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For Angela, who reads every book I write at least five times. You are the best friend a girl could ever have.





PROLOGUE
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August 17


My name is Willow Avery.


Yes, THAT Willow Avery—THAT actress. The one who went off the deep end three years ago. The one whose face is plastered all over the tabloids this morning. They don’t give a shit if there’s more to me than meets the eye, that there’s so much more to my fall from grace, even if nobody—other than my parents and agent—knows what that is. Well, at least nobody knew until a few hours ago.


And the thing is I’ve ALWAYS cared about what everyone thought of me, even when it seemed like I didn’t. No matter how much my need for approval has hurt me, there’s always been this sick part of me that refuses to let it go. That still desperately craves it. It’s just that now, I’m not sure if I mind that everyone knows the truth about me. Now, there’s this guy, and he’s not waiting for me to screw up. He doesn’t care that I HAVE screwed up.


But I guess all good movies stories begin with a guy . . .





CHAPTER ONE
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June 15


The driver my agent had hired for the day slammed on the brakes, squealing the SUV to a halt only a few inches from an orange Metro bus. Behind our Mercedes, someone laid down on his horn hard, blaring it for what seemed like five minutes. I welcomed the sound; it was something other than the excruciating silence that had consumed my life for the last six months. Kevin, my agent, wasn’t so appreciative. Beside me in the backseat, he turned and flipped his middle finger up at the rear window, even though the other guy couldn’t possibly see through the tint.


“Fucking idiot should get a ticket. Too stupid to see traffic is deadlocked,” Kevin muttered. Then, rolling his gray eyes, he sighed. “It never changes, does it?”


I dropped my head back against the beige leather headrest, lolling it to the side so that the air conditioner blasted my face, and stared out the window. Next to us, a couple waited in traffic on a candy-apple-red Ducati motorcycle. Both of the woman’s arms were tightly wrapped around the man’s waist, and she rubbed her fingertips up and down the crotch of his jeans. He was wearing a huge shit-eating grin. If it weren’t for the cop in front of them, they’d probably be completely naked.


“No.” I exhaled a whoosh of air. “Never changes. It’s insane.”


And that insanity was what I loved the most about Hollywood. Somehow during my 180-day stint at Serenity Hills, I’d forgotten just how hectic this place was—how it was all abuzz, even at ten in the morning when most people were just now rolling out of bed. This past round of rehab had been just the opposite.


Serenity Hills was all peace, all therapy, and all “confront your personal demons to save yourself”—all the time.


I had hated it, but as of an hour ago, my six months were up. Freedom had never felt so good. This time, I wouldn’t let it go so easily. This time, I’d be smart enough to limit myself and dull my senses just enough to forget, but not to the point of obliterating my reality.


I quickly shook that thought out of my head, ashamed of myself. No, this time—this time I would be different.


I sure as hell would never go back to rehab.


“I am in control of myself,” I mouthed before averting my gaze from the PDA-happy couple. I gave Kevin a sweet smile as I combed my fingers through my long, chocolate-colored hair. “You’re taking me to my hotel, right?” I asked.


I was dying to submerge myself back into the chaos and noise. Dying for anything but silence. That moment wouldn’t come until I had shaken free of Kevin and his driver, who he said doubled as a temporary bodyguard since my own had quit last year.


Kevin’s thin lips parted in surprise, and he stared at me like I was an idiot. My hands froze, tangled in a wavy kink of hair. I sucked in my cheeks as Kevin thoughtfully rubbed his bottom lip between his fingers. I never liked when he did that; it always meant bad news for me. Like he was about to reveal the reason my parents hadn’t picked me up was because they were waiting for me in court.


Apparently, getting custody of your adult child is the new thing.


Straining his neck against the collar of his fluorescent-yellow polo shirt, Kevin stopped fussing with his lip to say, “You’ve got a lunch meeting with James Dickson in forty-five minutes. Your dad said your mom wrote you . . .”


My parents had written me about lawsuits and judgments and more lawsuits, and on Easter they’d sent me a glittery card with a creepy grinning rabbit on the front. Not once had they mentioned anything about lunch with a film producer on the same day I left rehab. This move was so typical of them that I wasn’t the least bit surprised, just angry. And hurt.


“Cancel it,” I said, pointing at Kevin’s iPhone; it was sitting between us in the leather cup holder.


