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  “There's a constant flow of child actors. It's kind of funny to watch the new crew come through. I think, ‘You poor little things. You're going to have to struggle for a long time.’”


  


  ~Tina Yothers


  


  


  Prologue


  Noah


  One day I was going to wake up, look at myself in the mirror, and see a decent guy. The type of guy some girl would love to take home to her parents, who could smile on cue, say nice things, take her out. A guy who could make love and not just fuck.


  That was not today.


  Today, I was the same old son of a bitch I’ve always been. The type of guy fathers were scared to death of allowing their daughters near because they’d most likely be in the same position as this receptionist, with her skirt hiked up around her waist, her panties somewhere on the blue marble bathroom floor with her ass pressed up against the stall wall as I thrust deeper and harder into her throbbing pussy.


  “Oh…Oh—go!” Her mouth dropped open and her eyes shut as she gripped the top of the stall.


  Hearing gasps and whispers from the other side of the door, I grinned as I buried myself in her without mercy, gripping her thighs so hard I knew they would bruise. Leaning forward, I kissed her lips. My tongue slipped into her mouth, tasting more of her. She panted against my lips, pulling my hair and holding on to me as her whole body shook.


  At my limit, with one more long, deep stroke, pleasure rippled through my whole body as I finally released.


  “Oh…my…God,” she managed to say between breaths.


  As I pulled out and let go of her thighs, her legs buckled. She leaned on to the wall to brace herself as I slipped off the condom and flushed it before fixing myself.


  “You were…”


  “Thanks, you mind moving?” I nodded to the door she was currently blocking.


  Her brown eyes widened as though she was shocked I didn’t want to have a conversation about how great I was in a bathroom stall.


  “Oh, yeah.” She got up quickly and tried to fix her skirt, but with the tear I made up the side, there was no hope. Retrieving my wallet from my back pocket, I pulled out two hundred and held it in front of her.


  Her face lit up bright red. “I’m not—”


  “Megan,” I read her nametag. “I won’t think any more or less of you.”


  In fact, I won’t think of you ever again.


  After placing the money in her bra, I opened the stall and stepped out to see my own green-blue eyes staring right back at me. Looking away, I moved toward the door as she called out to me.


  “Wait…can I at least get your autograph?”


  Turning back partially, I smirked and gestured between her thighs with a nod. “You already have it.”


  Again, her face reddened. Without another word, I stepped out. Sure enough, not only was my bodyguard waiting, but so was Austin, my agent and manager. Austin was much shorter than the average man and had a crooked nose and black hair peppered with gray. He was also old enough to be my father and glared at me with his arms crossed over his suit jacket. Before he could speak, the door behind me opened. She froze for a second, allowing my bodyguard to step forward, putting a 240-pound wall of muscle between us. She said nothing before turning and rushing down the hall, presumably to do her job.


  “Satisfied?” Austin frowned.


  Never.


  “I’ll be in the car—”


  “The director asked us here because he personally wanted to ask you to be in this movie, Noah.”


  “I don’t care,” I said. Reaching into my jacket pocket, I pulled out a cigarette and started to walk toward the exit across the red-carpeted floor. It was almost midnight in one of the most prestigious hotels in Hollywood. One would have thought that at least here, I wouldn’t have to deal with “fans.” But as I walked, I could clearly hear them.


  “Oh my god! Is that Noah Sloan?”


  “No way? Where?”


  “He’s so fucking hot.”


  “When did he get out of rehab?”


  “He was in rehab?”


  Daniel, my bodyguard, handed me a pair of headphones, but I refused them.


  Who gives a fuck what they think anyway?


  Ignoring them was simple. I just kept looking forward, and soon enough, everyone and everything faded into the background…like always.


  The wind howled across me when I stepped outside to my waiting car. I was blinded by the flashes in my face.


  “Noah, what drugs were you on?”


  “Noah, are you clean now?”


  “Noah, is it true you’re being sued?”


  “Noah—”


  Daniel pushed them back with his body in order to hold the door open for me as I slid inside to the black leather seats. Cracking the tinted window only slightly, I lit my cigarette and filled my lungs with nicotine before I blew the smoke from my nose, resting back against the seat. The cameras clicked rapidly until Austin sat in the front passenger seat, slamming the door. I didn’t have to wait long for his bitching.


  “You just got out of rehab this morning. Do you know how hard it has been to get you any scripts, let alone a meeting with a goddamn director, Noah? You are the most self-sabotaging person I have ever met! The bad-boy angle we can always work. But I wanted to try to make over your image before you went and started fucking receptionists in hotel bathrooms. She’s probably blabbed her goddamn mouth to every last person with ears. What is wrong with you?”


