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            Chapter 1

            Wayne Tennet

         

         I almost choked on my sip of whiskey when I read the text from my agent.

         
            “Your stepdaughter has accused u of sexual abuse.”

         

         I was in first class on Air Australia, relaxing for the first time in weeks. My film shoot was almost over. It had been grueling, but I felt good about what I had in the can. In half an hour I’d be back in LA, back to my regular life, not having to say “G’day.”

         My hands were shaking as I clutched the phone. Bewilderment and concern ricocheted in my head. How could she say this? What was happening?

         I’d known my eighteen-year-old stepdaughter Breelyn since she was five. Back then, she was the greatest kid in the world. But as a teenager, she went Hollywood on me, big time. Sullen, snobby, obsessed with her looks, hounding me for parts in my films. And now this. How the hell could I ever face my colleagues again?

         I must have been breathing heavily, because the pretty redhead next to me looked over with alarm.

         “Anything wrong, Mr. Tennet?” she politely asked.

         Was her name Sharon? Shannon? I’d been flirting with her since we took off from Perth. She was so impressed to be seated next to Wayne Tennet, above-the-title film director.

         “Ah—no, I’m great,” I said, smiling broadly through a wave of dizziness. “Nice of you to ask, though.”

         How long before she heard about these charges? I wondered. Please, not before we landed. Hopefully she hadn’t paid for Wi-Fi. I wished I hadn’t, either.

         Goddamnit!

         Of course, I knew who was behind this: my wife, Valentina. I clenched my armrests till I thought my fingers would snap, wishing they were around her throat. Before I could stop myself, I slammed a fist into the wall partition in front of me.

         Shannon looked at me in horror. I had to pull myself together.

         “So sorry,” I said, trying to sound normal. “Just when I think I’ve gotten over my fear of flying, it rears up. Feel free to pelt me with mini-bottles if I act up again.”

         She gave a wary little laugh and went back to her Us Weekly magazine.

         I itched to make about thirty calls at once, all screamed at the top of my lungs. No, no, no! Damnit, I couldn’t give in to my insane temper. I had to handle this with a cool head.

         As soon as we landed, I’d put in a call to Melanie Levitz—head of distribution at the studio. She’d get her best public relations contact on this, Sydney Paige—slick, savvy guy. This was right in his wheelhouse. And I’d ask for that hotshot kid he had on his team—Eric something. Eric Logan.

         I’d give them twenty minutes from the time I made the call to meet me at Customs. And I’d need to hear exactly how they were going to make this go away—including every word, every syllable of Breelyn’s public accusation.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Eric Logan

         

         “Get to LAX. Wayne Tennet coming off Air Australia flight. Requests u.”

         Taking this courtesy lunch with a new CAA agent at Shutters on the Beach—ten minutes from the airport—might be the luckiest break of my career. I jumped up from the table with barely a “Later!” I didn’t even stop for the hot hostess’s number.

         As I drove to LAX, I speculated that Tennet must have first asked for my boss, Sydney Paige. But Sydney was eight thousand miles away, downing mai tais on a beach in Thailand. After three years of junior-league status, I was finally getting an opportunity to fly solo.

         And I knew exactly what I was heading into. The news on the radio was all about Breelyn Doyle’s allegations, and it was dead certain that there would be a mob of press at the gate. As I pulled into the parking garage, I got a text from Tennet:

         “I’m here.”

         How was I supposed to sneak an instantly recognizable star director past thirty industry reporters? And then I had it. Damn, I’m good. Cocky self-talk is mandatory when you’re a twenty-seven-year-old PR rep.

         I shot off a text to Tennet:

         
            “Get oversized jersey and baseball hat at gift shop. You’re my dad.”

         

         I opened my car trunk and pulled off my Hugo Boss suit and tie. Good thing I always keep a stash of gym clothes in the car.

         In sneakers, a ratty tee with cut-off sleeves, and nylon shorts, I messed up my $150 haircut and looked the part of a bro from the suburbs. When I got to the international arrivals gate, passengers were exiting, weaving around the news cameras and reporters that were scanning every face.

         Toward the back of the crowd I spotted a tall guy moving slowly, wearing an LA Dodgers jersey and a loose baseball cap pulled down low on his face. As he neared the entrance, I made my way forward and began jumping up and down.

         “Dad! Hey, Pop! Over here! Dad!”

         Everyone turned and stared, even the reporters. I looked and sounded like an asshole, which is just what I wanted.

         I rushed at Tennet and into his arms. I whispered, “Hug me—HARD! Give me tears!” For a hotshot filmmaker, Tennet took direction surprisingly well. He got me in a bear hug and let out a big sob. Without letting go of each other, we moved through the crowd. The only looks we got from the reporters were out of irritation for blocking their view.

         I hustled Tennet out the terminal doors and he started to pull away, but I didn’t let him—I couldn’t be sure someone wasn’t giving our showy performance a second look. I patted his back, laughed uproariously at something he hadn’t said, and whispered, “Keep it up till we get to my car.”

         Inside the parking garage, Tennet shrugged me off and let out a huge sigh of relief. He took a few deep breaths and seemed to be trying to get a grip.

         “Thanks, my friend,” he said, giving me a fist bump.

         We’d only met in a few large meetings, and he’d never said more than two words to me. He was a good-looking guy—a long face with a strong nose and piercing blue eyes. His hair was almost all gray but full and bushy. He looked like an English actor in a period rom-com.

         “So, what the hell is going on?” he asked. “Where’s your boss?”

         I could see he was seriously freaking, but I wanted to hold off on talking until we were safely in my car.

         “Sydney’s on vacation,” I said quietly as I tried to guide him forward. “We’ll try to call him as soon as we get in the car.”

         “And Breelyn? Please tell me this is some kind of joke—just a misguided Facebook post, right? I’ll give you the lead in my next movie if you’ll just tell me that.”

         It couldn’t be avoided. “Your wife filed a complaint on your stepdaughter’s behalf with the county sheriff this morning.”

         He went ballistic. “I knew it was her! But why would anyone listen to Valentina? What proof did she give? Has anyone talked to my lawyer?”

         I tried to take his arm, but he kept pacing back and forth. I knew his temper was legendary.

         “Look, I’ll drive you to the office, we’ll get your lawyer, and we’ll start to develop our plan,” I said. “But we gotta keep you out of sight until we know what we’re going to say.”

         “But why isn’t there already a plan? I thought you guys were the best in the business!”

         “We’re going to take care of you, Mr. Tennet,” I said. “But we have to phrase our response in just the right way. Especially if—” I cut myself short, but it was too late. Bad, horrible, catastrophic slip of the tongue, Logan.

         Tennet got right up in my face.

         “Especially if what?” he said, his face red and his eyes bulging scarily. “If there is any truth to it?”

         Before I could answer, he was on me. All his anger and frustration came at me in a blow that I wouldn’t have thought a pampered fifty-year-old director had in him. I dodged as best I could, realizing that I was going to end up in the ER if I didn’t fight back. I got in a punch to his gut, which he responded to by heaving his whole body on me. Down we went onto the oily concrete floor, rolling and punching and grunting.

         It was maybe the third click that registered. We both froze and looked up. A white Prius was sitting ten feet away with the window down. And the person inside was snapping away like crazy with a professional-looking camera. Then the vehicle sped off.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Kayla Ross

         

         Score, Kayla, score!

         I hit the gas. I know the LAX short-term parking garage backward and forward, but I’d never tried to exit it at 40 mph before. I reached over and felt around the mess on the passenger seat for my ticket. All I found was an empty Starbucks cup, so I glanced down for one split second—and that’s when he jumped in front of my Prius.

         I slammed on my brakes about a centimeter away from impact, shaken by how close I’d come to hitting him. I threw my car into Reverse and started to back up, but he kept moving fast to the driver’s-side door and grabbed the frame through my open window.

         “Wait! Hold on a sec!” he panted. He had big green eyes and a Henry Cavill cleft chin. I had to admit he was a seriously hot guy. Of course, I’d spotted him right away in the international terminal. Eric—Eric Logan. The first time I’d seen him was working the Emmy Awards red carpet, and I remembered wondering why he hadn’t gone into acting instead of PR.

         “You cannot sell those photos,” Logan said. I guessed he was going for a mix of charming and threatening.

         “Sure, I can,” I replied. “It’s called fair use. Photographing people in public is absolutely legal.”

         “Don’t give me a journalism lesson,” he said, “and I won’t give you an ethics lesson on the sleazy way you make your living.”

         Asshole. “Yep, it sucks,” I retorted. “But student loans gotta be repaid.”

         I gave him a shrug and stepped on the gas again. He jogged after me.

         “Come on,” he pleaded. “What you saw was a misunderstanding. My client just flew over fourteen hours through hell and got the worst news of his life!”

         “Yeah? What about his stepdaughter’s life?” I snapped. He flinched a bit but then regained his Chill Dude attitude.

         “Fair enough. But we really don’t know anything about her allegations at this point, so—”

         “Oh, so you think she’s lying?” I asked. If he wanted to offer a tone-deaf statement we could tease on social media, even better. I looked over at Tennet. He was a few yards away, sitting on the hood of a car with his face in his hands.

         “Hey, my ass is totally on the line here,” Logan said. “What’s your name?”

         “Kayla Ross. Sorry, but I’m just doing my job. Oscar-nominated director with a rep for a horrible temper gets accused of sexual abuse by a minor. Then the first thing he does is assault his PR rep! That’s news.”

         “No, it isn’t. It’s dirt,” he said as he looked me over. I could tell he was sizing me up, wondering which move might work on me. “Look, if you don’t want to be doing this kind of work, why don’t you let me help you? I know a lot of producers.”

         If I was tougher and just a little less green, I would put pedal to the metal right then and there.

         He was so obviously a Hollywood player. But against my better judgment, and betraying my Omaha roots, I felt for this guy—disheveled after the tackle by a washed-up Hollywood perv. Unless Logan’s dad owned the PR firm, it was a sure bet he’d lose his job over this skirmish.

         And he would blame me.

         “That’s nice of you, but—”

         “Just think about it. Please,” he said as he pulled out his business card. “Let me take you to dinner tonight. If it turns out that I can help you, great—a win-win for both of us. If not, you can always sell those pics tomorrow. A few hours won’t make any difference.”

         It was tempting. On the one hand, these photos were the first exclusive I’d scored in a year of doing this—it was going to be my best paycheck ever. On the other, I was sick of ambushing drunk and/or medicated celebrities. My college dreams of a reporter gig at CNN were beginning to seem way out of reach. And this guy did work for a very high-end firm.

         I took his card. “I’m not promising anything.”

         Before he could respond, I bolted. Driving out of the garage, I asked myself if I’d even be considering his offer if he wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous. On cue, my cell rang. It was my roommate, Zoe—best bud since seventh grade and the only person I would choose to make a go of it with in Los Angeles.

         “Hey, girl!” she screamed. I could hear clanging dishware in the background, so I knew she was at work, waiting tables at a hip but dirt-cheap Hollywood diner. “Bad news: our evil landlord is filing eviction papers if we don’t pay the last two months’ rent by tomorrow. I’ve made thirteen dollars and eighty-three cents so far today. Any ideas?”

         I glanced at the business card that I still held in my hand. Sorry, Eric Logan. Our friendship was nice while it lasted.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

            Wayne Tennet

         

         “I DIDN’T DO IT!”

         The whole place went silent for about a millisecond, and then it was chaos. The judge slammed his gavel four or five times. Before the arraignment began, he’d already threatened to clear the courtroom of the media; obviously this wasn’t a guy angling for a shot at his own syndicated judge show.

         My lawyer, Aaron Parker, clamped his hand on my forearm and hissed, “Jesus, Wayne. The one thing I asked you to do was to keep your mouth shut!”

         “Sorry,” I said through gritted teeth. “Hearing all those charges out loud—statutory rape and worse!—just set me off. Aaron, this whole thing is outrageous!”

         The judge barked out over the commotion for Parker and the DA to approach the bench. The DA was a tough-looking woman who could barely contain a smile of delight at the publicity she was getting from this case. My hands were shaking—I couldn’t tell if it was because I was angry or scared, or because I’d gone cold turkey since getting off the plane forty-eight hours ago. Drinking was the source of a lot of my troubles, but damn if it wasn’t hard to get by without it.

         I snuck a glance back into the crowded gallery behind me where my wife, Valentina, was sitting with her and—I assumed—Breelyn’s lawyer. Val was definitely ready for her close-up. Auburn hair upswept, subdued gray suit, face immobile as a mask—whether that indicated calm or her overreliance on Botox, I couldn’t say. She never once looked my way.

         I entered a not-guilty plea and bail was set. I also had to turn over my passport, which was somehow the most humiliating aspect of the proceeding. I say “somehow” because getting arrested last night and marched into the precinct, my photo snapped by hundreds of paparazzi and the media, was pretty humiliating.

         Thankfully, the judge granted bail, which I put up in cash. When it was all over, Parker turned to me. “Well, that could have been worse. I think—”

         “How could it have been worse?” I asked. “Even if I’m cleared of this, aren’t people always going to wonder if I’m some kind of pervert for the rest of my life?”

         I again looked over at Valentina as she was making her exit. For a moment I didn’t care if I did life or got the chair, I just wanted to shake the hell out of her. But when I started toward her, the kid, Logan, stepped in front of me and put up a hand.

         “Careful, Mr. Tennet,” he said. “There are about a hundred reporters outside.”

         Parker took my arm, and though I was rigid with anger, the two men managed to steer me backward into an adjoining chamber. A lone security guard was waiting inside, and he led us through a back hall to a restricted elevator used by the court staff. I saw Logan pass him a c-note. Though something about this kid bugged me, I had to admit he got things done.

         We hurried across the plaza and got into the Town Car just as the press spotted us. They swarmed the car, but the driver plowed right through them. Despite my pledge of sobriety, I found myself looking around the inside for a mini-bar.

         “So, now what?” I asked with a sigh, not really wanting to know.

         “Now we begin our defense,” Parker said tersely. “But there’s not much point unless you get that temper of yours under control, Wayne. You didn’t sound outraged and innocent in there—you sounded angry and violent.”

         That I already knew. I looked at Logan.

         “Is there any good news? What’s the press like on this?”

         He looked surprised. “You haven’t read anything?”

         “Haven’t so much as clicked on a headline.”