He dipped his head slightly as he shook his head, revealing a thinning patch in the middle. When he had first started representing me ten years ago, he’d had a full head of auburn hair; now, he kept it short-cropped.


“Not smart,” Kevin said pointedly.


“I just got out.”


“People have gone back to work way sooner, Willow.”


“I went back to work like this last time and look what happened,” I snapped. It had been a sitcom that was panned by critics and charred to a crisp by everyone else. There was nothing like reading about how hollow your acting was, how far you’d fallen. “Green eyes as flat and lifeless as a porcelain doll, or worse, like a TLC pageant contestant,” one of the snarky gossip websites had written.


And then I’d relapsed.


“My mom wrote that you guys were booking me a new hotel until I can find a new place to rent,” I said in a calm voice.


Sliding across the leather seat so that the sides of our bodies touched, Kevin said in a low, warning voice, “You’re almost broke. So if you want to keep paying for your fancy hotels, you’ll meet with Dickson.” When I began to give him a pissy reply, he flicked his gaze up at the driver, whose eyes were glued to the deluge of traffic ahead, and whispered, “You’re on everyone’s shit list. You stand Dickson up and you can kiss any acting for this year good-bye, unless you’re into taking off your clothes and deep penetration.”


“Don’t be disgusting,” I whispered, swinging away from Kevin. I gripped the edge of the leather seat and focused my attention on the hem of the fitted color-block dress he’d brought me. I’d gained ten pounds while at Serenity Hills and was on the verge of looking like a sausage stuffed inside of a pink, white, and brown wrapper, but I liked the summery outfit. Still, I should have realized when the rehab counselor brought me a Neiman Marcus bag full of clothes to wear home with the price tags still dangling from them that something was going down.


Like a meeting with a producer.


But as much as I hated to admit it, Kevin was right. Dickson or sex was about it for me as far as acting went at the moment. I didn’t care whether I ever received a role again, but broke is broke. Acting was quick, easy money. And I already knew my parents weren’t about to give me any of the money they’d made off me over the years, or any of the money I’d earned before I turned eighteen nearly two years ago. I wasn’t set to receive any of that until I turned twenty-one—in thirteen months.


I pulled in a deep breath. “Do you know what the part is for?” I couldn’t imagine it being something big. Nobody in his right mind would offer me a leading role. Late last year, right before I checked in to Serenity Hills, I had bailed on a project that was based on some huge bestselling fantasy book.


I’d never read it, but there was a copy being passed around rehab. Some of the girls had ignored me for days when they found out I was the reason filming had been delayed.


Kevin scratched his chin, cocking his head to the side. “Your father told me they sent you the script.”


Of course Dad had told him that. I twisted my head back to the window, glanced down at the PDA junkies, and resumed raking my fingers through my hair—this time so forcefully it hurt my scalp.


“Well, he didn’t,” I said.


“With that attitude, it’s no wonder nobody wants to hire you.”


“Screw you too, Kevin,” I muttered. But as I pressed my forehead hard against the cold glass, I considered my agent’s words. My attitude had nothing to do with my lack of parts over the past few years, though I was on the verge of being blacklisted. I bared my teeth, frustrated at myself for what I was about to do.


“Fine, I’ll go,” I said.


Kevin was already sighing in relief before the first syllable stumbled past my lips.
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We arrived at Junction, one of my favorite restaurants, ten minutes late. The hostess escorted Kevin and me to a square booth adjacent to a towering wine rack. Dickson was already there, sitting next to a guy with tousled blond hair, whose head was down, focused on the menu.


His new assistant, maybe?


No, that couldn’t be it. James Dickson was always pretty adamant about his staff dressing professionally for business meetings, especially his assistants. The guy beside him wore a faded lime-green Hollister T-shirt that hugged his biceps and chest—that lean, muscular look I’d always lost my breath over.


Maybe this was Dickson’s son. I shrugged off that idea almost as quickly as the last. For starters, I was pretty sure James Dickson didn’t have any kids and once again, he was too professional to bring one to a meeting.


So who the hell was this guy? I narrowed my eyes at the top of his head, wishing he’d shift his gaze up so I could get a good look at him, but he didn’t budge.


Junction’s menu couldn’t be that damn interesting.


Dickson stood, grinning broadly, and he placed his hands on either side of my shoulders, giving them a squeeze. “Willow, it’s so good to see you again,” he said earnestly as the hostess placed our menus on the table. She murmured that our server would be with us shortly before walking away.