  Good question. Maybe it was this city. The longer I stayed, the worse I felt, but oddly enough, I wasn’t sure if anywhere was better than this. What do normal people from normal cities do?


  I’ve been acting for twenty years. I’m only twenty-seven now. My childhood was spent hopping from one movie set to the other. There were no rules, there were no limits, and I could get anything I wanted the moment I asked. I was the cute, loveable, Noah Sloan on Mother’s Rules when I was seven and then on Kid Genius at twelve. At thirteen, I won my first Oscar. At fifteen, I was the number-one teen heartthrob in America, and at seventeen, when I got caught “cheating” on my then-girlfriend, fellow child star Amelia London, I became Hollywood’s new bad boy overnight. That label got less and less acceptable the older I became. But I didn’t care. So maybe the problem with me? Was just me.


  “Noah!”


  “What? Goddammit, what is it now?” I snapped, finally paying attention to Austin, who now had a thick script in my face.


  “When I say ‘you have nothing left,’ Noah, I mean you have nothing left if you don’t do this movie. So ask yourself: do you really want to stop acting? If so, don’t bother reading it. I’ll let him know,” he replied, throwing the book onto the seat beside me.


  Stop acting? As if it was really that easy. If I didn’t act, who would I be? The more I thought about the question, the less I liked the answer.


  I was nothing. If I didn’t act, I was nothing. It was just that simple.


  Reaching over, I lifted the script, reading the title.


  Sinners Like Us.


  This, I could do.


  


  Chapter One


  Amelia


  I’m selfish.


  I’m a liar.


  I’m immature.


  My life feels like it’s spinning out of control every single day.


  I’m a child star. Birthdays have always meant something different to me. For normal people, getting older is a good thing. Sixteen means caring about surviving high school and learning to drive. Eighteen means becoming an adult. Twenty-one is legally getting drunk. They were all milestones for normal people. But I wasn’t normal. The first time I went to high school, I was nine and acting on the TV series Kid Genius. I learned to drive on the set of Street Kings when I was fourteen. And the first time I got drunk was in Mexico, when I was fifteen, but that was due to an accident on set. I wasn’t legal, but no one batted an eye.


  I’ve spent my life moving from movie set to movie set as the cute, adorable¸ America’s sweetheart—Amelia London. But today marks my twenty-fifth birthday, halfway to thirty. I am now officially too old to be called “cutie,” and on top of that, my career is about to come to a flaming end if I don’t do something drastic. At least that’s what my agent keeps telling me.


  “Amelia. Amelia?” My agent of twenty years, Oliver Cole, who I would swear to my last breath looks exactly like Hugh Jackman with his thin-framed glasses and left ear piercing, snaps his pale white fingers in front of my face.


  “Sorry, I was thinking,” I sighed, leaning back into his office chair and gripping the script in my hands.


  “I know.” He walked around his desk to stand in front of me. “This is a huge leap. If you do this movie, no one will ever see you as sweet-as-pie Amelia again. Which means if you screw it up, you’ve also burned the last bridge you have to stand on.”


  “Thanks, Ollie,” I said sarcastically. I could always count on him to tell me the truth. No one else did.


  “I’m serious, Amelia. This movie is everything you aren’t. Hard, dark, exotic—”


  “I get it, goddammit. You don’t have to hammer at me anymore.” I frowned, flipping the page.


  The very first line I saw was, “Damon ties Blair’s hands to the bed then proceeds to kiss down the space between her breasts.”


  “You sure this isn’t a porno?” I asked, not able to take my eyes off the screen directions.


  Ollie reached for his desk, grabbed a red book and handed it to me. “It’s based on this novel series, Sinners Like Us. The first book was ranked number one for thirty-two weeks, and fans are dying for a movie. Midnight Empire Studios just acquired the movie rights. This is going to be big, Amelia. Imagine Twilight, The Hunger Games, Fifty Shades…it’s your golden ticket, if you get the part.”


  “If?” I frowned. I missed the days when directors fell all over themselves just to get me to do a few lines in their movies. It felt like I was starting over as newbie. My name meant almost nothing now. Sometimes worse than nothing.


  “If.” He nodded, folding his hands. “The director and I go way back. I was able to throw your name to the top of the pile. They will see you before they see anyone else, so you have to get their attention.”


  How?


  I’ve never done sexy or dark.