         Logan glanced at Parker, who shrugged helplessly.

         “It’s pretty bad,” Logan said matter-of-factly. “You’ve made some enemies, Mr. Tennet, and more than a few are glad to see you get a kick in the balls. Now, to counteract, we need to find—”

         “Where’s Sydney?” I interrupted. “The amount of money I pay that guy and he’s not even here?”

         “He’s on his way back from Thailand. He’ll be in tonight and will take over.”

         We drove in silence for a moment. I finally had to ask, “And the studio? Have they made any kind of statement on this?”

         Logan again looked at Parker as though waiting for permission to speak. Parker just frowned.

         “They’ve replaced you on the film,” Logan said simply. “Morals clause in your contract.”

         I’m sure they were both surprised that I didn’t explode or start screaming or bash out a car window. I just sat there quietly for a few minutes. The trial hadn’t even started and I’d already received a death sentence.

         “Well,” I said wearily, “I think that calls for a drink.”

         The car came to a stoplight on Pico Boulevard. I opened the door and stepped out. I walked right through the moving traffic as Parker and Logan called after me. We were in Koreatown, where there was a bar on almost every corner. I walked into the nearest one—a dark and dingy place with a television on over the bar.

         “Whiskey, neat.”

         As the bored bartender poured, I glanced up at the television—just in time to see the images of my parking garage fight with Logan splash across the screen.

         “Make it a double,” I said. “Scratch that—a triple.”

         He followed my eyes and looked up at the TV.

         “And pour one for yourself,” I said as I raised my glass. “After today, you’re probably the last person in Hollywood who’ll have a drink with me.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

            Wayne Tennet

         

         There was so much yelling and so many flashbulbs exploding in my face that, through my drunken haze, I almost thought I was at a film premiere. For just a moment, I let myself imagine I was at the most exciting event of my career—the culmination of twenty years of both crazy dreams and dogged hard work. But deep down, I knew that my premiere days were over. From now on, I was an industry scandal. A pariah. A punch line.

         “Wayne! Have you always been into young girls?”

         Logan had warned me that there would be a swarm of reporters outside my house, and he wasn’t kidding. There was even a helicopter hovering.

         “Did you beat your stepdaughter as well as molest her?”

         I lived in Nichols Canyon above Franklin Boulevard, where the streets get narrower, twisty, and more vertical the farther up the canyon you go. Even locals sometimes get lost. But the press clearly had no problem finding my house, an early thirties Spanish style that Valentina had covered in pink and white bougainvillea when we were first married.

         “Is it true that you gave Breelyn crystal meth?”

         They screamed their questions one after another. Even if I wanted to respond to them, they couldn’t have heard me. So I just pushed and shoved my way through the mob to my front door. One squat guy in a suit clutching a microphone got in my face as I fumbled with the electric lock. As I shoved him out of the way, flashbulbs blinded me.

         Then suddenly I was inside my house. It seemed eerily dark and quiet despite the muffled voices outside. It was almost peaceful. It didn’t last.

         As I headed toward my bar, I heard the familiar click of high heels coming down the hall. Valentina was here. She had the nerve to be here, after what she was putting me through. I should call the cops on her!

         She strode into the room wheeling a suitcase behind her, then stopped and stared at the bottle in my hand.

         “Don’t mind me, pour away,” she said contemptuously.

         I did just that.

         “Why are you in here?” I asked. “The cameras are all outside.”

         She pursed her artificially plumped lips and glared at me. “That’s what you have to say to me after what you’ve done to my daughter?”

         It took every ounce of restraint I had not to fly across the room and strangle her.

         “I have never touched Breelyn,” I seethed. “And you know it.”

         “I know what Breelyn told me,” she spat out.

         I could feel my self-control slipping, but I did my best to keep it together. I moved to the other side of the room to maintain distance from her and took another gulp of my drink. My head was spinning.

         “Val, I don’t know why she’s said what she did,” I told her in the calmest manner I could manage, “but I swear I have never, ever done anything inappropriate to our daughter!”

         “She isn’t yours—thank God. At least you haven’t committed incest,” she said. “At least I don’t have the shame of people throwing that at me.”

         “And that’s what this is really all about, isn’t it? YOU!” I shouted. “Valentina Doyle gives the performance of her career—outraged mother and wronged wife! The best role she’s had in years. Just think what all this attention could lead to. I’m sure it’s never crossed your mind!”

         She gave me a look I had never seen before, though I had studied her face many times over the years as a lover, a husband, and a director. It was hard and calculating, and incredibly, it was as if some part of her was actually enjoying this scene we were playing. Whatever she was up to, I had to hand it to her—she kept her cool a lot better than I did. But then again, I was the one with everything to lose.

         As she started toward the door, all restraint left me and I flew across the room. I grabbed her arm and spun her around.

         “Val, this isn’t a game!” I pleaded. “My life is being destroyed! Everything is being taken from me—my film, my reputation. After all our time together, can’t you give me the benefit of the doubt? Help me find out why Breelyn would say this. One word from you could make a huge difference!”

         She looked daggers at me. “Don’t you dare put this on me. Everyone who has ever been around you for more than five minutes knows that you’re angry, controlling, violent. It’s not my fault or Breelyn’s that it all finally caught up with you. Whatever you think you’ve lost, Wayne, has really just been thrown away—by you.”

         I’m not a stupid man, so I have to assume at some level I knew what I was doing. I knew there was a throng of reporters outside the door. I knew what little support I had was shaky at best. Worst of all, I knew Valentina was right.

         And yet I still did it. I opened the front door and, grabbing my wife by the neck, shoved her forward. I’m ashamed to say I felt the muscles of her neck spasm in my hand. She flew out the door and across our short front porch. But she didn’t land face-first on the elegant imported tiles or among the crowd of reporters. Instead, she fell up against someone who had just been stepping forward.

         Together, they ended up on the front pathway in a tangled heap. There was a gasp throughout the crowd and then silence for a moment. It lasted until the other person got up.

         My stepdaughter. Breelyn. I wasn’t supposed to be within fifty feet of her, per the judge’s instructions, and here we were, a few feet apart, as the paparazzi got it all on film.

         She’d hit a step and had a horrific gash across her forehead that all at once erupted in a flow of blood down her beautiful face. It was, by far, the worst image I’ve ever seen.

         Thank God, the flashbulbs once again blinded me.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

            Eric Logan

         

         I was just getting to the office when I got a text from a number I didn’t recognize:

         
            “Hey, it’s Kayla Ross. Sorry about the pics. Can I make it up to you? Drinks?”

         

         Kayla. I’d been wondering if I would hear from her. She was a cute kid, obviously new to all of this. She followed up with another:

         “Also, I have Tennet info you need to know.”

         Of course, in her position, I would’ve sold those photos in a heartbeat. I understood. Plus, she wasn’t bad to look at; her jet-black, almond-shaped eyes were sexy as hell.

         “Intrigued. Sky Bar in 30 mins.”

         I stayed away from the office till the end of the day hoping that my boss would have had time to cool down. But from the way the receptionist, Michelle, pointed at Sydney’s office, I figured I’d probably be filing for unemployment before the day was out. I paused at the TV in the lobby, where it took about six seconds for the shots of Breelyn Doyle’s injured face to flash up on the screen—probably for the hundredth time that day.

         Sydney was on the phone trying to muscle someone out of running a story on Tennet. Sydney Paige was a silver-haired, classy guy; before he started the firm, he’d been a model. He gave me a slow-burn glare, pointed at me, then cut his finger across his neck. Yep, I was screwed.

         He finally slammed down the phone, then picked it up again and mock-threw it at me.

         “A brawl in a parking garage?” he yelled. “Really? Goddamnit, Logan! Were you as drunk as he was?”

         “No one is ever as drunk as I am,” someone said behind me.

         I whipped around as Tennet entered the office. He looked like the walking dead. Pasty skin, sunken and red-rimmed eyes—he clearly hadn’t slept in days. He just stood there for a moment, then went over to Sydney’s couch and collapsed on it, facedown. Sydney looked thrown and carefully approached him.

         “Sorry to see you again under these circumstances, Wayne,” Sydney said awkwardly. He may as well have been addressing a corpse on his couch. “I have a press strategy to review with you but…well, the first order of business is, to be absolutely frank, finding a rehab facility for you.”

         Tennet flopped his hands helplessly and talked into the couch pillows. “A funeral parlor would be more to the point.”

         Sydney frowned and paced back and forth. Finally he shot me an irritated glance. “Is there a reason you aren’t clearing out your desk, Logan?”

         “Wait,” Tennet said as he rolled himself over, rubbed his eyes, and sat up. “It’s not the kid’s fault, Sydney. Don’t fire him because of me. Let me have one small thing off my conscience.”

         Sydney scowled at me, then shrugged. “All right. Not even sure I meant it. But we need to get ahead of this—way ahead. Wayne, is there anything else out there that I should know about?”

         I thought about Kayla’s cryptic message. More media fuel was in the pipeline. I glanced at my watch. I was due to meet her in ten minutes.

         “Thanks, Mr. Tennet,” I said, prepping for my departure.

         “You may as well call me Wayne,” he said ruefully. “At this point, you outrank me on the Industry Respect Scale.”

         He hung his head in his hands.

         Sydney came over to me and whispered, “Stay with him while I try to put out a few fires. At the very least, I want to get a doctor in to look him over.”

         I nodded as Sydney went into his side office. As I reached for my phone to text Kayla, Tennet suddenly broke into choking sobs. I didn’t know what to do—ignoring him seemed rude, texting even worse.

         “Sorry, Logan,” he sputtered as he tried to pull it together. “But I guess you’re used to this from me, huh?”

         His body shook. Everything seemed to be pouring out of him. I paused, then took a seat on the couch next to him. What the hell was I supposed to do? Hug him? Give him a pep talk?

         It turned out all I had to do was listen. For the next forty-five minutes Tennet unloaded—everything from his messed-up marriage to a fading actress, to his temper issues, to his fears of failure. I thought it sad that a junior PR rep was the only person Tennet had to talk to, and he was on the clock.

         And the whole time I kept getting text alerts from the cell phone buried inside my blazer. I imagined Kayla sitting alone at the bar as ten minutes passed, then twenty, then thirty. Finally, my phone went silent.

         Sydney eventually stuck his head in the door and signaled for me, then turned back to his secretary.

         “Michelle, make a reservation for him at the Hotel Palomar in Beverly Hills,” he told her sternly. “It’s the first thing you should have done with him, Logan. From now on, I don’t want Tennet in front of any cameras unless we control them.”

         I sucked it up. It was important for Sydney to know he was The Man and called the shots. I could see that he was starting to get a sense that he had this in hand. Still, I had the feeling that a shit storm was growing out there—one that I wanted to be in front of.

         So I was not encouraged by the last text I got from Kayla:

         
            “I tried. Think we’re even now.”

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

            Eric Logan

         

         I dumped Tennet’s lifeless body on the bed and stared at it. I hoped he was dead.

         But it looked like he was only dead drunk.

         “One last round of drinks before I give it up for life.”

         That’s what he’d said when he insisted on taking me out for dinner and drinks as a thank you for listening to his sob story. Which, of course, just meant three more hours of the same, topped off by his demand to sleep not in the hotel room but in his own bed. Not a great night for me, but it was hard to be too pissed at the guy when he beat himself up so brutally.

         I pulled off his shoes and rolled him over onto his back so he wouldn’t suffocate. Tennet’s bedroom was a shambles—his wife had left a mess when she packed up and stormed out in a rush, the cops had trashed the place when they’d searched it, and he’d told me over dinner that this morning he’d fired the housekeeper when he spotted her talking to the press. As if she could avoid it—they were camped out in front 24/7. And they’d gotten some choice photos tonight of me dragging him in from the car. Sydney was going to have a stroke.

         I went to shut off the light but paused for a moment. This seemed a good opportunity to do some snooping. If I was going to stay on top of or, better yet, in front of developments, I needed to get the full picture. I dug around through the piles of clothes, under the bed, and felt around between the mattresses. The rest of the house had clearly been searched, but it wasn’t quite as trashed in the living room, and when I sat down to think, I felt something in my back. I turned and reached behind the pillow, and there was a laptop that the cops had somehow missed? Or Wayne had drunkenly left there? No way the cops would have left this behind, I thought, and figured there was no better place to start than there. I went back and checked in on Tennet; he was clearly out for the night, so I went back to the living room with the laptop.

         I tried a few obvious password choices like “valentina,” “wayne,” and “wtennet” but didn’t get anywhere. I thought for a moment, then entered the name of his first film, “conflictofinterest.” Bingo. His computer desktop was a mess—so many photos and documents littered the screen you could barely make out the background image. I started separating the program icons from one another and then saw something buried beneath a jpeg—a folder called “bdoyle_pool.”

         I clicked on the folder and it opened to reveal a list of at least twenty images. I tapped the first one. And couldn’t believe what I was looking at.

         It was an outdoor photograph of his stepdaughter, Breelyn Doyle.

         And she was topless.

         She was getting out of a pool, smiling, but with an uncertain look on her face—as though she wasn’t sure she was doing exactly what the photographer wanted.

         God, she really was stunningly beautiful. Tawny hair, big hazel eyes, slim but not eating-disorder skinny like so many LA chicks.

         I opened another image. More of the same. I opened one after another. They got progressively more explicit.

         I tried to imagine how these had come about. And what they meant. This was literally the A-bomb for Tennet—anyone with even a shred of doubt about his guilt would cave if these ever saw the light of day.

         I thought for a long time about what I should do.

         Finally, I took out the thumb drive I always carry and transferred the folder onto it. As I dragged the folder on Tennet’s desktop to the trash bin and emptied it, I noticed that my hand was shaking.

         So I helped myself to some of Wayne’s top-shelf whiskey. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t make a habit of it. Then I got a rag and wiped my fingerprints off the laptop. Just in case.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

            Eric Logan

         

         “By saying that you’ve never touched your stepdaughter inappropriately,” the woman with the stiff hair said, leaning in, “you are, after all, calling her a liar.”

         Tennet took a moment to reply. I could almost see him counting “one thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three” as I’d advised.

         “Breelyn is not a liar,” he said calmly. “She is an eighteen-year-old girl who is as impressionable as any child that age. I think she’s just confused and scared and has been influenced by someone—”

         “Meaning your wife, Valentina Doyle!” she interjected. Jacky Tokiwa was the go-to interviewer for all celebrities that needed a high-profile platform for whatever message they were trying to either get out or control.