“You too,” I told Dickson, returning his smile. “Really, it is.”


Out of the corner of my eye I saw a flicker of light—a smart-phone. I didn’t blink, but I felt the familiar jolt inside that I’d learned to control years ago. The flashing was the one thing I hadn’t missed while I was holed up in rehab, but it never changed. That picture would show up on gossip sites before I was finished eating lunch.


What Not to Wear


Willow Avery: The Post Rehab Files


Ten Pounds and Counting as She Pigs Out at Junction


The world would feed off my downfall, savoring every morsel, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop it.


I pulled away from Dickson’s grasp to slide into the booth. Kevin came in right behind me, grinning like the cat that ate the canary.


“You haven’t changed a bit,” Dickson said, once he was settled into his own seat. As I let his words register, I fought to keep from flinching, to keep the look of defeat out of my green eyes. Because he was lying.


I have changed.


And in more ways than just the tiny frown lines at the corners of my eyes and the thin, silvery scars on the inner elbow of my left arm (from an escape I’d tried a couple of times, over a year before).


The last time I worked with Dickson had been more than five years ago. I’d played the lead in a modern-day Sleeping Beauty, minus the creepy magical fairies. Back then, I had been box office gold and the only thing I’d wanted to do was act.


But now . . .


“I’m not popping gum,” I said in a high-pitched voice, and Dickson chuckled. I compelled myself to laugh along with him. The winter we shot Sleepless, he’d stayed on my ass about chewing gum during scenes. The guy sitting next to Dickson released an exasperated sound, and my attention wavered back toward him.


As if he finally remembered that we weren’t alone, Dickson’s eyes widened and he said, “Ah, I’ve been rude. Kevin, you’ve already met Cooper, right?”


Kevin bobbed his balding red head. “Last week, at the meeting with Tiff and Jason,” he said, shooting me an apologetic look.


My parents and my agent had met with Dickson already, which meant Kevin had lied to me in the Mercedes when I asked him about the lunch date. I pinched the inside of his thigh under the table. He winced, but never dropped the sleazy smile.


Creeper.


“Willow, meet Cooper,” Dickson said, motioning to the blond. “Cooper—”


Cooper kept his eyes attached to his menu. “Everyone knows who Willow Avery is,” he said, in a quiet voice brimming with sardonic undertones.


Holy hell, he had an accent.


A deliciously sexy one that I suddenly wanted to hear more of, so I could place it.


“I’m Cooper Taylor,” he said.


Australian. Definitely Australian.


Extending his hand across the table, he finally peered up to take me in. Even though he was mocking me seconds before, I was mesmerized by his eyes. Fringed in sooty, dark lashes, they were blue—the bluest I’d ever seen, actually—and set in a classically gorgeous face.


I took his hand, sucking in a breath through my nose as his fingertips closed around my palm, as our flesh intertwined. Both our eyes dropped to our hands, and my pulse went from zero to sixty in less than two seconds. When I parted my lips to speak but didn’t let go of him, he pulled away. Tilting his head to one side, Cooper gave me a flash of straight, white teeth.


“I’m Willow Avery,” I said, stupidly.


“Yeah, I already knew that. Good to know you.”


“Cooper is a surf coach,” Dickson said, in a voice that made me feel like a second grader.


Cocking an eyebrow in an effort to look indifferent, I asked, “A surf coach?” I locked my hands between my knees, hoping the pressure would erase the memory of Cooper’s touch from my skin. It didn’t, and I felt his eyes burning into the side of my face.


It’s only because I’ve been in rehab, I reasoned with myself. That’s the reason why I felt that pull toward him.


“He’s a damn good surf coach,” Dickson answered.


“One of the best,” my agent piped in.


I shifted a strand of my dark hair behind my ear, pausing to rub my fingers back and forth across my earlobe. “And I’m guessing his being here has something to do with a part?”


Dickson grinned. “You always were one to cut to the chase, but yes. We’re in preproduction and set to begin filming at the end of the month in Hawaii.”


“So it’s a surfing movie?” I asked.


“We prefer calling it a”—Dickson raised his fingers into quotation marks—“beach drama. And it’s actually a reboot of a popular late-eighties movie.” Cooper made a little noise next to him, but Dickson pretended not to hear him.


“Which one?” I asked.


“Tidal. It was the movie that launched Hilary Norton’s career. I was a production manager on the original.”


