come straight home from set and work until I fell asleep, sometimes upright, then wake up and do it all over again the next day. Days off were for stressing about the week ahead. I’d spent months shooting in places everyone told me were amazing and never left my room except to walk to the passenger van that couriered us to set. It was better this way; I stayed focused.

         But perhaps this time would be different. I could imagine falling under the spell of this island, swimming here in this bay every chance I got, tasting the salt water on my lips. I’d make my therapist proud. Ha! She’d have a field day knowing that at this very moment, basking in the Caribbean sun on a tranquil sea, I could still hear my father’s voice in my head loud and clear, reminding me that I would only ever be average, and if I wanted to get ahead, I’d have to work harder than everyone. A glimmer of guilt smoldered at the base of my skull for all the time I was squandering right now, floating around like a rich girl on holiday. I wasn’t rich, and this wasn’t a holiday. I had far too much riding on this film to fuck it up.

         Who was I kidding? I’d already fucked up, and we hadn’t even begun shooting yet.

         
              

         

         Cole and I had arrived via chartered jet two days prior, our assistants and his personal trainer in tow. The assistant director and camera department were already on the island prepping with Jackson (as I should have been, if not for the budgetary crisis), but the rest of the cast and crew wouldn’t show up until the following evening. Cole was early by design. He had a tradition of taking the camera crew to a rowdy dinner the night before everyone else arrived on set, ostensibly to thank them for all their preproduction work, but also to ensure he’d be liked well enough to be shot in the most flattering light. He’d do the same thing with the editors before postproduction commenced. No one ever said he wasn’t smart.

         I’d worked the entire flight and was so tired when we arrived that all I wanted was to lie on the cool glass floor of my bungalow and watch the fish in the ocean below, but Cole had other ideas.

         First up was a tour of the verdant grounds conducted by smiling staff in a souped-up golf cart. Cole rode shotgun while I sat in back, wedged between our assistants. I adored my assistant. Francisco was the one good thing about my job. A twenty-five-year-old Mexican American with a small frame and a big smile, he’d become my confidant over the past three months; it always lightened my mood to gossip with him, trading stories about our terrible past boyfriends and nonexistent current dating lives. He was smart and hardworking, and even better, snarky, well dressed, and teaching me Spanish. He also had a mad crush on Cole’s perennial cool-guy assistant Ben, though neither of us was entirely sure which team Ben was hitting for. Perhaps both, or neither. We’d come to the conclusion that it was likely even Ben wasn’t sure.

         We tooled around the small, roughly angelfish-shaped island, dazed by its surreal beauty; the Genesius Resort covered the head end, with the main road running the half mile down the center to the town and port at the tail end. The rocks where I first spied Felicity would be the mouth, and the pool and restaurant area the eye. On the back side where the dorsal fin might be was the golf course, and in place of the ventral fin on the belly side were the beach and over-water bungalows, with the dock on the crown side of the head. Lush greenery climbed up the hill from the beach to the shaded teakwood deck and infinity pool that looked out over the bay, presided over by a giant stone Buddha, behind which sat the spa. The restaurant, bar, and lobby were in an adjoining airy building with a view of the sea.

         The setting was beyond gorgeous and all very serene, until Cole commandeered the golf cart and promptly wrecked it into a sand dune. But he owned the resort—the reason we’d been able to reserve it for the duration of our shoot—so I guess he was allowed to wreck things.

         After the golf cart tour was a sunset cruise on the resort’s sportfishing yacht, Cole’s jocularity greater with every cup of rum. I don’t generally drink when I’m working, but I was stressed enough by the full day behind us, I acquiesced to his pleas and downed a fruity cocktail with him as we sped past dolphins into the tangerine sky. I could tell the captain, a fit Black guy about my age, was less than impressed by my boss’s antics, his relaxed smile growing a little tighter every time Cole slapped him on the back and tried for the wheel, shouting, “Let’s see how fast this thing can go!” But Cole himself was none the wiser, slinging an arm around the guy’s shoulders and reminiscing about their past fishing trips like a commander recalling battles of long ago.