         Again, Tennet took it slow. “I didn’t say that, Jacky. I haven’t talked to Breelyn, not since I got back from location shooting in Perth. I don’t know who has been in her life or what has been—”

         “So, your relationship is distant, and not just geographically.”

         I saw his brow furrow just a bit. Sydney worriedly gripped my arm. We were watching from a booth in the news studio on the Fox lot as the interview was taped.

         “He’s got it, we prepped for this over and over,” I whispered to Sydney, though in reality, I was saying a very desperate Hail Mary.

         “Breelyn and I had Skype chats twice a week,” Tennet said. “I never missed one. And neither did she—despite the twenty-one-hour time difference. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a teenager to follow that kind of schedule?”

         He asked it with a nice bit of warmth. Jacky almost smiled. He’d nailed it.

         I’d spent most of the last forty-eight hours coaching Tennet on how to present himself: what to say, what not to say, how to check his temper, how to deflect, how to subtly suggest that Valentina Doyle was bipolar without coming out and saying it. I’d been impressed at how cooperative and determined he was—not to mention that he’d stuck to his vow to stop drinking. He’d been stone cold sober the entire time.

         “You are legendary for having one of the worst tempers in the film business.” Jacky craftily made it a statement, not a question.

         Tennet nodded. “My reputation is horrible, and I am ashamed to admit that it is completely just. I do have serious anger issues, and I have no one to blame but myself for the trouble they have caused me. I’m finally getting help, and I just pray that it’s not too late. I owe a lot of apologies to a lot of people. But my stepdaughter is not one of them.”

         Forthright, humble, yet strong. I wanted to scream, “Cut, print it!” Sydney was grinning from ear to ear.

         “Slam dunk!” he cried out as he gave me five. The booth technicians glanced back at us. We’d have to limit our enthusiasm about our client possibly dodging child abuse charges.

         On the set, Tennet and Jacky were making nice now that the interview was over. She’d asked tough questions, and he’d addressed them openly and directly. It was a win-win for both. Ratings were sure to be sky high.

         Totally stoked, I turned to Sydney, who suddenly had gone stone-faced. He was staring at one of the monitors that showed what the competition was airing.

         On the screen, a good-looking kid—brawny, with hipster facial hair—was being interviewed. The graphic below him said “Omar Sabat, boyfriend of Breelyn Doyle.” He was nodding his head and earnestly saying something. Sydney leaned forward and turned up the volume.

         “—I don’t know exactly when it started. Bree never said anything about it to me until—well, I saw what I saw,” Sabat stammered.

         “And what did you see?” a female interviewer probed gently, off screen.

         Sabat looked troubled and hesitated before answering.

         “I came over one night without calling—though I knew it wasn’t cool,” he said. “Bree hadn’t answered her cell in, like, two hours, so I was getting worried. I went around to the back of the house. And then I saw them. They were together in the pool. And he was behind her, pressing up against her. Her father was. And they were…naked.”

         As he continued with even more graphic descriptions, the camera cut to the interviewer, a pretty, surprisingly young woman with dark eyes and thick black hair: Kayla Ross.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

            Kayla Ross

         

         “I seriously cannot believe we are here! You and me—total nobodies!”

         After a year in Los Angeles, Zoe still hadn’t learned to chill. Everything excited her, and when it came to celebrity sightings, there was a good chance she’d pass out. We were going to SoHo House, the most exclusive spot in the city—ground zero for movie stars. She’d been talking about it since before we’d even moved here, and I’d promised that if I ever became a legitimate news reporter it would be the first place we’d go.

         On the elevator up to the penthouse suite, I looked at the two women riding with us: effortlessly thin and dressed elegantly in simple cocktail dresses. Right away I saw that Zoe and I had gotten too done up in our secondhand Marc Jacobs formal dresses—we looked like we were going to the Oscars in 2005. The other women didn’t even look at us; they just stared at their phones.

         At the dark wood check-in desk in front of the elevator, the supermodel-handsome host asked for their membership number.

         “Don’t need one. We’re with Leo’s party,” she said, bored.

         Zoe and I turned to each other. “Membership?”

         Zoe’s overly made-up face fell. I felt like an idiot for not realizing that “total nobodies” couldn’t expect to just party along with Leo DiCaprio and Bruno Mars. Anxious not to humiliate ourselves further, I pulled her back to the elevator.

         “Sorry, Zo,” I whispered. “I had no idea!”

         Even her bouncy red hair seemed to deflate at the thought of not getting in when we were this close. Then the elevator doors opened, and out stepped Eric Logan.

         I had been seriously pissed when Eric stood me up, but now I couldn’t help smiling at him. He looked ridiculously hot in his black Armani blazer and $1,500 Balmain jeans.

         He glanced at me for a beat, and then turned away. Zoe stared after him, open-mouthed. Suddenly, he spun around.

         “Kayla!” he cried out. Zoe then turned to stare, openmouthed, at me.

         “Hello,” I said as coldly as I could manage. I pressed the elevator button for the lobby.

         “You’re not leaving already, are you?” he said with what seemed like real disappointment. I started to say we had another function, but Zoe cut me off.

         “We can’t get in!” she confided. I could have murdered her.

         Logan didn’t smirk, just insisted that we join him as his guests. If not for Zoe I would never have accepted, but it meant so much to her. And, well, I did want to see what it was all about.

         Once inside the bar, Logan turned to me.

         “I am really sorry about the other night,” he said. “I can’t expect you to believe this, but I absolutely could not contact you. I felt terrible. You have to let me buy you and your friend dinner—and it doesn’t have to be with me. Unless…”

         I shrugged and looked around. It was such a beautiful spot. Garden dining with a view of the glittering lights of West Hollywood. While Logan was at the bar ordering us Manhattans, Zoe immediately started to pump me for information about him.

         “How exactly do you know the hottest non-celebrity here?” I glared at her with a “Be cool!” look. When he came back, she made up the excuse that she had to use the ladies’ and vanished.

         “So, please tell me,” he said over his drink. “How, inside of a week and a half, did you go from paparazzi stalker to network reporter with the best get of the week?”

         “‘Get’? Is that LA speak?” I asked sarcastically.

         He laughed. “Fine. ‘An exclusive, difficult-to-land interview.’ Isn’t that in Journalism 101?”

         I took a sip and tried to be casual. “I had to sell those photos. But I ended up making a deal with the network—a reporter gig and an advance on my salary in exchange for the pics.” I smiled, a little embarrassed at my bragging.

         “And the interview with this Omar Sabat? How’d you land that?”

         “‘To reveal a source is to lose it.’ Journalism 102,” I said pointedly. “But I don’t know why I’m lecturing you on that…when you really need Etiquette 101.”

         “Oof, direct hit,” he said.

         Zoe came back and the three of us had an amazing dinner. Though he texted throughout dinner—always with an apology—Logan was very charming and made sure to ask Zoe a lot of questions, which she barely answered since she was so busy looking out for stars. Toward the end of the meal she hopped up, and a few minutes later I saw her at the bar happily chatting away at Jake Gyllenhaal who—bless his heart—was smiling at her politely.

         “So, what do you have against Wayne Tennet?” Logan asked me.

         “Nothing!” I replied, a bit sharply.

         “Whoa,” he said with his hands up. “No need to get defensive.”

         “I’m not defensive. It’s a hot story and I’m interested in getting the truth out,” I insisted. “What makes you think he’s innocent?”

         Logan just looked at me for a moment, then shook his head. “Tennet hasn’t been convicted of anything, and it’s my job to help him promote a positive image to the public. I take no position on his guilt or innocence.”

         “Even though he may have raped a minor? And definitely gave her a head wound?” I asked indignantly.

         Just then I got a text from Zoe saying she’d gone on to a club with Selena Gomez’s personal assistant and also to “give u space.” For the second time that night, I could have strangled her.

         Logan was a gentleman and didn’t give me a hard time at this obvious trick to make him see me home. I said I’d get an Uber ride, but he insisted on driving me.

         We left the building and came out into a warm spring night; the scent of night-blooming jasmine was incredibly strong. Logan took my hand in a very natural way as we walked toward his car—a BMW M4, a car my brother would have flipped over—parked in front of a noisy nightclub. As I walked around to the passenger door, he tilted his head toward the club as if to ask if I wanted to go in.

         Suddenly, a car came speeding out of nowhere. I barely had time to glance at it when the driver swerved directly toward me. I was so startled I just froze, and the front of the car—a shiny red Jaguar—clipped my arm. My purse—and my entire body—went flying into the oncoming traffic of Sunset Boulevard.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 10

            Kayla Ross

         

         A stab of pain brought it all back.

         Every time my arm throbbed, it was as if I was there again, splayed out on Sunset Boulevard. I shook it off and looked in my rearview mirror. The bruise on my right cheek was beginning to heal. The studio had to plaster a ton of base makeup over it the first few days after the accident. My right arm still had flashes of pain, though the doctors said nothing was wrong with it. I seemed to be suffering PTSD from the whole thing.

         I sighed and glanced out my car window at my destination. This school sure didn’t look like any school I’d ever gone to—more like a country club, with its white columns and perfectly kept front lawn. I’d called the administration offices and pretended I was a freaked-out new housekeeper who couldn’t remember what time she was supposed to pick up the niña.

         At three thirty on the dot, kids starting filing out the front doors.

         I got out of the car—ouch, another shot of pain in my arm!—and joined the waiting nannies. At the end of the stream of teens I saw her. Breelyn Doyle.

         She was tall and had a serious, oval-shaped face framed by blond-streaked brown hair. I would have given anything for hair like that when I was eighteen. She had a small bandage over her forehead. A gift from Tennet, I thought bitterly. She was with a girl who was probably the best friend, cute but nowhere near as pretty.

         When they parted at the front gate, I came up to her with a smile.

         “Breelyn? Can I talk to you?”

         She looked at me without surprise, like she’d been expecting me. She was both beautiful and sort of strange-looking, like supermodels with their widely spaced eyes and empty expressions. While her face was still that of a teenager, her eyes looked adult; I guessed that came from growing up in Beverly Hills.

         “I don’t give interviews without my lawyer present,” she said. Wow, her childhood could not have been more different from mine.

         “I don’t have a camera crew,” I said. “I just wanted to talk. If you feel like it.”

         She narrowed her eyes at me. She seemed to be thinking it over, and just as she was about to speak, a car screeched to a halt not two feet away from us—a shiny red Jaguar.

         I froze. For a second I again saw the glare of headlights from the awful oncoming traffic. As I shook my head to get a grip, a small but curvy auburn-haired woman jumped out of the Jag. I recognized her instantly: Valentina Doyle.

         “How dare you!” she screeched as she got between Breelyn and me. I was so surprised by her and her car—and, embarrassingly, also a little starstruck—that I just stood there like a clueless idiot for a moment.

         “Miss Doyle—er, Tennet,” I finally stammered. “I’m Kayla Ro—”

         “I know exactly who you are!” she seethed. “You broadcast that filthy interview with my daughter’s boyfriend. I hope the ratings you got were worth the humiliation it caused my daughter.”

         I could feel the rage coming off her body. She seemed almost violent as she protectively grabbed Breelyn’s shoulders. I took a deep breath.

         “Well, that’s exactly why I’m here,” I said. “I had no idea that Omar would get so graphic. I wanted to cut it, but my producers overruled me. I’m here to apologize. I feel awful about it.”

         She looked at me with confusion for a beat. “Where are you from, girl?”

         “Omaha.”

         She frowned for a moment, then laughed, loudly. “Oh, hell. Wichita, here. I sometimes forget that there are actually people around with manners. I’ve never heard of a journalist apologizing before!”

         Now her charm scented the air like perfume. Her whole face changed and she smiled with incredible warmth. I couldn’t believe someone’s mood could change so quickly. Why she didn’t have as many Oscars as Meryl Streep was beyond me.

         She held out her hand and I shook it. The whole time, Breelyn was watching her mother, almost studying her.

         “Your apology is accepted, Kayla,” she said. “I guess I’m kind of a mama bear. I’ll do anything to protect my baby here. And I have. I turned down the best role I’d ever been offered when she was only six months old. My agents wanted to fire me! But I told them I already had the best role of my life: mother.”

         It was all very Joan Crawford, and Breelyn nearly rolled her eyes; she was no Christina Crawford, that’s for sure. But just then I saw Breelyn’s expression change. I turned around and saw Wayne approaching. He was walking very carefully with an unsure smile on his face.

         Valentina turned around, too, and—once again—her whole body went rigid. She shoved Breelyn behind her.

         “Stop!” she almost screamed, all charm gone in an instant. Now it was pure hatred coming off her. “Come one step closer, Wayne, and I will kill you.”

         Tennet stopped and sighed. He started to say something, but Valentina raised her hand.

         “Or have you killed.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

            Wayne Tennet

         

         “I am pleased to report that the process worked. Justice has prevailed. My client protested his innocence from the very beginning, and now he has been vindicated.”

         Sydney paused dramatically—just long enough for his words to sink in but not so long to give the reporters time to start firing questions.

         “Charges have been dropped and he can now return to making millions of people around the world happy through his extraordinary films. Ladies and gentleman, Mr. Wayne Tennet.”

         I didn’t know if Sydney was expecting the reporters to clap or cheer or what, so I just sort of stared blankly into the camera lights for a moment. He’d called the press conference just half an hour before—we’d hardly had time to put together any kind of statement, and the kid, Logan, was off schmoozing clients.

         Finally, a reporter shouted out: “How are you feeling, Mr. Tennet?”

         I didn’t know what facial expression would be appropriate. Was I supposed to smile and possibly end up looking cocky? Was I supposed to take a victory lap—and belittle whatever troubles had driven my stepdaughter to make such an outrageous claim?

         “Um, I’m just relieved that this horrible nightmare is finally over,” I said, and immediately realized it was the same clichéd statement that every accused person makes when they’ve been vindicated. But it was true. I was just glad it was over, and I was anxious to get back to my life. I wanted peace again. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since being in Australia; nearly every night I woke up certain that someone was in the house with me, certain I was being stalked. Lately I’d been going to bed with every light in the house on.

         “Are you going to make a film about your experience?”