I’d seen a bunch of Hilary Norton’s movies, but not that particular one—though I’d never tell Dickson that. “And I’d be what? The supporting actress who surfs?” I questioned as I rubbed the back of my neck. Kevin made an awkward grunting noise beside me, trying to get me to shut the hell up. I gave him a look that said, I’ll cut you. Dickson missed the exchange, but Surfer Boy caught it, quirking his eyebrows and lips at the same time.


“Lead, my dear,” Dickson said. His answer knocked the breath out of my lungs. I didn’t get the opportunity to immediately reply because our server arrived to take our order. Numbly, I asked for a chopped salad and water, and ran my fingertips along the outline of my fork as everyone else ordered. The only person I found myself listening to was Cooper, who wanted a Coke and a burger.


My stomach growled, and suddenly, I wished I’d asked for the same. Rehab food sucked.


“And we would start filming at the end of this month?” I asked, doing the math in my head. I was looking at twelve, maybe thirteen days. That would give me time to see my friends before I was needed in Hawaii. If I was lucky, Kevin would negotiate enough advance money for me to spend those days happy.


“Well, yes, but you’d be going to Hawaii tomorrow evening,” Dickson said.


My mouth dropped open. I looked from him to my agent, from Kevin to the surfer. “I have . . . other obligations,” I muttered, placing an emphasis on the last couple words. Obligations meaning the community service I was supposed to start immediately, now that I was out of Serenity Hills. Fifty hours, and it would take me at least four or five days working at breakneck speed.


Kevin shook his head. “Already taken care of. Your parents had your attorney file a motion to transfer your community service to Honolulu.”


I curled my fingers angrily around the napkin in my lap. Clay, my attorney, had had enough time to file motions, but not enough to answer my letters about a lawsuit I’d filed against a business nearly three years ago. And Mom and Dad weren’t too busy to attend meetings on my behalf, but they’d sent my agent to pick me up this morning.


Unbelievable.


“Looks like you have it all figured out,” I said.


Cooper snorted. “Right down to you scrubbing graffiti off park benches when you’re not with me,” he said under his breath. For some reason, the taunt sounded so much harsher coming from him, in his soft-spoken accent. I flipped my eyes across the table at him, doing my best to maintain my clenched smile. His face was red from holding back laughter.


And this was who was going to train me for my role? He could barely get through lunch without laughing at me.


“Back. Off,” I snapped. Then, to Dickson, I demanded, “Is he going to do this while he’s training me?”


“Of course not, he’s only being facetious,” Dickson said, trying to console me. Then his voice turned serious. “You’re really the only one for the part.”


His words were what every actress wanted to hear, even reluctant ones who didn’t want to return to work. James Dickson was a fair man; making Sleepless with him had been a breeze. And most importantly, I was broke. My agent was right, I needed this part.


“You two will iron out the details?” I asked. The question was aimed toward Dickson and Kevin, but for some reason, my eyes were locked on Surfer Boy. I didn’t like the way he was smirking at me. It was unsettling and intense and it made me feel exposed.


And this will be my coach.


“Already working on it,” Dickson assured me.


Dragging my gaze from Cooper, I faced my new producer. I tried to think of everything I would gain from doing this job, and not the potential asshole I’d have to work alongside every day while doing it.


Cooper was still there, though, a bronze and startling blue haze in my peripherals.


“I’ll do it,” I said, my voice shaky. Then, Dickson and I clasped hands.


But later that afternoon, once lunch had ended and Kevin had dropped me off at the nicest hotel I could afford for the evening, I googled Dickson’s newest movie. It took two clicks to discover that a starlet—of the mouse-ear variety—had dropped out of the lead role recently due to a scheduling conflict. Staring at the screen until the girl’s picture and the adjacent photo of Dickson became a blur, I dialed Jessica, one of my best friends. I caught her voice mail.


“Jess, it’s me. I’m out, so call me back,” I said. Then I tried contacting everyone else I knew, with no luck, including my parents. Their shared voice mail picked up and my mother’s newscaster-like voice answered.


“This is Tiffany and Jason Avery. We’re vacationing in Paris, but we’ll get back to you . . .”


Frustrated, I punched the end button and tossed the phone on top of the nightstand next to the hotel bed. Mom and Dad would be on vacation. I flipped on the TV and settled for reruns of a reality show on MTV, waiting for one of my friends to call me back.