  “Maybe,” I whispered, looking down the lines, “maybe it’s time for me to just take a break? I could go to college and—”


  “And always have people come to you and say, ‘Weren’t you that girl from Kid Genius?’ Or ‘What have you done lately?’ It’s either this, or you settle for run-of-the-mill sitcoms. Or worse, you appear on a ‘Where Are They Now?’ segment, maybe have people applaud you for not having a mental breakdown yet. If that’s what you want, just say the word—”


  “No!” I almost jumped out of my seat. “I’ll work on this. I’ll figure it out. When is the audition?”


  “Today at four.”


  “Ollie!” An hour? That’s how long I had to become a sexual vixen? Had he lost his mind?


  “Amelia, this is the hottest book of the year. This movie already has 2.6 million followers, and there isn’t a cast list up yet. People are so excited that Sinners Like Us has been trending since the movie announcement went up. Do you understand? This train is waiting for no one.”


  “I’ll be there.” I had no idea how this was going to work out, but I would be there. “Is there anything else?”


  He paused, and I knew that look.


  “It’s not about my mother, is it? Because, Ollie, I’m not going to pay her another—”


  “No, the male lead for this has already been cast.”


  Jesus, they really were not waiting to start with this movie. “Okay who is it? I’m kind of hoping it’s Bradley—”


  “Noah Sloan.”


  “God fucking damn it,” I groaned, putting my hand on my forehead.


  “Language,” he said, and I fought the urge to flip him off. America’s Sweetheart, Amelia London, didn’t curse. She didn’t party or get in trouble. She was one of the “good ones.” Or at least that’s what my image portrayed, but some days I’d just like to say fuck it all, man.


  “I know you and Noah Sloan have a past—”


  “That’s putting it mildly,” I scoffed. “Didn’t I read that he got out of rehab like three weeks ago? And yet he still spends more time partying than acting now anyway. How did he get this role?”


  Ollie didn’t say anything, lifting up his tablet for me to see what looked to be an online poll. The title above it read, “Who’s your dream Damon Shaw?” Noah’s profile had 89% of over two million votes.


  “This movie is all about selling and fulfilling fantasies. Noah’s reputation actually worked to his advantage here. So whatever resentment you have for him? Let it go.”


  Everyone thought Noah Sloan was sinful, drop-dead-sexy, and God’s gift to women with his dark brown hair and striking eyes. But whenever I saw him, I just remembered the boy who broke my heart into a thousand little pieces like it was nothing. We had spent our childhood acting as “brother and sister” on the set of Kid Genius before his character had to “move away” when our “parents” got divorced. There were many reasons for the split, but the rumor was that the producers and his actual father didn’t get along. I later went on to date him when were teenagers, but that only lasted a few months before he went cheated on me…publicly.


  My first kiss? Noah.


  My first time? Noah.


  My first heartbreak? Noah.


  Now this?


  I was sick of him. If I never saw his face again, I wouldn’t care.


  “Is this movie really big enough for two child stars trying to make a comeback?” I muttered more to myself than to him.


  True to style, he told me the truth: “It better goddamn be, because you’re the one out if otherwise.”


  “I’m going to read over this script as quickly as possible now before you tear whatever’s left of my ego.” I got up, grabbing my Chanel bag. “Where is the audition? Is it at the Midnight Empire production house?”


  “Yes. I already have the driver waiting out back.” He leaned back, pushing a bottom on his phone to call the driver.


  “Honestly, Ollie, he doesn’t have to come around back. It’s not like the paparazzi are waiting for me—”


  “I know one of the Kardashians is here, and it wouldn’t look right if you were to get caught coming out with them. We need to protect your good-girl image until this role has been locked down.”


  Just like that, I watched the last shreds of my pride and ego burn to ashes. I’d won an Oscar at fourteen. I had at least three dozen screen credits under my belt. And a Kardashian was more important than me. Are you fucking kidding me?


  “Wish me luck,” I muttered, walking out the door. I couldn’t afford to lose my cool now.


  The driver was already waiting. Following, I put a smile on my face for anyone who looked my way. I’d been playing the good-girl role since the day I turned eighteen. It felt like everyone was waiting for me to lose my mind or go wild at some party, but honestly I didn’t have the time. Ollie kept warning me the end was near, so I spent most of my time trying to get any role I could. If I wasn’t doing that, I was resting at home. I was boring. That seems unbelievable to some people, but the truth is, my idea of a fun time was going braless, sitting in sweats, watching Netflix, eating like a pregnant woman, and then working out in tears for eating so damn much.


  “Thank you,” I said when the driver opened the doors to the Mercedes for me. Sliding into the back seat, I kicked off my Jimmy Choos, wiggling my toes before opening the script.


  Sinners Like Us.