         When we returned, Francisco and Ben were allowed to retreat to their rooms, but Cole insisted I join him for a chef’s choice dinner on the porch of the charming restaurant, complete with some bottle of wine he insisted was too expensive for me not to at least sample.

         This is where it got hazy.

         I didn’t remember leaving the restaurant but had the faint recollection of being carried somewhere—by him, I supposed—though I couldn’t imagine how I could’ve let that happen. It must’ve been the alcohol, but all I could count were the rum drink on the boat and a glass of wine at dinner. Granted, the cocktail was stronger than I would have made myself, and my tolerance had likely plummeted in recent weeks. I’d had so much on my plate with preproduction that my social life was nonexistent, and at home I mostly abstained in favor of an early-morning workout.

         At any rate, I remembered nothing from dinner until the following morning—when I awoke naked in my bed, covered in sand.

         I was alone, thank God. Sun filtered through the slits in the wide wooden shutters, and I could hear the sea lapping at the pillars that held the bungalow above the water. The wood and glass floor was clean, the rattan chair empty; a dark-green T-shirt was crumpled on the bedside table. I felt a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as I recognized it as the shirt Cole had been wearing the previous evening. The clothes I’d worn last night were nowhere in sight.

         I surveyed the platform bed. Pillowcase streaked with mascara, comforter pushed back, all the pillows rumpled. I wanted to think I’d slept alone, but evidence pointed to the contrary. I was alone now though, so that was something. Perhaps I’d just been so drunk, I’d slept wildly last night. The sheets were soiled and damp in spots; I put my nose to the bed and sniffed. Detergent, salt water, and sweat, I thought—though I couldn’t rule out other bodily fluids.

         I shuddered. I couldn’t believe I’d let this happen. I hadn’t blacked out since…I wasn’t sure I’d ever blacked out. There were hazy moments in the back of cabs after long nights during college, but nothing like the dark hole that stretched from dinner until dawn. Try as I might, I could shed no light on how many times my wineglass might have been refilled or how the evening had ended. I could only assume stress had driven me to drink more than I remembered. I cringed to think what I might have said…or done.

         A prickle in the back of my brain. If this had happened in a bar, I’d assume I’d been roofied. But here? The staff would never in a million years, and I couldn’t imagine why Cole would roofie me. With a crook of his finger, he could bed anyone he wanted, at any time. I was hardly a prize catch.

         I got up and showered, studying my alabaster body while lathering the suds as though I might be able to coax what happened from my thighs, but they were unusually silent, not even a murmur of admonishment about the plate of conch fritters I devoured on the speedboat.

         Why, oh why, is Cole’s shirt on my bedside table?

         Did I have some deep subliminal attraction to Cole that I’d hidden from myself? I pictured his strong jaw, his toned body, imagined his lips on mine.

         Nope, nothing.

         Maybe I’d borrowed Cole’s shirt for some reason. I was cold? Or wet? That could explain everything. I’d gotten drunk and gone swimming (in my clothes, hopefully), which would explain the sand and the slight wetness of the sheets, then borrowed Cole’s dry shirt to wear home. Embarrassing, but not catastrophic.

         Though I still had the nagging feeling I hadn’t slept alone. Perhaps I’d brought home a waiter or a busboy? I scoured my mind for any detail, but it was useless. I just didn’t remember.

         I hadn’t had sex since…wow, New Year’s. Months ago. So I guess it made sense that I might be sexually frustrated. But Cole Power was the exact wrong person to fulfill that need. Some random resort employee would be better, though not by much. Was I sore? Maybe? Then again, maybe not. But I’d never really been one to get sore even when it had been a while, unless I’d had particularly rough sex, so my lack of soreness didn’t mean much.

         What a colossal fuckup, especially taking into account how my last job had ended. I needed to present myself as the consummate professional, not a professional who consummated her working relationships.

         But I was getting ahead of myself. I would have to talk to Cole and find out what exactly had happened. Fun.