         “Ah…I hadn’t thought about it.” I shrugged. “I guess I do have more insight into the legal system now. Though, to tell the truth, I’d rather have stayed in the dark!”

         No one laughed and Sydney gave me a wide-eyed “don’t make jokes” grimace. I knew I was sweating, and for the first time in quite a while, I wanted a drink.

         “No, in all seriousness, I’m just glad to be cleared of this and I—”

         “But you weren’t cleared,” someone—a woman—called out. “You just weren’t prosecuted due to insufficient evidence—which is often difficult to obtain in child molestation cases.”

         The whole room went dead quiet for a moment—all eyes were on me to see how I’d react. I tried Logan’s method of slowly counting to three by thousands. I had to stay cool here.

         “I can only repeat what I’ve been saying,” I said, knowing my voice sounded strained. “I never touched my stepdaughter in any inappropriate way.”

         “And what do you expect your relationship with your stepdaughter to be going forward?” she asked.

         I looked into the crowd and spotted the woman who’d started badgering me—a pretty Latina with striking black eyes. She looked to be all of twenty-three. Then I recognized her—she’d done the interview with Breelyn’s scumbag boyfriend. And she was outside Breelyn’s school the day I tried to talk to her. I started counting slowly again to myself but barely made it past one.

         “I’m hoping we can repair the damage, obviously,” I said, a little tersely, I knew. “I want to understand what’s going on with her and—”

         “Are you going to challenge the restraining order that your wife has filed on Breelyn’s behalf?”

         Why the hell is this girl going for the jugular? I wondered. It was like she had a personal vendetta against me. Sydney stepped forward, finally.

         “I think you’ve asked enough questions,” he said. “Let’s hear from someone else—”

         “What about the anger management course you agreed to as part of your plea bargain—”

         “It wasn’t a plea bargain, goddamnit!” I shouted at her, completely unable to stop myself. “It was a mutual agreement! I want to control my anger!”

         There I was, illustrating how desperately I needed anger management. I knew what was happening, saw myself losing control in slow motion, but the thought that this dropped charge would stymie my career and my life still made me furious.

         “Half of my problem is people like you,” I said, unable to stop myself. “Why do you have to be such ball-breaking bitches?”

         Everyone stared at me in astonished disgust, everyone except Sydney. He stared at me with something much worse—pity.

         And then I knew it was over. My professional suicide was now complete.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 12

            Wayne Tennet

         

         Maybe I should kill her.

         I kept circling back to the idea, over and over.

         “Let’s go to the Ivy for dinner,” Logan said, interrupting my train of thought. “Nothing will say that you want to be seen louder than being at such a high-profile spot. Just walk in like you own the place.”

         I was gazing out the window of Sydney’s Mercedes as we drove through Beverly Hills. I could see Sydney glance over at me with a worried look.

         “Doesn’t have to be tonight, Wayne,” he said. “Not if you aren’t up for it. That press conference was rough.”

         “I thinks it’s a great idea,” I replied. “By walking into the lion’s den I’ll show that I truly don’t give a shit what they think.”

         I wondered what would be the best way to do it. Shoot her? Stab her? Run over her? Make it look like a mugging? On some level I couldn’t believe I was seriously thinking about doing something so horrible, but then again, she was behind this. She’d ruined my life. Anyone could see that.

         “It will definitely make an impression, Wayne,” Logan was saying. “I’ll call and see if Fernando can get us some prime real estate right in front. He owes me a favor or two…”

         What does it feel like to strangle a person? I wondered. She would fight and fight hard, so I’d not only have to squeeze her throat but also stop her from struggling. Funny, the only death scenes I’d ever shot in seven movies were by gunshot. I never realized how difficult it would really be to kill someone.

         “We’re in!” Logan said with his usual enthusiasm as he clicked off his phone. I’d have to play along with it—I couldn’t have anyone suspect a thing.

         “Awesome!” I cried out, and did a palm slap against the dashboard. The more I thought about it, the better the idea seemed. I had nothing to lose—everything had already been taken from me.

         We drove up in front of the Ivy as the sun was setting. The front patio was already almost full of early-evening diners. A few photographers were hanging around, but when I put on a big phony smile for them they just blankly turned away. Looked like I was no longer news.

         They put us at a table that nearly everyone entering the restaurant would have to pass. Sydney started to order a bottle of wine, then, with a worried glance at me, changed it to Perrier. He and Logan made small talk and I nodded along, though I didn’t hear a word. I saw Andy Fontana approach the host stand. He’d written three of my films. As he came toward me I raised my head with a nod and smile. He looked directly through me—like I wasn’t even there. It was worse than if he’d spat on me.

         I flagged the waiter down. “Bourbon on the rocks.”

         Sydney and Logan darted looks at each other. “Wayne, don’t you think—”

         “You’re right.” I nodded. “What was I thinking? Sorry, make it a double.”

         The double was soon doubled. I lost count of how many I had. I just got quieter and quieter, my plan festering in the back of my mind. Finally, I stood up.

         “Gotta take a leak, guys,” I said. “When I get back I guess we should strategize on how you two are going to resurrect me from the dead.”

         They looked relieved at my willingness to listen to reason. As I walked away, they huddled together over the table—obviously plotting how to deal with me. I didn’t even pretend to head toward the john—I just walked across the patio and out the front. Not one person looked at me.

         I hailed a cab and had him drive me around for an hour or so. I didn’t want to go home right away; a persistent feeling that someone was in the house had made me jittery for weeks now. But I eventually realized I had nowhere to go, not a single person to turn to.

         When I finally did have the driver take me home, there weren’t any reporters out front. I almost missed them. Their presence outside had been weirdly comforting when I did my three a.m. searches around the house—flicking lights on and off, checking door locks.

         The house was silent and eerily lonely as I entered. And I immediately had that feeling again—like someone had just been there. I walked from empty room to empty room, nothing. But then on the bar I saw something odd: a bottle of Bushmills bourbon. I knew I hadn’t put it out—until tonight I hadn’t had a drink in a couple of weeks, and I’d kept the stuff locked away. But then again, could I be so sure? Not in the state I was in.

         I took the bottle with me outside to the pool and plopped down on a deck chair. The temperature had dropped in the last hour and a chilly breeze blew ripples across the water’s surface; the pool lights sent slowly waving shadows over the dark palm trees. It looked like a movie set. Perfect atmosphere for murder.

         I took a swig from the bottle and suddenly felt twice as drunk as I had moments ago. In a daze I looked around. The dim lighting here was ideal, moody, and menacing. It would highlight the terror on her face, the—

         A sudden noise yanked me back to reality—as if a strip of film had been ripped in two. As I looked up and out at the shadows, a figure stepped forward. My vision blurry, I squinted to see who it was. I didn’t feel fear exactly, more like perverse satisfaction that I was right—someone was here stalking me!

         The figure stepped closer, dramatically backlit against the pool.

         “Well, well,” I slurred, sounding ever drunker. “What the hell are you doing here?”

         I went to take another sip. And everything started to darken.

         No! I wanted to shout but suddenly couldn’t. The fade out is happening too quickly—we’re cutting away too soon!

         The screen in my mind dimmed—then went entirely black.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 13

            Kayla Ross

         

         “He’s an accused rapist! Get the hell away from there!”

         I stared at Wayne Tennet’s silent house as I listened to Zoe’s freakout. It was hard to see the home from the street because of the wall of flowery bushes planted in front, I guessed for privacy. Then the thought of just what he might have wanted hidden from view made me feel sick.

         “Kayla, I’m serious,” Zoe was saying over the phone. “You need to leave now.”

         “It’s broad daylight, nothing is going to happen,” I insisted, though probably more to convince myself than her. “I’m just going to go to his front door and talk to him.”

         “Call him on the phone!” she said. “You don’t have to put in a personal appearance!”

         “I tried to call and it just rings. I think it’s better this way, more polite or something. It almost worked with Breelyn Doyle.”

         I was surprised that there were no reporters out front. The news cycle had clearly moved on.

         “I just feel bad about how I questioned him at that press conference,” I said. “Even if he is a creep, I was too aggressive. I made it personal.”

         Zoe wouldn’t hang up until I promised to text her every ten minutes to let her know that I was still alive and not being held in a secret dungeon. The morning felt still as I nervously approached the heavily carved front door; it must have cost a fortune, like the rest of the house. I knocked lightly and nothing happened. Then I pushed the doorbell; again, nothing but the echo of the ring from the inside.

         It was strange that an expensive, empty house, in the middle of the day, could seem so spooky.

         It made sense that Tennet wasn’t here. He’d probably checked into a hotel or—if he was smart—left town altogether. Part of me was glad. Talking to him face-to-face would have been awkward—and a little scary. As I turned to walk away, I heard a sudden faint sound. A scream.

         I froze—it had definitely come from inside the house. I listened for a moment and then heard muffled voices—a man’s and a woman’s. And they were arguing.

         Another scream—louder this time. I instinctively grabbed the door handle and turned. Locked. I wondered if I should call 911.

         Then it all went silent. Had I just imagined it?

         I stepped away from the house and looked around. All the drapes were pulled so I couldn’t see inside at all. A dark, expensive-looking car was in the driveway. As I approached it, I saw that the driver’s window was down a bit. I hesitated for a moment, then reached in and pressed the remote attached to the sun visor. The garage door on the side of the house opened right up.

         Inside the empty garage was a door leading into the house, and it was ajar. Again I heard the arguing voices. The woman’s was raised in anger, though choked with sobs, too.

         Was I really going to trespass like this? I hesitated but then considered that someone might really be in danger. I took a deep breath and stepped into the house.

         “Hello?” I called out, my voice quivering a little. “Is everything all right?”

         The place was a mess—clothes and papers everywhere, and dishes stacked in the kitchen. And it was freezing inside, after a chilly spring night. It seemed odd that the heat wasn’t on when people were obviously in the house.

         The arguing stopped for a moment, then both voices started up again, almost violently.

         Then I heard the most terrified—and terrifying—scream yet.

         It seemed to be coming from the back of the house. I was so scared I couldn’t seem to move, except that my whole body was shivering. My teeth were actually chattering. I then found myself backing up against a counter and sliding to the floor in a huddle. I was paralyzed with fear—something was very wrong here. I grappled with my cell phone. I knew I had to call Zoe or the police, anyone.

         Then the woman’s scream suddenly cut off—dead silence.

         I don’t know how long I sat there trembling before I heard some low music—a simple piano tune. There were no more voices, just the faint music. I slowly got up and entered a dim hallway. The music seemed to be coming from behind the closed door I was standing in front of. My hand shook as I reached out to push it open. It was dark inside, though a faint light came off the far wall.

         A screening room.

         Eight or nine plush chairs were arranged in front of a wide screen that was showing a film—a thriller, from the sounds of the now pumped-up score. A frantic-looking woman onscreen was driving down a nighttime street. It was her—Valentina Doyle. I recognized this as the first film she’d made with Tennet.

         Why is this playing to an empty room? I wondered. The scene on the screen then abruptly changed to a next-day shot of a sunny beach. Bright light flooded the room.

         And that’s when I saw him.

         He was on the floor in front of the screen, lying on his back, nude.

         An orange-colored pill bottle was lying near the top of his head. I had the weird thought that the upside-down bottle looked like a little hat on his head. I almost laughed, despite my shock.

         Then light coming from the screen got even brighter. I could now see his features. I didn’t feel like laughing anymore.

         Wayne Tennet’s eyes were wide open.

         And they were staring straight up at me.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 14

            Eric Logan

         

         “If two women that beautiful end up standing over my grave, I will have considered mine a life well spent,” Sydney said as he looked across the cemetery.

         He was staring at Valentina and Breelyn Doyle, the showily grieving widow and blank-faced stepdaughter of Wayne Tennet. Though both were dressed in tasteful, somber black, it couldn’t hide their beauty. They didn’t look much like each other, but from the way they stood you could tell they were related.

         Tennet had a sad turnout for his send-off: only a few family members, his lawyer, his agents, and me and Sydney. It would have been an awkward group anyway, but making it worse—as Sydney kept pointing out on the way over—was the fact that we were the ones who had tried to make Breelyn Doyle look like a liar and her mother a psycho. Now Tennet’s suicide seemed to confirm their claims.

         As the service ended, I looked over at the entrance. There were only two photographers hanging around. The Tennet story was officially stone-cold dead—from a PR standpoint, our jobs were finished. Probably the only thing that would revive it now was if Tennet sat up in his coffin.

         “Let’s scram,” Sydney said with a tug on my arm. “I know it’s only eleven, but I need a drink.”

         I looked over at Breelyn Doyle and her eyes met mine. I thought I saw something urgent in her gaze.

         “Give me a sec. I’ll meet you at the car,” I said to Sydney as I moved over toward Breelyn. Her expression didn’t change and I was certain she had something she wanted to say to me.

         But just as I approached, her mother whipped around from the conversation she’d been having with Tennet’s lawyer.

         “Who are you?” Valentina demanded as she looked me up and down.

         “Eric Logan. I work for the PR firm that represented your late husband.”

         “Well, well. Bet you’re glad that job’s over,” she said tauntingly.

         “Mom!” Breelyn said in a shocked voice. Valentina glanced at her, then back at me.

         “He didn’t deny it.” She shrugged with a wry half-smile at me. “What is it you wanted, Mr. Logan?”

         “Just to say how sorry I am. I only got to know Mr. Tennet recently, and even though it was under, well, difficult circumstances—”

         “He didn’t do it.”

         I don’t know who was more startled—Valentina or me. Breelyn was staring straight at me.

         “It’s all a lie,” she said. Valentina quickly took hold of her arm, and though it was meant to look reassuring, I could see it was really a warning.

         “She’s very upset, obviously,” Valentina hissed. “This whole awful situation has been such a terrible sho—”

         “He didn’t kill himself,” Breelyn said with tears welling up in her eyes. “He never would have done that. You have to tell people! They need to know.”

         “Bree, honey—”

         “He didn’t kill himself. Something else…happened.”

         A million questions went through my head. Why was she saying this now? And why to me in front of her mother?

         I looked from one to the other. “Well, from what I’ve heard, the police investigation was pretty conclusive.”

         Valentina stepped forward and—reaching out—now took hold of my arm. She started walking me out of the cemetery with our backs to Breelyn, who mutely followed.