But when I drifted off to sleep a few minutes after midnight, curled into a tight coil of flesh and bone and thinking of blue eyes and an endless blue sea, my phone hadn’t so much as vibrated once.


“It’s better this way,” I said, as I hugged myself. If Jessica had called me back, I would have gone out—I would have gotten high. I couldn’t let myself do that anymore. I needed a different escape.


But saying those words, and thinking those thoughts, did nothing to stop the tight pain in my chest.


I had dreams—nightmares—about soft, blue blankets.


And when I woke up several times throughout the night, all I found myself wanting was more blue—Roxies, my once-favorite escape of all—to numb all of that away. I cried myself back to sleep, hating my weaknesses.





CHAPTER TWO
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A pounding outside my hotel room door jarred me awake, unraveling me from my fitful sleep. For a moment, I remained still, squinting as the sunlight poured across the bed. There hadn’t been a window in my room at Serenity Hills, which I’d shared with a steady influx of other girls—the last being a rocker’s kid who was only there for eight weeks. For six months I’d missed waking up to the light. It burned the edges away from the darkness, at least for a little while.


The door shook again and this time a muffled voice on the other side called out my name. Groaning, I rolled over, stumbled out of bed, and crept across the paisley-print carpet. After I wiggled my arms and legs to shake out the stiffness, I leaned forward to glance out the peephole.


Kevin stood in the hallway with his hands in his pockets, biting his lip impatiently. I knew better than anyone that my agent spent more time dealing with me than with most of his other clients, but it still made my throat go dry whenever he dropped a silent reminder that I was that client. The nuisance who didn’t want to cooperate, despite everything he’d done for me.


Of course, not all of Kevin’s suggestions and efforts had had the effect he’d been hoping for.


Sucking in a long breath to force the painful burn in my chest down to the pit of my stomach, I flung the door open. Kevin walked right past me, carrying a folder under his arm and rolling a suitcase behind him. I shut the door and counted to ten to calm myself so I wouldn’t say anything I’d regret. When it came to Kevin and my parents, I was prone to doing that.


I turned around to face him wearing a sarcastic smile. “Good morning to you, too,” I said, hugging my chest and pressing my back against the wall.


Dropping the bag on the center of the bed, Kevin started, “I’m guessing you—” When he glanced up at me, taking me in, he stopped midsentence. “Is everything okay, Willow?”


So he wouldn’t see how much his surprise to see me still clean stung, I rolled my eyes dramatically and shoved myself off the wall with the bottom of my foot. “I don’t always have to get high.” But I’d wanted to, I silently added, feeling my body flush with humiliation. And nobody called me back. I slid onto the edge of the bed, curling my toes into the carpet.


He shook his head approvingly. “Sober looks good on you.”


I chose not to respond to that. Instead, I flicked the bag’s silver zippers with the tip of my thumb. They dangled back and forth, making a tinkling noise as they knocked against each other. “What’s this for?”


“Tiff wanted you to have some of your clothes to carry along with you. She’s arranged for everything else you’ll need, to be sent ahead to your rental house in Honolulu.”


“Fun. My mom can call you but can’t even leave me a voice mail saying she’s glad I’m out of rehab?” My voice broke on the last few words.


“Their phone hasn’t been getting half of their calls.”


It was a shitty excuse, especially for someone like Kevin who could come up with a lie without so much as twitching, but I brushed it off. He’d only try to maintain the bullshit, and I’d just get irritated. It was way too soon to start up our cycle of butting heads.


“What about—” I began.


“They gave you a twenty-thousand-dollar advance on the two fifty you’ll be paid when filming is complete,” he said, walking over to the armchair to sit down. “After I took out my percentage that left you—”


“Seventeen grand,” I said. I’d been doing this for so long that the 15-percent math was permanently ingrained in my mind. “And it’s in my account already?”


Kevin shook his head. “No, but by the end of the week.”


I felt my heart sing a little, felt my body come alive as a thrill raced through it. Everything would be better once I was in Hawaii. With Surfer Boy. Sexy and completely hostile Surfer Boy. I swallowed hard, hoping that the flicker of attraction I’d felt yesterday when we touched was nothing.


I couldn’t let him be an obstacle.


“I see the wheels in your pretty little head turning. Don’t do anything stupid to ruin yourself,” Kevin said, whipping me out of my thoughts. There was a pitying edge to his voice that matched the look in his gray eyes. He’d been looking at me like that for years now, but today when I was so clearheaded—so raw—it rubbed me the wrong way. Today, it was impossible not to vividly imagine the warning Kevin had given me three years ago.