         I prepared my speech to him while I towel dried my kinky curls, then wrapped myself in a plush white bathrobe and stepped into the living room. The decor of my bungalow was the same as throughout the resort: modern and minimalist, yet comfortable with a Southeast Asian flair in the form of Buddhas and orchids, carved teakwood, and colorful textile throw pillows to complement the neutral shades of the linens and furniture. There was no doubt the place was beautifully and expensively designed, but what made it so special were the unobstructed ocean views through windows that stretched from the floor to the soaring thatched roof. A ray of sunshine illuminated my open purse atop the dining table, and the black jumpsuit I’d been wearing last night was neatly folded over one of the chairs. Had I folded it, or had housekeeping visited while I slept?

         I unpacked my suitcase and dressed, then ventured out into the bright, windy day. As I exited my bungalow, I spotted our bearded lumberjack of a cinematographer, Brian, and the wiry camera op, Adam, walking down the pier toward the sand with beach bags slung over their shoulders, but no one else was around.

         I grabbed an iced latte from the espresso bar in the breezy lobby overlooking the sparkling pool and wandered the manicured grounds in search of Cole. I strolled through the empty restaurant and over to the gym—so air-conditioned the windows had fogged, but also empty. The woman behind the desk in the eucalyptus-scented spa hadn’t seen him and didn’t have any appointments scheduled that day—would I like one?

         I considered; my knotted neck cried out for a massage and my nails were a wreck, but I had too much work to do to spare the time.

         The day was beginning to heat up, the thick fleece of Caribbean humidity only sporadically interrupted by the flicker of a breeze as I trekked to the golf course on the far side of the property. No one had seen him there either.

         Sweat trickling down my back, I descended the hill to the dock, where the fishing boat was just shoving off. I shaded my eyes against the morning sun and spotted Francisco waving wildly to me from the stern. I could make out Cole behind him, fiddling with a fishing line.

         So the asshole was taking the guys fishing for the day and hadn’t invited me.

         I stalked back up the hill straight to the spa and had a ninety-minute Swedish massage followed by a mani-pedi, then spent the rest of the day working from my laptop on a cushioned lounger in the shade of an umbrella by the shimmering pool, uninterrupted. Regardless of my feelings about being left behind, I had to admit it was heaven. I nearly did a happy dance when the concierge who delivered my second strawberry smoothie and shrimp ceviche informed me that storms in Miami meant the rest of the cast and crew wouldn’t arrive until the following morning.

         I made sure to retire to my quarters for the evening before the boat returned. The light on my room phone was blinking with an earlier message from Francisco. “I’ll work all day if you want. Anything not to go out and murder fish,” he pleaded. I felt bad I hadn’t heard the message sooner, but oh well. At least he’d been invited.

         I lit one of the coconut-scented candles in my room and indulged in a long bath staring out at the placid sea, then ordered room service and set up camp in my cloudlike bed with a new romance novel from the secret stash I kept in my suitcase. I’d die if anyone ever found out about my guilty pleasure, but it was just that—pleasure. And escape, obviously, as my life was about as far from a romance novel as you could get. I didn’t have the time or bandwidth for real-life romance these days, and besides, my taste in men had been proven to be terrible. I preferred to love vicariously through vivacious Vivian and her brooding boarder Benjamin. He had rippling muscles and a secret, and they would doubtless consummate their forbidden romance in an explicit encounter beneath a palm tree on a deserted beach, as I had specifically chosen this novel for its fitting Caribbean setting.

         I knew I needed to get to the bottom of what the hell had happened last night but figured there were better times to approach Cole than when he’d doubtless been drinking all day. I’d do it tomorrow.

         Only, now it was tomorrow, and I still hadn’t quite worked up the courage. I realized, as I floated on my back staring up at wisps of clouds, that there was never going to be a good time to ask my boss what I’d done while I was blacked out. Problem was, I’d stopped taking birth control a few months ago because I wasn’t having sex regularly enough to deal with how crazy the hormones made me. Worst-case scenario, if I had in fact slept with him and God forbid he didn’t use a condom, I needed a Plan B pill and an STD test, stat. Could I even find a Plan B pill in this country?

         I needed to talk to him now.
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