         “Mr. Logan. Eric,” Valentina cooed. “Please don’t mind Bree. Imagine all the things she’s experiencing right now. She’s been put through so much already, the last thing any of us want for her is more publicity and innuendo.”

         She had just the right way about her—intimate and vulnerable, yet totally in charge. And she exuded sex, even now, minutes after her husband’s funeral.

         As we approached the black Town Car waiting to take them away, I looked back at Breelyn. She was no longer staring at me, just looking down at the ground with no expression.

         “I get your concerns,” I said to Valentina, carefully. “Still, if your daughter has any information or reason to bel—”

         “Tell you what,” Valentina interrupted. “Why don’t you and I meet—let’s have a drink later this week. I’m so confused about all of this myself. I have a million questions about Wayne and his state of mind in his last days. Maybe you can help me…”

         She pressed her fingers into my forearm and looked up at me with wide, pleading eyes. Despite myself I was knocked over by her magnetism and felt my head nodding—way too enthusiastically.

         As I helped Valentina into the car—her hand lingering in mine with a breathy “thank you”—I looked over at Breelyn. She was in the backseat staring ahead blank-faced. But in the corner of her mouth, there was the tiniest, almost impossible to see hint of…a smile.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 15

            Kayla Ross

         

         The piercing scream almost made my heart stop. My body instantly went rigid with fear.

         The sound took me right back to Wayne Tennet’s screening room where I’d heard Valentina Doyle give the same kind of cry…and found a dead body.

         I’d been on edge ever since. Turns out that exciting experiences like being a hit-and-run victim on Sunset Boulevard and discovering corpses take their toll on a girl.

         So I wasn’t all that amused by the deafening shrieks of the fan girls in the spectator seats at seeing Liam Hemsworth on the red carpet at the Teen Choice Awards.

         I’d snagged this assignment by show-biz cliché—the regular entertainment reporter had gotten food poisoning that morning at a champagne brunch. It also didn’t hurt that I’d broken my stories during the ratings sweeps period. The station manager told me I was now “trending” higher than any of the other reporters.

         So there I was—Omaha’s Kayla Ross—interviewing world-famous music, TV, and film stars as they made their way into the Shrine Auditorium. After I got all of three seconds of “Hey, howsitgoin’?” from Harry Styles as he walked past me, my director, Eddie—a Southern skinny-jeaned and goateed hipster dude with endless energy—told me to take a break. Only C-listers were in the queue for the next few minutes, so we were going to commercial.

         As the makeup team refreshed my face, I looked up and saw Breelyn Doyle coming down the carpet with her arm in Omar Sabat’s. Though she had the same serious expression on her face as the last time I’d seen her, he was all smiles. He waved to the crowd and posed for photos as though he was a star, not a physical trainer who happened to date a celebrity’s daughter.

         He caught sight of me and—after a quick glance at the cameras behind me—made a beeline in my direction.

         “Hey, Kayla!” he shouted. “How’s it goin’? Are we live?”

         “Sorry, Omar, we’re on commercial break,” I said.

         “S’okay, we can hang!” He grinned.

         I looked at Breelyn. She had on a simple white gown—the fabric was so sheer it looked computer-generated. There was a visible scar at the top of her forehead; I wondered why she hadn’t covered it with makeup.

         “How are you doing, Breelyn?” I asked. “That’s not a professional question—I swear the cameras are off!”

         I laughed, self-consciously, and she gave me a serene smile—like nothing could ever throw her. Her gaze drifted past me and out over the crowd. She looked at the fan mob intently, almost like she was memorizing each individual face. Without a word to me, she then started to move on down the carpet, but Omar held her back.

         “Yo, Kayla,” he said, “our interview was off the hook! You know how many new Twitter followers I got after that? Maybe we could do a follow-up, huh?”

         I glanced at Breelyn to see how she was taking such a crass attempt to cash in on her tragedy. She just reached out and calmly took hold of Omar’s arm—gently, but somehow I knew it was with an iron grip—and started leading him away.

         “Awright, we gotta run, but I’ll check in with you!” Omar shouted to me. “Remember, I give good interviews, baby!”

         He then stopped and assumed a serious expression. In a low, somber voice, he said, “‘I came over one night without calling—though I knew it wasn’t cool. Bree hadn’t answered her cell in two hours so I was getting worried…’”

         He broke into a sly grin and winked. “See, I got it down, Kay-Kay!”

         He waved madly as Breelyn now forcibly pulled him away. I must have been staring after him open-mouthed, because Eddie turned and gave me a curious look.

         “Why the face, Kay-Kay?” he asked with a smirk.

         The face must have been because I had a sudden strong sinking feeling that something was very, very wrong.

         “The guy—Omar Sabat—just quoted himself from an interview he gave me. Word for word,” I said. “Almost as if it had been memorized and rehearsed.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

            Kayla Ross

         

         “You look great,” a deep voice said. “You must be staying out of the way of speeding sports cars.”

         I quickly tried to calculate which I could get to faster—in high heels—my car, or the exit from the Shrine parking garage. I was about to cut my losses and scream my head off, when a figure stepped out of the dark and into a pool of fluorescent light: Eric Logan.

         More specifically, Eric Logan in a tuxedo. Even as frightened as I was, all I could think was that he should wear a tuxedo 24/7; he looked that good.

         “Ohmygod, you really scared me!”

         “Sorry! That was me trying to be funny.” He apologized with his hands up. “I just wanted to tell you how beautiful you look.”

         “Gee, thanks,” I said, trying for frosty but probably just sounding snotty. I hadn’t seen him since the night I was hit by the car and he’d taken me to the emergency room. He’d been wonderful then—comforting and in charge. And he’d sat with me for over three hours. But after getting one text from him the next day asking how I was doing, I hadn’t heard a word since.

         Although the show had only ended twenty minutes earlier, everyone had scattered to the after-parties and the building was eerily empty. I walked on toward my car, my heels clacking noisily on the cement as Logan followed.

         “I’ve been wanting to get in touch with you all week. Got a lot to tell you,” he said. “For instance, you’ll never believe who drives a red Jaguar.”

         “Valentina Doyle.”

         He stopped dead. “Damn, I can never scoop you on anything!”

         “It’s my job,” I said. “Besides, there must be hundreds of red Jags in Los Angeles.”

         “Not that many. Seems weird to me.”

         I stopped at my car and turned to him with a frown.

         “So you think Valentina Doyle purposefully tried to run me over? Just because she didn’t like my interview with her daughter’s boyfriend?” I asked mockingly.

         “So, you’ve thought about it, too.”

         He had me there.

         “All right,” I sighed. “It is a strange coincidence. But that’s all.”

         He looked thoughtfully at the ground for a moment.

         “I don’t know.…Something is off on this whole thing. Have you ever thought that Tennet’s death was just a little too neat? A little too convenient?”

         “For whom?” I asked, wondering what he was getting at.

         “Valentina Doyle, for one. You know she’s inheriting a fortune from him,” he said. “And his stepdaughter claims he would never have killed himself.”

         “You’ve spoken to Breelyn Doyle?”

         “More or less,” he said. “I think there’s more to be had here.”

         “Actually, I really wanted to do a follow-up, especially after…what happened,” I admitted. “But my producers say the story is as dead as—”

         “As dead as Tennet,” Logan finished with a sigh. “What if some new evidence came to light, something that proved…”

         He trailed off, looking troubled.

         “Proved his innocence? His guilt?” I asked incredulously. “You have something? Come on, you can’t hold out on me now!”

         He chewed his lip thoughtfully for a moment. “I might. I don’t even know if it matters anymore. Tennet is gone; maybe it’s best just to let things be.”

         I must have had a funny look on my face, because suddenly he came closer. “You think something’s wrong here, too, don’t you?”

         “I always have,” I admitted. “Like, why was Tennet wandering around his house nude with no heat on the night he died? I don’t care how drunk or medicated he was, it was cold. And why was there an empty bottle of pills next to him but no drink, nothing to wash them down?”

         “You’re in the wrong profession, Kayla,” Logan said appreciatively. “You should be a detective.”

         “You didn’t see how terrified I was at that crime scene. Anyway, this is my first big story. I’m not in the position to be calling the shots at the station.”

         “I know. But maybe we can work together,” he said excitedly. “Both of our positions could be useful in digging a little. And in some weird way, I feel like I owe it to Tennet.”

         “Why?” I asked incredulously. “He was a monster. He treated you horribly. And was probably a sexual abuser!”

         Logan just gave me a long look, then shrugged. “Maybe I’m just using this as an excuse to see you.”

         “A phone call would have been a lot easier,” I said, achieving frost—finally.

         He hung his head guiltily, then slowly reached his hand out to mine. Against my better judgment I took it, and he pulled me toward him. With his other hand he cupped the side of my face.

         “I have a confession to make,” he said. “I’m kind of a jerk.”

         “I think you intentionally try to be one,” I said, my heart pounding.

         “Take my advice and tell me to get lost, pretty lady.”

         “Okay…get lost.”

         He nodded and turned his body away from me, but at the same time, he used his arm to pull me around to his front. I stiffened for a moment—it had been a very long time since I’d been intimate with anyone. As he kissed me deeply, I tried to let go and be in the moment.

         But when I opened my eyes, I looked over his shoulder and saw another figure standing at a distance from us in the shadows. I was about to cry out and pull away when I heard the distinct click of a camera. The figure then receded back into the shadows.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 17

            Eric Logan

         

         As I ran my hand down her bare body, cupping her full breast, she sighed dreamily and pressed up against me. Then she almost immediately fell back asleep. I lay rigid for a moment. I hadn’t planned on this, and I needed to get out without her waking. I never liked playing the good-bye-will-you-call-me-later scene—and I especially didn’t want to play it with Valentina Doyle.

         “Don’t mix work and play, Eric,” I’d said to myself. “Don’t do it, man.” But here I was. Deep down, I knew damned well this would turn out to be a huge mistake. But I guess I’d figured I would deal with the bill later.

         I slowly inched my way out of the bed. Valentina stirred briefly but then went back under. As I pulled on my jeans, I looked down at her nightstand. It was covered with stuff usually found inside a purse: tissue, makeup, coins, and a few bottles of meds. I picked one up: clonazepam, better known as Klonopin, a tranquilizer that people use to deal with seizures or anxiety.

         Huh…the same thing Tennet overdosed on.

         I tiptoed out of the room and tried to recall which way down the dark hall led to the front of the house. We’d had more than a few drinks at the bar last night, and by the time I’d taken Valentina home, we were both pretty lit. I’d gone into the date with the intention of playing it cool and seeing what I could get on her. Instead, she’d bulldozed me with charm. The low-cut cocktail dress she’d worn had leveled whatever self-control I had.

         As I passed the kitchen, the overhead light suddenly went on. I blinked and looked inside. Breelyn Doyle was standing there, her eyes wide at the sight of me.

         “What are you doing here?” she gasped.

         “Shh! Let me talk to you a sec,” I whispered as I flicked off the light. Even when confronted at dawn by the man who’d clearly just had sex with her mother, she looked phenomenally beautiful. Everything about her was so natural; her skin was so flawless it would have looked Photoshopped were it not for the slight scar just below her hairline.

         “You need to tell people he didn’t kill himself!” she said, wide-eyed.

         I reached out to take her arm, but in the dark my hand landed on her shoulder, almost at her neck. I meant it as a calming gesture, but I can only guess what it looked like when the lights flicked back on and Valentina stood there.

         “Well, well…I don’t seem to know my lines for this scene,” she said with ice-cold fury. “Anyone care to give me a cue?”

         “Hey, good morning,” I babbled. “We—I just ran into your daughter on my way out. I didn’t want to wake you.”

         “Why not?” she fumed. “Don’t I deserve at least a good-bye?”

         I stepped forward and tried to look nonchalant; here I was with another angry woman on my hands. I was doing something very wrong lately.

         “Sorry, Valentina. You looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to disturb you.”

         “Then things have changed since last night,” she said, eyebrow raised.

         It was uncomfortable to be playing this out in front of her daughter, who just stood there mutely between us. Suddenly, the front door swung open.

         A muscle-bound guy with a bristly crew cut and a tanned, weathered face came in, key in hand. He looked up at the three of us, then zeroed in on me.

         “Who the hell is this?” he demanded as he swung a glance at Breelyn.

         “What business is it of yours?” Valentina asked as she brushed her hand lightly through her hair and, turning toward him, smiled coyly. In that single gesture her whole demeanor changed. She’d been almost shaking with anger a second ago; now she was radiating sex all over again.

         “I get to know who my daughter is with at six o’clock in the morning, Val.”

         Ah, the first husband, Gregg Doyle. Chronically out of work photographer, according to his ex-wife. He came toward me with a mean look in his eye. At the same time, he pushed his shirt aside so that I could see the pistol hooked into his belt. It was such a cheesy macho-dude move that I almost laughed out loud.

         Valentina swiftly moved in front of me. “He happens to be my guest, Gregg. Which makes him very much none of your business. Even if it is your visitation day.”

         Doyle frowned and glanced from his barely dressed wife to me to Breelyn.

         “Nice example you’re setting, Val.”

         “I try.” She giggled as she reached over and ran her fingers through my hair. Then she pulled my head toward her and locked her lips on mine for a brief but intense kiss. I was beyond startled—until I saw her next move.

         Without letting go of me, she gazed up at her ex-husband with a taunting smile and, reaching out, ran her fingers along the gun on his hip.

         “Now, put that away,” she murmured. “Before someone gets hurt…”

         Doyle stared at her intensely, his face beet red with either anger or excitement or some trippy combination. These two clearly had an unusual dynamic. She seemed to enjoy pushing his buttons—and he seemed to love hating it. I wondered just how far she could go with him.

         Valentina pushed off his chest, blew me a mock-kiss good-bye, and sauntered out of the room. Breelyn had already vanished.

         Doyle turned to me. “You had your fun,” he said in a perfectly calm voice. “But I see you with my ex-wife or daughter again, I’ll kill you. Got that, bud?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 18

            Kayla Ross

         

         “You know I don’t trust you, right?”

         “Wise move. Never trust anyone in PR,” Logan said. “Or agents. Or producers. Always assume that people in the entertainment industry want something from you; that way you’ll always be a step ahead.”

         We were having dinner at yet another incredibly swanky, exclusive restaurant. The menu didn’t even list the prices.