“You’re not responsible enough for this, Willow. Any other choice and you will ruin yourself.”


And somehow, even after I’d taken his advice, I’d done just that anyway.


“Pretty as she drowns and ruined when she resurfaces,” I whispered under my breath, remembering a poem I’d read while in rehab. Kevin cocked an eyebrow, but I shook my head. “What time does my flight leave?”


He held out the folder. When I didn’t immediately get up to take it, he jerked it back and forth. Groaning, I skulked over to him and took it, sifting through the contents as I returned to my spot on the bed. There was information about my community service in Hawaii and the probation officer I’d report to, and the address of a personal trainer. Even at my smallest—late last year when I wasn’t eating because I’d always forgotten to—I was never Hollywood’s definition of “thin.”


I was tall and C-cupped and wide-hipped.


“Got to make sure I get rid of the ass fat. Let me guess—it’s going to be a part of my final contract,” I said, and Kevin made a strangled sound in the back of his throat. “No need to lie to me about this, too. We’ve been doing this too long.”


Thankfully, Kevin opted to keep his mouth closed. I flipped the personal trainer’s information over, reaching the last document in the folder. I studied my ticket carefully, silently. In less than four hours, I would take off from LAX, and I was nowhere near ready. As if on cue, my stomach rumbled.


Kevin waved his hand to the suitcase. “I’ll settle your bill while you get dressed?”


“Thanks,” I murmured, watching him as he quietly left the room.


I showered and dressed quickly, opting for a pair of tiny denim shorts that constricted my thighs, a white tank top that was too tight across my breasts, and an oversize flannel shirt. As I yanked the brush that I found in the front pouch of the bag through my wet, tangled hair, I forced my feet into a pair of black high-top Chuck Taylors. For a long time afterward, I stood in front of the bathroom mirror studying my reflection. It was the look I’d always sprung for before rehab, minus the baseball cap my mother loathed, but it didn’t seem so careless anymore.


Now, I felt like I was trying too hard to be myself.


“Suck it up,” I whispered to the girl in the mirror with the pale, drawn skin and the green eyes that seemed too big for her face. “Everything will be better soon.”


Then, grabbing my bag off the hotel bed, I left the room and went in search of Kevin.


[image: line]


When I asked to go to lunch at Junction, Kevin quickly complied. I wasn’t sure if he just wanted to keep me happy or if he was eager to get rid of me. He had driven himself today, in a sleek metallic Audi sports car that I didn’t remember his having before. I couldn’t help feeling a little jealous when he opened the door for me—I’d lost my license over a year ago, right before I turned nineteen. Getting my driving privileges restored didn’t seem to be in my near future.


After lunch, which felt rushed, Kevin and I went to his office so I could sign paperwork. We were halfway through the documents when a giant of a man showed up. As I gazed out the office door, watching him interact with Kevin’s assistant, I already knew he was a bodyguard hired for me. My new babysitter. When Kevin caught me staring, he motioned the man inside.


“Willow, this guy’s been hired by the studio. Have to keep the rabid fans off, you know,” Kevin said.


Which was translation for “evil paparazzi.”


“Tom Miller. But everyone calls me Miller,” the man said, and I stared up at him and muttered a hello.


Towering over me by half a foot at least, Miller was smooth-faced with a buzz cut and skin as orange as the main characters of those skull-grating shows about the upper east coast, and probably out of his mind with steroids, with what Jessica had always called “bear shoulders.” I guessed he was in his late twenties, but I could never tell with the gym junkies.


“Willow,” I said at last, half expecting Miller to give me Cooper’s smart-ass “everybody knows Willow Avery” remark. He didn’t, and I was glad he wasn’t a total jackass.


After I finished signing the paperwork, Kevin gave me his “behave yourself” spiel and then volunteered his assistant to drive Miller and me to the airport. We were quiet the whole ride over to LAX, and once I was alone with Miller, I felt intimidated. I should have been as used to strangers being hired to protect me as I was to paparazzo cameras flashing in my face, but it was unnerving to sit next to a stranger who was at least twice my size. It always would be.


As we waited quietly in the terminal, I flipped through an old fashion magazine someone had left in the airport, trying my best to be inconspicuous. Miller’s phone rang and he answered, recited a string of numbers and letters, and hung up in thirty seconds flat. I glanced over at him curiously.


“My little sister.” Miller shrugged sheepishly. “I had to tell her the password to my bank.” Then he smiled, showing off a tiny gap in his top front teeth. His relaxed expression lifted a weight from my chest. He probably wouldn’t hover once we reached Hawaii, so long as he was receiving a steady paycheck.


One down, I thought. An image of Cooper flashed in my mind. One to go. God, one mocking, confident, asshole-ish—


“Careful, Wills, overthinking is dangerous,” someone said from a few feet away. It was that sexy, soft voice that sounded like the love child of a British and a Southern accent. I gasped sharply and every muscle in my body went taut.


Speak of the blue-eyed devil.


My new bodyguard was on high alert and came up out of his seat, but I touched his arm, shaking my head quickly. “He’s . . . with us,” I mumbled before turning sideways in my seat to get a better look at Cooper.


Standing a few feet away, with a black duffel bag slung over his shoulder, he looked confident and relaxed in a black T-shirt that accentuated his tall, toned body and frayed jeans. And he was smiling—a heart-stopping, panty-dropping smile. I was torn between wanting to pop him in the mouth or kiss him until our lips were so freaking numb I could get this damn attraction thing out of the way.


One taste before I decided whether or not I needed to dull my reality.


I dug my fingers into the wrinkled hem of my flannel shirt. No—I didn’t need to dull anything except my bad habits. I just needed to get my work done and get on with my life. I could have the chaos I craved in my life without getting fucked-up.


Cooper waited for a noisy, groping couple to pass between us and then stepped closer until he was right next to my seat. I glared up at him. “You could try not to be a dick,” I said. He rubbed his tongue over his teeth, and I felt something sharp twist in the center of my chest, between my rib cage.


God, why were all the good-looking ones complete jerks?


“Why? I think I like you when you’re all flustered,” Cooper replied, winking. He glided his palm along the high back of my chair, and when the heel of his hand brushed between my shoulder blades, I shivered. “You’re less inhuman, much more . . .” His voice drifted off, as if he couldn’t quite find the right word to describe me.


Right now, I needed him to say it. Wanted to know what he really thought of me. “I’m much more what?”


He cocked his head to one side, sizing me up. Beside me, Miller snorted but said nothing. At last, Cooper bent down and whispered into my ear, “Beautiful.”


I’d been a performer, a liar who could mask her emotions, for as long as I could remember, and yet his words made me burst into flames from head to toe. As he went to sit across from Miller and me, slamming his duffel bag on the resin floor, I gave myself a mental shanking for having yet another knee-jerk reaction to Cooper.


He is an ass. He is your coach. Slow the fuck down, dumb-ass, before you get in trouble again.


So I decided to focus on the negative in what he said. “Glad to know I’m not quite human,” I said in an icy voice.


Cooper’s smile faded into an apologetic look. “Maybe I worded that wrong. You don’t seem so . . . mechanical.”


I released a tiny groan from the back of my throat. Where had Dickson found this guy? Narrowing my eyes into tight slits, I leaned forward, resting my forearms on my bare thighs. “Maybe you should just stop using words, period,” I suggested.


He raked his hand through his floppy blond hair. “Ah, Wills . . .”


“My name is Willow,” I snapped through clenched teeth. He smirked.


“I’m pretty sure I read on Wikipedia that it’s Brittany,” he said, and I cringed. The only person who ever called me by my actual first name was the guy who’d ripped me to shreds three years ago. Cooper didn’t seem to notice the change in my expression when he asked in a sincere voice, “So, Wills, why don’t we just start over?”


“Whatever.”


He bent far over in his seat and stretched his hand toward me. “I’m Cooper Taylor. I’m a Scorpio. I enjoy women, long walks on the beach, and my roommate says I use girly shampoo. Oh, and I generally hate anyone in the film industry because they’re total assholes. Guess you could say I’m your Pai Mei.”


It was yet another insult to my profession, but for some reason, this time the tease in his voice made me smile. Maybe it was the lack of sleep. Or the fact he mentioned Kill Bill, a movie I could watch every day without getting bored. I slipped my hand in his.


“Willow Avery. Actress, Cancer, and according to my team, on my last leg before porn.”


The moment the words jumbled from my lips, I realized they were a mistake. I glanced down at a scar on my right knee, but I could feel Miller’s curious stare burning into the side of my face and Cooper’s unreadable one directed at the top of my head. Cooper cleared his throat and I braced myself for the cruel comment I’d set myself up for.