         “Okay, so what is it you want from me?” I asked, trying to be playful but actually really wanting to know.

         “Your trust, of course.” He made a silly evil face; he was maddening.

         But then he reached across the table and, taking my hand, slowly brought it to his lips and kissed it. I couldn’t help it—I swooned. I’d never had a guy look at me with so much romance in his eyes.

         “You weasely little shit.”

         Startled, we both looked up. Standing next to our table was a very glammed-out Valentina Doyle in a sparkly dress and with her hair pulled up.

         “You must be Eric’s ‘little sister,’” she said to me in a fake cheery tone. “And you’re in town on an unexpected business trip for just this one night. The very same night I had plans with Eric.”

         I shot a look at Logan. His face had gone pale, but he was trying like hell to collect himself.

         “Hey, Val! Um—I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” he said with a nervous glance at me.

         “I really don’t see much of a family resemblance,” she said. “In fact, your sister looks a lot like a sleazy reporter who once tried to interview my daughter.”

         I wished I could have said something witty back at her, but I was at a total loss as to what was happening. Logan and Valentina were dating? I felt like such a gullible idiot.

         I stood up, almost knocking over the wine bottle on the table. I was near tears, but I wasn’t going to give anyone the satisfaction of seeing them.

         “Kayla, wait,” Logan got up and reached out for my arm.

         “Kayla Ross,” Valentina said. “So she isn’t your sister after all. I’m relieved, Logan. I’d hate to think that this was you with a blood relation.”

         She thrust her phone out at us. On her screen was a gossip website featuring a blown-up photograph of Logan kissing me, from a few nights ago in the parking garage.

         And I was looking right at the camera.

         Logan stared at it in astonishment, then looked at me with suspicion.

         “You knew about this?” he said accusingly.

         I looked from pissed-off Logan to smirking Valentina, my mind whirling. Not knowing what else to do, I walked quickly to the back of the restaurant. My eyes flooded with tears, I barely found my way to the women’s bathroom, where I locked myself in a stall.

         I don’t know how long I sat there crying. But after a while I got angry. This confirmed all my fears about opening up to a guy, a PR guy especially. And I hadn’t moved halfway across the country to get involved in a lot of over-the-top Hollywood drama. I came to become a legitimate news reporter.

         I was done with Eric Logan.

         When I finally came out of the bathroom, he was waiting for me.

         “You should have told me about that photographer,” he said, but with no malice.

         “Sorry. Stupid of me not to realize it might jeopardize your affair with Valentina Doyle!”

         “Kayla, I am not having an affair with her,” he said, trying to keep his voice low. “We talked about this. I went out with her to see what I could find out.”

         “She seems to have other ideas. Anyway, I really don’t care, Eric,” I said as he followed me to the front door. “And I figured the photographer was some kind of mistake. Why would anyone take our picture?”

         He got in front of me and, taking me gently by the shoulders, looked deep into my eyes—but not romantically. This time more like a big brother.

         “Kayla, please listen to me for just a minute. You’re in the media now. Not only are you on television, but when you found Tennet’s body you became part of that story,” he said. “Like it or not, you’re a celebrity yourself now. Privacy is a thing of the past.”

         “And I get no say in that?”

         “No,” he said. “It’s part of the game, the price you pay. Look, I was going to tell you all about Valentina. I found out plenty—mostly that she’s just as manipulative and loco as Tennet always said. But I wanted to have a nice evening with you before getting into all that. That’s why I canceled on her.”

         I didn’t know what to do or say. Why did I always end up feeling like a little girl around Logan? Everywhere else in my adult life I was doing fine, more than fine. But with him I seemed to regress ten years.

         “Since Breelyn Doyle is the key to this whole situation,” Logan said, “it makes sense that the only way to get to her is through Valentina. So our goal should be for you to interview one or, better yet, both of them.”

         “Are you crazy?” I cried. “Why would she ever agree to that? She’s probably out there revving her car up to run me down again!”

         “Leave it to me.”

         I gave him a long, lingering look. It was not a romantic one. “I’ve never met anyone so sure of themselves. You always get exactly what you want, don’t you?” I said, shaking my head. “Well, here’s the deal: I’ll help you with this story, Logan. Because it could help me, too. But you won’t get my trust. Not ever. That’s the price you pay.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 19

            Eric Logan

         

         Valentina had a wicked glint in her eye. It looked like she was trying to figure out a way to “accidentally” slip and knock the woman next to her off her StairMaster—right into the rack of weights behind them. If the fall didn’t break her neck, the massive dumbbells might easily open her skull.

         She and the woman—Ashton Reilly—were both breathing heavily through their workouts, but Ashton was grinning while Valentina was scowling. That’s because Ashton was looking up at the cardio room’s TV monitor. There she was, happily chatting away on a midday talk show. She had the female lead—supportive wife of one of the older action heroes—in a new blockbuster that had just opened. The two women were almost exactly the same age, but the difference in the state of their careers must have been brutal for Valentina.

         I watched them from the back of the room until Valentina got off the machine and gave Ashton a phony kiss-and-wave good-bye. I stepped right in front her as she was wiping the sweat off her face.

         “That should be you up there,” I said with a nod toward the screen.

         “Thanks. Your career advice means a lot,” she sneered. “Considering how well you handled my husband’s affairs. Not to mention your own.”

         She tried to brush by me but I grabbed her.

         “Don’t be such a drama queen,” I said with an equal sneer. Something told me groveling was not the way to get to her. “Yes, I’ve been out a few times with Kayla Ross. But I took her to dinner last night specifically to convince her to do an interview with you.”

         “I find that very hard to believe.”

         “That’s because you’re used to idiots advising you,” I said.

         She was open-mouthed in shock. She wasn’t accustomed to being talked to bluntly.

         “Your agent is a lightweight and your publicist must be in a coma,” I went on. “Your visibility should be through the roof right now, what with all that’s gone on. But here you are, working out six times a week because you don’t have anything else to do. When’s the last time you had an audition or even took a meeting?”

         It stung. I didn’t know if she was going to lash out or burst into tears. I didn’t give her time to decide.

         “Kayla Ross is just about the hottest news anchor right now,” I said, forcefully taking her over to an empty lounge area. “And she found Tennet’s body! If she interviewed you as the grieving but still angry and confused widow, it would be ratings gold. You’d have offers coming in before the first commercial break.”

         She narrowed her eyes and looked intently at me. “And what would be in it for you?”

         “I don’t plan to work for Paige & Schuster forever. I want my own firm. But I need a star client.”

         She didn’t agree then and there, but I could tell I had her. I walked her to the women’s locker room and promised to rebook the dinner date I had canceled.

         While I was getting dressed in the men’s locker room, I saw a buffed-out, familiar-looking guy saunter in: Gregg Doyle. I was surprised, to say the least. I wondered how he could afford to go to Equinox—the most exclusive gym in town—when according to his ex-wife he hadn’t had a photography gig in over a year. Apparently, he’d barely been getting by with the occasional construction job.

         I turned away so he wouldn’t see me. I dawdled dressing to watch him. Something shady was going on with this guy—and I had a gut feeling it involved Tennet.

         As Doyle started getting undressed, he began loudly yammering with one of those retired guys who seem to spend all their time hanging around the gym just talking, never working out. Then I heard Doyle say he had to take a piss. His pal walked with him as far as the bathroom, then headed out. I glanced over at Doyle’s locker. The door was open and his bag was sitting on the bench in front of it.

         I didn’t hesitate to move. There were only two other guys nearby and neither were facing Doyle’s locker. I picked up the bag and hurriedly shifted it around to see what was in it. Dirty tennis shoes and a bag of chalk powder for his power lifts.

         And, of course, his gun.

         I was just putting it back down when something else slid to the side: a cell phone. Jackpot. I grabbed it and turned to race back to my locker—and almost ran right into Doyle.

         Luckily, the doofus was messing around with his laces and looking down. I put his cell to my ear like I was listening to voice mail and turned my face away. He passed me without looking up.

         I dressed slowly to make it look like I had all the time in the world, but I knew I needed to get out ASAP. Doyle probably wouldn’t miss his phone till after his workout, so I had an hour, maybe two before he reported it. There’s no better window into someone’s life than a cell phone. And I had just the connection to open this sucker up.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 20

            Eric Logan

         

         Looking up from her computer, Romy raised her triple-pierced eyebrow almost to the edge of her sky-blue dyed hair. She’d definitely gone through some changes since our brief but intense college fling.

         “You get that this is a criminal offense, right?” she warned. “We could both do time.”

         I chewed a thumbnail for a beat. I’d already committed theft; how much worse was it to read a few e-mails?

         “Got it. But I think this guy might have had something to do with the death of someone I knew.”

         “That’s what the police are for, bro.”

         I gave her my own raised eyebrow. Romy hadn’t gone from smiley Delta Gamma sorority girl to punked-out underground computer hacker without racking up a few black marks along the way. I’d helped her out of a jam or two—and not always by strictly legal means.

         “All right, all right,” she sighed. “I just want to be clear about what we’re doing. And by the way, this wipes out all my debts, Eric.”

         “Check. But I’m always here for ya, babe. For anything,” I said with a meaningful wink. Romy had been known to give me a booty call every once in a while after a night of partying, though she always seemed to hate both herself and me the next morning.

         With a roll of her eyes, she turned and went to work. She plugged Doyle’s phone into her computer and started doing the magic. She leapt right over the password barrier; it wasn’t even a challenge. Meanwhile, I texted Valentina a time and place for our dinner that night. And I left Kayla a message telling her that I was close to sealing the deal on the interview.

         “Damn, that’s weird.”

         I looked over at Romy, who was frowning. “What’s up?”

         “His e-mail is scrubbed clean. Just a few random ones about construction gigs. And all his texts beyond the last few weeks have been deleted. Every single one.”

         “Why would he do that?” I asked.

         “Covering his tracks. Looks like he’s got something to hide,” she said with a shrug.

         “Shit, I can’t believe that Neanderthal had brains enough to do that!” I said bitterly, though if nothing else, this did confirm my suspicions that Doyle was shady. “Well, thanks anyway for trying, Ro.”

         She gave me a thoughtful look, then threw up her hands. “I know I should just walk away from this but…I might be able to recover them.”

         “How, if they’ve been deleted?”

         She gave a wry shake of her head.

         “Yeah, everyone thinks they ‘destroy the evidence’ just by deleting. But it doesn’t always work that way. Especially when people use work-related computers and phones—those things are all hooked up to a main server. They’re almost always traceable. Personal phones are a little trickier…unless, of course, you’re lucky enough to have someone who knows what they’re doing.”

         I gave the top of her head a big loud smacking kiss. She pushed me away and started in again on Doyle’s phone. It took a while, but she eventually uncovered a few heavily coded text chains. Looking over her shoulder I almost leapt at her screen when I saw a conversation between Doyle and Valentina.

         “Those! Open ’em up!” I shouted.

         “Dude, chill out.” She elbowed me out of her way.

         Doyle’s messages were usually limited to just a few predictably misspelled words. Valentina’s were longer and alternated between suggestive teases and bullying commands. A few of hers stood out as though they were in a blood-red bolded font.

         
            “U say u still love me. Prove it.”

            “He molested our daughter. Don’t u care?!!”

            “guess I’m lucky hes at least a better lover”

            “Man up. Is that gun just a prop???”

            “Do it. Tonight. Or we’re done”

         

         Romy looked up at me. “Holy shit…”

         Yeah. I didn’t know exactly what I had been hoping to find, but this was beyond anything I could have dreamt up.

         Because, as if Valentina’s sentences themselves weren’t incriminating enough, every single one ended with the same order, over and over:

         “Delete this!”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 21

            Kayla Ross

         

         Raising her jaw to imply steely determination, Valentina turned directly toward the camera. “I wanted to kill him with my bare hands. Strangle him. Tear him apart. Only one thing stopped me.”

         I let the moment sink in. She hadn’t needed much prompting so far, so I let her take her time.

         “He was halfway around the world. Otherwise, I’d probably be in jail for manslaughter right now,” she said proudly. “And I wouldn’t have regretted it for a moment.”

         I caught sight of Eddie. He gave me two enthusiastic thumbs-up, then a “cut to commercial” signal. I turned to the camera and asked viewers to stay tuned for more of our exclusive interview with Valentina Doyle.

         Eddie rushed over. “We’re smokin’, ladies. Kayla, you’re doin’ great, maybe just lean in a little more. And maybe take her hand at some point during the next segment, huh? You doin’ okay there, Miss Doyle?”

         Valentina was getting her makeup refreshed but gave Eddie a cool nod. I took a huge gulp of water from the bottle hidden behind my chair. My heart hadn’t stopped fluttering since we’d gone on-air. Eddie and the network brass had decided a live interview would guarantee an explosion of tweets during the broadcast—which meant big ratings when they aired it again and again throughout the week. Considering how much pressure live interviews involved, I’d been surprised Valentina had agreed. But Logan had sold her on it, somehow. No surprise there.

         Back on the air, I took a deep breath…and took charge.

         “Now, Valentina,” I said, furrowing my brow just a little, “before his death, your husband stated in a number of interviews that you often exhibit erratic behavior. Mood swings, screaming, making scenes. At home and at times in public, such as…in restaurants.”

         I had to do it. I had to let her know that she wasn’t running this show. Her eyes widened at me ever so slightly—she was on her guard now.

         “Every marriage has times of strain,” she said carefully. “Especially when the marriage involves creative people. But Wayne was the one with the temper issues—as you and everyone else are well aware.”

         “Yes, but the allegations against your husband basically came down to ‘he said, she said’ charges and—”

         “Are you questioning my daughter’s integrity?” she demanded, back up.

         “No, but you—”

         “So you’re questioning my integrity?”

         She was angry now and had that same going-in-for-the-kill look that I’d seen outside of Breelyn’s school and at the restaurant. I knew this was my moment.

         “My job is to ask difficult questions, Miss Doyle,” I said, amazed at how calmly I could confront her. “Mr. Tennet can no longer defend himself. And in light of his death, some of your actions are troubling.”

         “Such as?” she seethed.

         “Your ongoing relationship with your ex-husband, Gregg Doyle, for one.”

         She seemed completely taken aback.

         “I cannot imagine what you are talking about,” she said in an icy voice. “The few times I see Gregg are when he picks up Breelyn for—”

         “So, you don’t converse with him regularly, almost daily, through e-mails and texts?”