I swallowed hard; as much as I tried to tell myself it didn’t matter what people thought of me, I knew it did. The choice I made a few years ago was evidence enough of that.


“I’ve seen your movies,” Cooper said gently. His grip on my hand relaxed, and when I lifted my head, he gave me an unashamed look. “Guess you can say I like to study up on my clients.”


He’d gone through the trouble of finding my whole name on IMDb and seeing my films—I’d say he was the most thorough, and unnervingly sexy, surf coach who ever existed.


“Let me guess—inhuman?” I asked roughly.


He moved the pad of his thumb over my skin, stroking the spot between my thumb and index finger, and I pulled a rush of air through my nose. “No, insanely talented. Light-up-the-fucking-screen talented, Wills.”


When I saw a flash, I snatched my hand back. Our heads—Cooper’s and mine—turned toward the camera wielder, and Miller was already on his feet, standing in front of me with his arms crossed over his chest. When I peeked around him, I was expecting to see a paparazzo, but it was a kid, probably twelve or thirteen, with her parents. I heard the loud squalls of a baby and dropped my eyes to the covered stroller her dad was pushing. For a second, the blood drained from my face, from my body, but I quickly composed myself, forcing my attention back to the girl. She was bouncing on the balls of her feet excitedly and saying something to her father. He gave me an apologetic look as she dashed forward.


Miller glanced over his shoulder at me. “You want to take this one?” I bobbed my head, even though the sudden pitch in my stomach told me I shouldn’t. Miller stepped aside.


“Oh my God, I loved Sleepless!” she gushed. The sound of her voice intermingled with the squealing of the baby, and I just wanted to cover my ears. When I didn’t immediately respond, the girl backtracked a few steps. “Wait, you are Willow Avery, right?”


As if on cue, my face moved into a tight smile. I swallowed hard to push back the nausea. “Yes! So stoked to hear you love Sleepless—it was my favorite to make. What’s your name?” My voice sounded sweet and chipper, but inside—inside, I was a mess. I sounded mechanical, just like Cooper had pointed out not even ten minutes ago.


“Lizzie,” she said. She held up a wide, thin phone, jiggling it around. “Will you . . . ?”


A few feet away from me the baby squealed. Again and again.


I answered too quickly, too happily. “I’d love to!” Though I was staring right at Lizzie, I saw Cooper’s mouth turn downward, into a frown. I would ignore him. I would ignore him and the baby and get this over with. Hastily, I took the phone from Lizzie and jutted it out at Miller. He took it in his giant hand, and I flicked my eyes up to him pleadingly.


“Can you take it?” I begged. So they can go away? Please?


Miller gave me a gruff nod. He stood beside where Cooper sat, holding the phone in front of him. Lizzie threw her thin arm around my shoulders and grinned from ear to ear. “This is so awesome,” she said, casting a beam over to her parents. Through the haze in my head—the one that was still there because of the conversation I’d had with Cooper only moments before—I wondered how they felt about this. If they were disappointed their daughter idolized someone like me.


Lizzie turned her face to mine. “What should we say?” she asked.


“How about Sleepless?” Cooper suggested in a tight tone.


“Yes, Sleepless,” I murmured.


It took Miller a few times to get it right—his giant fingers kept exiting out of the camera app or showing up in the photo itself—but finally he snapped a few good photos. I sat on the edge of my seat as Lizzie talked excitedly about my movies for a few more minutes. Then finally she left, humming happily, with her mom and dad and the baby in tow.


I sighed in relief as our flight was called to board. When Cooper stepped past me, avoiding my eyes, he said, “Nice way to treat one of your fans, Wills.” His voice was hard and unreadable.


I didn’t have the balls or the heart to tell Cooper that being so close to Lizzie’s family had did me in.


That it reminded me of what I’d given up three years before.





CHAPTER THREE


[image: design]


Although we immediately learned our seats were booked side by side—Cooper in the window seat, me beside him, and Miller across the aisle, on my right—any headway I thought I’d gained with him inside the airport seemed to evaporate the moment we boarded the flight to Honolulu. Now, as I followed him down the coffee-scented, narrow aisle toward our seats, all that remained was the bittersweet smell of what-if. I was more than used to getting my face shoved into could’ve-been and what-if, but for some reason, this time felt so much worse than usual. I wasn’t naive enough to pretend I didn’t know why.
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