         She looked around the studio, then over at Eddie. “What is this? Am I being interviewed or prosecuted?”

         I gave Eddie a nod. He in turn gave the signal to the broadcast crew to post images on the giant screen behind where Valentina and I were seated.

         “Do you recognize these as texts you sent to Gregg Doyle?”

         She whipped around to look at the screen behind us. The text messages scrolled up like the credits after a film:

         
            “U say u still love me. Prove it.”

            “He molested our daughter. Don’t u care?!!”

            “Do it. Tonight. Or we’re done.”

         

         A range of emotions flew across her face—shock, outrage, fury. She then turned back around to face me. I’ve never seen such an intense look of hatred. She silently stared at me for so long I was about to cut to commercial, when she squared her shoulders and spoke.

         “This is libel, invasion of privacy, and, apparently, theft,” she said, using every ounce of self-control she had. “Since you and this station are so intent upon scoring big ratings, maybe you can televise the trial that will result from the lawsuit I will be filing.”

         With great poise, she unhooked her microphone and dropped it as if it were a dead bug. She then stood up and strode across the studio. All heads turned to follow her. She definitely knew how to make an exit. I gave a kind of desperate “We’ll be right back!” as Eddie cut to commercial.

         He ran over and gave me a spontaneous hug. “HOLLA! That was fantastic, Kay-Kay!”

         “Enough with the ‘Kay-Kay!’” I said, happy if a little shaken. “How serious do you think that threat was?”

         “Oh, man, we can only hope she follows through.” He made a silent prayer. “That’d keep this story alive all through next sweeps. Don’t worry—the lawyers okayed showing the texts. It’s legal, mostly. The e-mail came in through our general info tip line, so as long as we can honestly say we don’t know how the texts were captured…”

         That did not make me feel better about using the texts. It seemed so wrong to reveal someone’s personal messaging, even if they did suggest a possible crime.

         “The messages don’t really prove anything, though,” I said. “Just that Valentina hated her current husband and liked provoking her ex. If I could only get an interview with Breelyn, I’d feel like I had a handle on this whole thing. But that’s never going to happen now—her mother won’t let me get within a mile of her.”

         Eddie stroked his massive goatee and gave me a devilish grin.

         “Never say never, darlin’,” he said. “Guess who’s waitin’ in your office.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 22

            Eric Logan

         

         Romy smacked me across the face, hard.

         “You didn’t tell me you were going to literally broadcast my phone hack!” she said with another half-playful whack across the face.

         I frowned up at her. After the bout we’d just had, I was surprised she still had so much energy in her—or that she’d waited so long to bring up the texts appearing on television.

         “You didn’t ask,” I said as I rolled out from under her. I was annoyed. Not with her exactly, but something about this hookup wasn’t really working for me. I kept finding myself thinking about Kayla—and what she’d said.

         “Dude, you are the least trustworthy person I’ve ever met,” Romy said, as if reading my mind. “Why any woman would get involved with you is—”

         “Oh, shit!” I cried out. “What time is it?”

         I reached across the bed for my remote and fumbled with it until I hit the right channel. Kayla’s highly promoted “explosive” interview with Breelyn had already begun.

         “—but my mother didn’t know anything about it,” Breelyn was saying haltingly onscreen. “It’s not her fault…I was just so afraid to say anything.”

         “Who’s that?” Romy asked.

         “Quiet!” I barked. “This is important.”

         The camera cut to Kayla’s concerned face. I immediately realized that in her short time working on-air she had already taken on a more mature, thoughtful manner. She looked like a true professional. The camera cut back to an extreme close-up of Breelyn.

         “And then…after what happened…after my stepfather…died,” Breelyn continued. “That they say he killed himself because…because of this. I can’t believe it…I wish I hadn’t said anything. Ever. I feel like it’s my fault, my fault that he’s dead.”

         Breelyn was obviously having a difficult time keeping composed. Her hair was pulled back and she was dressed in a simple white sweater. She couldn’t have looked more beautiful—the camera loved her.

         “Pretty girl,” Romy said. “So, do those texts have anything to do—”

         I shot her a “Can it!” glare.

         On the screen, Kayla reached forward and gently took Breelyn’s hand. The director cut to a close-up of Kayla, and there was real emotion on her face—not the faked concern audiences were used to seeing from talk-show hosts.

         I saw that Romy was staring at me staring at Kayla.

         “Hmm…guessing this might be a special friend?” she noted, dripping sarcasm. I threw a pillow at her and turned back to the TV.

         “It’s not your fault,” Kayla was saying to Breelyn with feeling. “You were taken advantage of by an adult. One who was supposed to be looking out for you, not hurting you!”

         “You don’t understand,” Breelyn wept. “He—he was good to me, too.”

         Kayla looked down and seemed overcome for a moment. Then she leaned in closer to Breelyn.

         “I do understand, Breelyn,” she said with a tremble in her voice. “Because…when I was a young girl…I was abused, too.”

         “Whoa!” Romy gasped, then covered her mouth with a “Sorry!” shrug.

         The camera stayed on Breelyn, whose eyes went slightly wide with surprise. She then closed them, and her body shook with her sobs. Kayla went on.

         “It was by someone who I thought was good to me,” Kayla said, her voice trembling. “It took me a long time to realize that he wasn’t, that he was harming me. And it took me even longer to realize that I had nothing to blame myself for.”

         Breelyn slowly reached out with her free hand and took Kayla’s so that they were joined in an intimate circle. The camera held it for a moment, then quietly faded out to a commercial.

         Neither Romy nor I said anything for a moment. Then she turned to me with a sincere look, one with none of the sass that she usually gave out. “That was major. Admitting something like that on television. Do you have any idea how hard that must have been for her? Did you know about it?”

         “No idea,” I said, truthfully. I hadn’t seen this coming, and felt stunned.

         Romy gaped at me. “Holy shit…you actually care about this one.”

         Before I could answer, there was a jarring knock on my door. I was startled because I lived in a loft space downtown, an exclusive upscale building. Security was airtight—you’d really have to jump through some hoops to get to my door unannounced.

         Romy narrowed her eyes. “If that’s the feds here to bust me on a hacking charge, you are so going down with me.”

         I slowly got off the bed and pulled on my jeans. The sun was just going down, so despite the soaring two-story, floor-to-ceiling windows, the light inside the loft had gone dim. I went over to the door and hesitated. No one ever came to my door—I didn’t even have a peephole. Still, although I had a bad feeling about this, my curiosity outweighed my caution.

         I slowly unlocked the door and swung it open. Someone was standing a few steps back on the landing that ran along the side of the building. The sun was setting between the palm trees across the street, creating a backlight around the silhouette of a woman. She was standing very still and seemed to be staring at me.

         Then, raising her arm, she shifted her position just enough to cause a break in the light that exposed her as Valentina Doyle.

         She was pointing a gun at me.

         And she fired.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 23

            Eric Logan

         

         The deafening blast and the terrified scream behind me seemed to happen simultaneously.

         I whipped around to see Romy falling backward onto the floor. I involuntarily started to lunge toward her but then quickly threw my weight against the door to keep Valentina out.

         But she must have been charging forward as she fired, because she was past the door in a flash. Her eyes were wild and the hand holding the gun was shaking as she kept it pointed at me. She stared down at Romy curiously, as if she were an expensive rug that she wasn’t quite sure she liked.

         “Val!” I shouted, then quickly tried to calm my voice. “Put the gun down. Do not do this.”

         She just kept staring at Romy, who was lying on her side in a small pool of blood forming under her. I knelt and gently turned her over—the wound was on her left hip, just above her panties. She moaned and then suddenly gasped as she seemed to come out of a light shock. Her hand flew to the wound and she looked up at me in panic. Without any medical knowledge, I could see that the bullet had gone through only tissue and muscle, nowhere near any organs.

         “You’re okay, you’re okay,” I assured her, though my voice shook a little. “Just take a deep breath.”

         Bewildered and stunned, Romy stared up at Valentina.

         “You always manage to dodge the consequences of your actions, don’t you?” Valentina said to me in a trembling voice. “You never pay, you bastard. Everyone else does—even her, whoever she is—but not you.”

         “Val, I know you’re upset, but I have to get her help. Put the gun—”

         “Don’t tell me what to do,” she screamed, tears overtaking her. “I listened to you and what did I get? Public humiliation. A police investigation! And all for the sake of your girlfriend, right? But the ratings weren’t big enough, were they? Seeing me made a fool of wasn’t enough. You had to go after my daughter, too.”

         My mind was racing. How I was going to calm her down, not get shot, and get aid for Romy was beyond me.

         “Val, she’s been injured. I need to call an ambu—”

         “I’m all right,” Romy said hoarsely. Though she was deathly white, she still tried to pull herself up. I forced her to lie back down, then reached up for a coat that was hanging on the rack near the door and put it over her.

         “No ambulance. No doctors. No police,” she said tersely under her breath with a warning look in her eye. “Just get me to the bathroom. I can clean it.”

         I knew Romy’s profession required her to live “off the grid”—but I hadn’t realized how low a profile she actually needed to keep.

         We both glanced up at Valentina, who now looked spent—and very sad.

         “They’ve taken Breelyn from me,” she said in a dead tone. “Wayne’s sister filed for temporary guardianship. Because of those texts. Because of that interview. Because of you.”

         Though I was terrified of what this madwoman would do next, there was something pitiful about her now. All her glamour was gone; she just looked beaten and played out.

         “They’ve even taken Gregg from me,” she said with a bitter laugh. “Gregg’s guns—his precious, precious guns—turns out they’re all stolen. Yeah, I guess even this one is hot. Gregg had a prior conviction I never knew about. He can’t legally own guns! Isn’t that hilarious? Everybody has their little secrets.”

         I couldn’t let Romy just sit there and bleed to death while Valentina did her monologue. I deliberately turned away from her and slowly lifted Romy up. Without looking back at Valentina, I started walking Romy toward the bathroom.

         At the click we both froze.

         I turned around to see that Valentina had the gun pressed up against her forehead.

         “Maybe Wayne had the right idea,” she sobbed. “Only I’ll do him one better. I’ll have witnesses. So there won’t be any mysteries. Nothing that your Kayla can use to score big ratings.”

         “Oh, my God,” Romy gasped as she clutched me.

         Still holding the gun, Valentina stared at me with intense hatred.

         An eternity seemed to pass.

         Then the look on her face suddenly began to change. Her sagging mouth began to lift at the corners—slowly forming a very distinct, very cruel grin.

         She then threw her head back and let out an exaggerated cackle.

         “You think you’re such a player,” she sneered. “How’s it feel to be played for once?”

         She laughed again, then shoved the gun into her coat pocket.

         “You gotta admit that was good. I wish I could have had it filmed. What a great audition reel for a reality series! That’s probably the first thing you thought of, huh, Logan? Capitalize on any life experience—the more tragic, the better. Too bad I couldn’t give you a heads up. I wanted to surprise you with a special performance.”

         She gave Romy an apologetic shrug. “It was supposed to be a private show, honey. Sorry you were collateral damage.”

         Valentina did her signature brush-back of her hair and walked over to the door. She gave me a withering parting look.

         “In a lot of ways you’re a sharp guy, Logan. But I’ve been in this business a long time and I know a beginner from a pro,” she said.

         She slammed the door shut.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 24

            Eric Logan

         

         Success stories don’t come much sweeter than this, I thought as I rode the elevator up to the top floor of the gleaming new ten-story apartment building in the middle of Hollywood. This is what everybody comes here for but so few ever actually achieve.

         I knocked on the door, and as soon as it opened I thrust the flowers forward—unfortunately directly into Zoe’s face.

         “Whoops!” she cried. “I should have let Kayla open the door. Take two!”

         She slammed the door shut, so I dutifully knocked again, and after a beat Kayla opened it. I bowed and put the flowers into her arms. She gave me a wary smile, so I took a risk and leaned in and gave her a soft kiss. She tensed up as usual, so I backed off and looked around. Polished cement floors, recessed lighting, gigantic TV screen built into the wall, spectacular hillside views—the works.

         “Damn!” I whistled. “If the folks in Omaha could see you now…”

         “Right?” Zoe all but screamed. “And Jared Leto supposedly has the penthouse suite!”

         I gave Kayla a thumbs-up. She just shrugged.

         “I don’t know…” she said. “It’s just so not me.”

         “Well, I’ll take it!” Zoe smirked as she dashed toward the door with a bouncy wave good-bye. “But for now, I will leave you guys to it.”

         I went over to Kayla. She looked tired; she’d had an insane week. Still, I couldn’t help but think that her work pressures had nothing on my last encounter with Valentina.

         “Of course this is you,” I assured her. “Reporters who score their very own news shows are expected to live a certain lifestyle.”

         “I still can’t believe it,” she sighed. “And…I just don’t feel like I really deserve it. Not yet, anyway. It’s all happened so quickly. Too quickly.”

         I looked over at the television and saw that her interview with Breelyn Doyle was being broadcast yet again—at least the fifth time that week. Airing just three days after Valentina had stormed off the set, Kayla’s talk with Breelyn became the network’s highest-rated nonpolitical interview—and landed her an offer of a show of her own. I walked over to the television and turned up the sound.

         “It was by someone who I thought was good to me,” Kayla was saying. “It took me a long time to realize that he wasn’t, that he was harming me. And it took me even longer to realize that I had nothing to blame myself for.”

         Kayla quickly reached over and turned the TV off. She then walked over to her enormous living room window.

         “Sorry, it’s…hard for me to watch that.”

         I came up behind and slowly put my arms around her. She tightened up again, but I stayed put.

         “I get it. But that was a brave thing you did,” I said. “It helped Breelyn a lot.”

         Kayla turned around. “You’ve spoken with her?”

         “Yesterday. I had a meeting with her and her new legal guardian, her aunt Cynthia,” I said. “She filed a motion after the police launched their investigation into Valentina and Doyle.”

         Kayla looked perplexed. “But why did you meet with her?”

         “Because,” I said, trying to tamp down my excitement, “you are looking at the President/CEO of Logan & Associates public relations firm. There are no associates just yet, but I do have a client: Breelyn Doyle.”

         “Wait—what?”

         “Because of your interview, she’s the hottest teen trending on social media. Everyone wants to sign her!” I said, beyond stoked. “And I got her a meeting with CAA this morning. She’s got the potential to be a big—no huge—star.”

         Kayla pushed me away, confused and, I thought, almost repelled.

         “You don’t seem very happy for me,” I said.

         “No, I—I just…” she stammered, “it just seems…like you’re taking advantage of her awful experience. She’s famous because she was abused!”

         “Breelyn wants this, Kayla,” I said. “I know it sounds a little crass, but in this business you don’t get too many chances to make your move. You’ve been lucky, it’s been easy for you.”

         She narrowed her eyes with true anger.

         “That interview wasn’t easy for me,” she said through gritted teeth. “Talking about my private pain wasn’t worth having five thousand more Facebook followers.”

         I took hold of her again. She pushed away but then broke down and started crying.

         “Will you do something for me?” I asked softly. “Will you let me take you away this weekend? Just the two of us, up the coast? Maybe Santa Barbara? No television, no deals, no pressures. Just us…”

         She gave me a long look.

         “You may as well say yes,” I said. “Remember, I always get my way.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 25

            Kayla Ross

         

         I stared at the ceiling most of the early morning. It had started raining lightly sometime during the night, and it was a comforting sound. So much had happened to me in the last few months I just couldn’t take it all in. I’d landed my dream job, become sort of famous, moved into a totally chic apartment, and now…a boyfriend?

         Somehow the last was the hardest to believe.

         Logan stirred next to me and slowly opened his eyes. He rolled over to look at me.

         “Something tells me you’ve been awake for a while. Wanna talk?”

         I did and I didn’t. I wanted to stay in that hotel bed, and I wanted to get the hell out of there. I wanted him to hold me, and I wanted him to leave me alone.

         He must have sensed how confused I was because he just ran his hand lightly, back and forth, over my arm.

         “You know how you once told me you were a jerk and that I should tell you to get lost?” I asked him. “Well, I’m kind of…messed up. You might want to tell me to get lost.”

         “Now she tells me,” he sighed mockingly, then pulled me into an embrace. “You aren’t any more messed up than anyone else, Kayla. We’ve all got issues.”

         “But…you probably already guessed this…I haven’t been with anyone this way. Romantically, I mean,” I said. “I’ve avoided it. I put all my focus into becoming successful.”

         Logan nodded. “It worked.”

         “Yeah, I guess it did.”

         “I’ve made some sacrifices to get where I am, too,” he said, kind of reluctantly. “I’m still finding out if they were worth it. Were yours?”

         I didn’t know how to answer, so I just kissed him. I was thinking that, as terrifying as it was, to fully live I would have to start trusting people again sooner or later.

         As Logan took a shower in the suite’s ridiculously ornate bathroom, I started thinking about the week ahead. I hadn’t even signed my new contract yet and I was already facing endless meetings about my show—the name, how it was going to be structured, time slot, on and on. I’d promised myself not to check my messages until we headed back that afternoon, but I couldn’t help it. I picked up my phone and found that it was dead. I’d been so nervous and uptight the night before, I’d forgotten to charge it.

         I plugged it into a bedside charger and saw that Logan’s laptop was open, so I went over and logged in to my Gmail account. There were at least thirty messages, a daunting number to go through now. With the rain, our drive back to LA was going to take forever; I’d have plenty of time to go through them.

         As I closed the browser window, I noticed how neatly Logan’s desktop icons were arranged. There were a zillion folders and they were stacked in perfect rows and all clearly labeled. It made me smile. It was so him to have to have everything in place and under control. As I glanced away, one folder name jumped out at me: “bdoyle_pool.”

         I’m not a snoop. I like to think I have strong values, and that I respect others’ privacy. But some impulse practically forced me to move the cursor over the folder.

         I clicked before I could stop myself. The folder contained a long row of jpeg images. I didn’t know why, but my heart was beating madly.

         I was suddenly terrified of what I was about to see.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 26

            Eric Logan

         

         “Kayla! You’re not going to believe this!” I yelled from the bathroom.

         I’d gotten the text I was banking on. I was so excited I ran out of the bathroom still wet, with just a towel around my waist.

         Kayla was furiously packing her clothes.

         “What’s going on?” I asked.

         She turned around. Her face was drained of blood and she was trembling. I tried to approach her, but she backed away.

         “Don’t touch me!” she screamed.

         “What’s the matter? What happened?”

         She pointed at my laptop. One of Breelyn’s nude photos was displayed. It wasn’t one I’d have shown Kayla if given the choice.

         “Oh, shit.” What else could I say?

         “You—you took those?” Kayla gasped.

         “No,” I said. “I did not. I took them off Tennet’s computer.”

         Kayla’s eyes grew even bigger. “You hid evidence to help your client? And why didn’t you just delete it? Why’d you put it on your own computer?”

         I sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. Kayla moved over to the door and stood there rigidly with her hand on the knob.

         “Just calm down and listen to me,” I said. “Tennet didn’t take those photos. He never even knew they existed, let alone that they were on his computer.”

         She stared at me in total confusion.

         “Then who put them there?” she demanded.

         I hesitated for a moment. The rain outside picked up and started whipping against the windows.

         “Breelyn, of course.”

         Neither of us said anything for a while. We just stared at each other as the rain came down in a steady beat. I’m sure she was running back through the events of the past few months. She had a lot to go over.

         “It was a good thing I found them before Tennet or anyone else noticed them,” I said. “Breelyn almost ruined everything by planting them. She had that dumbass Omar take the photos. After all the precise plans I’d made, she could have blown it all apart.”

         Kayla was dumbstruck. “I don’t understand.”

         “You were never meant to,” I said. “I just needed you to help keep the story alive in the press. From the moment I first met Breelyn, I saw what that idiot stepfather of hers couldn’t see: that she had major star potential. He wouldn’t cast her in his films, though—he was worried that she was too young and that acting would make her go Hollywood. So I had to find a way to get her into the media spotlight.”

         Kayla slumped against the door and slowly slid to the floor.

         “Sorry you had to find out this way,” I said. “I’d rather not have told you, but, well, you did snoop. If you’re going to do that, you have to be prepared to find something you might not like. Or might not want to know. Let’s call that Journalism 103.”

         She stared bullets at me. “You killed Tennet.”

         “Mmm, I may have nudged him in one of the directions his depression was leading him. But mostly I just staged the scene. Can’t believe I forgot to put his drink next to his body.”

         Kayla put her hands up over her ears. I wanted to go to her, but it seemed best to let her digest for a while.

         “Why?”

         “The story was starting to die.” I shrugged. “Tennet hadn’t been prosecuted, which wasn’t surprising, since he’d never laid a hand on Breelyn. But he’d become too much of the story—I needed the focus back on Breelyn, my future client.”

         I held up my phone. “And it all paid off this morning. Breelyn has just signed for the lead in a huge new sci-fi franchise at Warner Brothers. She’s going to be every bit as big as I told her she’d be! And my new firm is going to be the go-to PR destination for every rising young star.”

         Kayla was just staring at the floor. I knew it was a lot for her to take in, but at some point she’d begin to see the big picture—how my success was great for her, too.

         She finally looked up at me. “Why are you telling me all of this? I’m going straight to the police.”

         “With what?” I asked. “You have no proof that I had anything to do with Tennet’s death—officially a suicide. No thanks to Breelyn. Even though we’d agreed to have no contact with each other, she kept trying to find ways to tell me to suggest a murder angle in the media. But for obvious reasons I didn’t really want the police on that track—until I found Valentina and Doyle’s texts! That was a gift from above.”

         She slowly got up.

         “I doubt they were serious about killing Tennet,” I said. “From what I know of them, it was some kind of kinky game. They’ll probably be cleared. By then the DA won’t want to go publicly chasing her tail on another potential dead end. Think about this, Kayla,” I said. “You don’t want your own involvement made public. You were smart to track down Omar Sabat. That interview started everything for you. But guess who fed him his lines?”

         If possible, she grew even paler.

         “Omar said what I told him to tell the press—and he’ll keep doing that. He gets that taking photos of an underage girl—even if she’s his girlfriend, even if she’s 18 now—could land him some serious jail time. That’s why I keep those photos. They also keep Breelyn in line. She knows that if these ever went public it could make her look a bit too complicit in her stepfather’s deeds. So she’ll deny their existence forever.”

         Her whole body jolted as though she were hit with an invisible blow.

         “Look, I know I owe you some apologies, Kayla. The Jag was supposed to just scare you, not actually hit you. I’m sorry, but I wanted you to have some suspicions about Valentina. You’ll come to see that it was all worth it.”

         Kayla shook her head and opened the door.

         “Oh, and the illegally obtained texts,” I said casually, turning over my final card. “You didn’t ask how I got them—you didn’t seem to want to know. You just saw a great ‘get,’ didn’t you? And, maybe, a chance to get back at Valentina while you were at it?”

         As she walked into the hallway, I took her arm.

         “Your whole success rides on this story, Kayla. Dreams—they’re my ace in the hole.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 27

            Kayla Ross

         

         “The whole story was a lie. Not a word of it was true.”

         Seated across from me, Breelyn somehow looked younger and more vulnerable than ever. I couldn’t tell if it was due to her minimal makeup or the cute juniors-department jacket she was wearing.

         I glanced off-camera at Eddie, who looked very worried. I’d thrown this at him late in the afternoon—only an hour before my regular segment was to run. I felt guilty that I had counted on his trust in me to go on-air live without a game plan.

         “My stepfather, Wayne Tennet, never, ever touched me in any inappropriate way,” Breelyn said softly to me, then turned directly to the camera. “He was always wonderful to me, and I’ll never forgive myself for saying what I did about him.”

         “Then why did you?” I asked a little tersely, considering I still didn’t know if I wanted to hug her or slap her.

         “My boyfriend—or the guy I thought was my boyfriend—made me,” she said softly. “He threatened me—all the time. He—he sort of brainwashed me into doing anything he said. I was so afraid of him. But I didn’t know who I could tell about it. My stepfather was so far away in Australia and my mother…well…”

         “But why make such a horrible charge if it wasn’t true?” I pressed.

         “It was part of his plan to get me away from my parents,” she said with a small sob. “He wanted to control everything about my life.”

         “And who are you talking about, Breelyn?” I asked. “Omar Sabat?”

         “No,” she replied, now full-on crying. “His name is Eric Logan. I met him last fall at an awards dinner honoring my stepfather. He kept telling me that I should be an actress and that my stepfather should put me in his movies.”

         “Is that what you wanted?”

         “Not really.” She shook her head. “I just wanted to get asked to prom and keep my GPA high enough to go to USC. But—but after he…raped me…I didn’t even care about anything anymore. I was just so ashamed.”

         Was that true? Was she telling the real story now or was she acting, improvising a new plot line? I couldn’t tell. I wondered if she even knew at this point.

         I turned to address the camera.

         “I can’t corroborate Breelyn’s story,” I said. “But I can and must state that I have had dealings with Eric Logan related to this story. In fact, it was Mr. Logan who supplied this station with the incriminating text messages between Valentina and Gregg Doyle.”

         Eddie’s eyes were bugging out of his head. I wasn’t sure if he was going to keep the cameras going or cut to a commercial. Breelyn was looking down, weeping. My hands were shaking and I could feel my own tears just below the surface. But I was determined to keep it together.

         “I used the texts without questioning how they had been obtained, and for that I would like to offer my apologies to my employer and to my viewers,” I said, choking back any hint of emotion. This was the hardest thing I had ever done.

         “Furthermore, I have reason to believe that Mr. Logan coached the statements given by Omar Sabat in my interview with him in February. For these reasons and…because I developed a personal relationship with Mr. Logan that now makes me question everything I have reported about this story”—I took a deep breath—“I am resigning from this station. This will be my last appearance. Good night and good-bye.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 28

            Kayla Ross

         

         The tears couldn’t be held back anymore. I jumped down from the platform without even making sure that Eddie had cut to commercial. As I staggered off the set, everyone was whispering in confusion. Breelyn started to say something to me, but I went right past her. Whatever she had to say—even if it was just “See ya!”—I wouldn’t believe a word of it.

         I all but ran across the sound stage and out one of the side doors into an alley. I fell apart. All the stress, excitement, tension, and confusion of the last few months came pouring out. It took a long time to pull myself together. And then I had to come to terms with the fact that I’d actually done it—thrown away everything I’d worked for. The job, the fame, the dreams. I was trembling and crying and devastated and yet…on some level I felt immeasurable relief.

         Taking a deep breath, I finally walked around the side of the building to the front entrance.

         And there he was.

         He was giving me a strange look. I couldn’t tell if it was anger or admiration. Maybe both.

         “Why? Why did you do that to yourself? To me, to us?” he asked, sounding more exasperated than anything else. “Do you have any idea how big I could have made you?”

         I stopped in front of him and looked into his eyes. I had no idea what I was looking at.

         “That’s the point, Eric,” I said. “This whole time, the bigger I got, the smaller I felt. I’ve decided I like the normal-sized Kayla Ross best.”

         “So what—you’re going back to Omaha to cover mall openings and city council meetings?” he asked incredulously.

         I paused and nodded. “Yeah, actually, that sounds pretty good right about now. If they’ll have me, that is.”

         I started to walk away, but he grabbed my arm. Too late, I remembered Wayne Tennet’s body, splayed out and still.

         “Okay, that’s fine for you,” he said. “But how did you get Breelyn to agree to this—to throw away her own career just as it’s beginning?”

         He seemed genuinely puzzled. Maybe he wasn’t quite the smartest guy in the room after all.

         “You really don’t get it, do you, Eric?” I said. “You’ve underestimated your own creation. Breelyn doesn’t ever want the story to end. So tonight was just the latest episode of her hit show. You were an important supporting character. But now…you’ve been written out.”

         As I turned away, a police car pulled up. An officer and a man in a suit—a detective?—got out and quickly approached Logan, who backed away with his hands innocently up. I turned away. I didn’t know whether to feel sorry for him or glad or angry or what. But it didn’t matter. It was no longer my concern.

         A few feet away from the cop car sat a beat-up 1998 Honda Civic, the trunk and backseat filled with boxes and suitcases.

         “You look awful,” Zoe said as I got in the passenger side. “Guess I’d better drive the first hundred miles, huh?”

         “That would be great, best friend,” I said, as I let my head fall onto her shoulder. “I’m going to take a nap. I have some dream adjustments to get to.”
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