  The story centered on two criminal lovers, Damon Shaw and Blair Hawthorne, who are basically world-class con artists and thieves. They take whatever they want whenever they want, including each other. Stealing for Damon and Blair is like foreplay. They are constantly fighting with each other both physically and emotionally. In the end, they both end up settling their difference in various sexual exploits, many of which involve Damon tying Blair up. They were one fucked-up couple, and they had millions of readers eating out of their hands. Blair Hawthorne was bold, sexy, and dangerous, and on top of that, she loved to be dominated.


  So she was nothing like me.


  I wasn’t plain, but I wasn’t Aphrodite, either. I fell right in the sweet spot of “acceptable.” I had dyed my light brown hair to a darker almost-black color now, but my eyes were still as blue as the ocean. My trademark was the few little freckles I had on the tip of my nose. The more I read of the script, the more I wondered, how the hell am I going to be able to do this?


  Closing my eyes, I tried not to think about the fact that the only other scripts waiting for me were something from ABC Family called Living It Up with the Family and, even more insulting, a reality TV show for my mother and me.


  I’d rather die.


  “Ms. London, we’re here,” the driver said to me as he pulled to a slow stop in front of the glass building on Central.


  “Thanks, I’ll be out soon.” I slipped back into my heels, grabbing my bag as I went. It was so hot in Los Angeles that the moment I stepped out, I swear it felt like my skin was melting.


  “How can I help you?” the receptionist asked as I walked across the polished floor. In the center were the letters “MES.”


  “Amelia London for…” I looked at the script, “…David Zane and Company.”


  The receptionist grinned at me. “Amelia London? I used to watch Kid Genius and Spellbound all the time. I’m a huge fan.”


  “Thanks!” I said cheerfully. Spellbound was the TV series I did in my teens where I played a witch. I hated those days more than I care to explain. “So where do I go?”


  “Twentieth floor, third door to your right.”


  Nodding, I checked my watch and headed toward the elevators. I still had twenty minutes, but I preferred to be early.


  “Hold the elevator!” I yelled, rushing for it. I noticed the person inside push the button a few more times trying to get it to close.


  Ass!


  Running fast, I stuck my bag between the closing doors and instantly wished I hadn’t. I wished I had let it go. I still had time. But when the doors opened, leaning against the elevator wall, wearing sunglasses, dressed in dark jeans and a button-down shirt, the sleeves of which were rolled up to his elbows, was none other than Noah fucking Sloan.


  Shit.


  “Take the next one, babe. I’m not signing anything,” he said, scrolling through his phone, not even bothering to look up.


  “Good. I wouldn’t want anything of yours anyway, Noah,” I replied, stepping inside.


  He took off his sunglasses and tilted his head to the side, his eyes wandering down my body and back to my face again.


  “Amelia?” His eyes widened, and a wicked smirk spread across his face. “Amelia London? When did you get you get tits?”


  “Fu—Sometime after I dumped you,” I spat through my teeth, crossing my arms over my chest.


  He snickered. “You dumped me? Is that what you tell yourself? Alright, if it helps you sleep at night.”


  Rolling my eyes, I pushed the button a few more times, but I could still feel his eyes burning into my back.


  “I know I’m pretty. You don’t have to keep staring.”


  “Your ego hasn’t gone down, either. I wasn’t staring. I’m just stunned. I thought you left Hollywood.”


  I’m dead, people. Stop beating me over the head. Jesus.


  “Nope. I’ve been doing indies.”


  He didn’t look impressed. “Why are you here?”


  “For a movie.”


  “Obviously. What movie?”


  I thought about not telling him for a moment, but there was no point in that. He would find out sooner or later, even if I didn’t get the part.


  “Sinners Like Us.”


  “No, seriously, what’s the movie?” he said, as if he couldn’t even waste a second to think about it.


  I lifted the script for him. “Sinners. Like. Us.”


  “You can’t be serious,” he snickered, taking the script from my hands. “There is no way you could play Blair Hawthorne.”


  “And why not? You got the part of Damon Shaw, didn’t you?”


  “A bad boy playing a bad boy isn’t that much of a stretch. You, on the other hand…” he drifted off as the elevator doors opened on my floor.


  “You’re Amelia London.” He frowned, handing me back the script when we got to the doors. “Sweetheart Amelia. There is no way. You’ve got the cursing down, but you do know you’ll have to shoot nude right? Besides, you’ve always had one hell of a bitchy temper. Save yourself the stress. I heard Freeman is working on a rom-com. You should try that.”


  He opened the door to the casting room, handed me back my script, and proceeded to close the door in my face.


  I stood there in shock for one second before I grabbed the door handle in such a rage that I wanted to rip the whole door off its hinges. He had only made it in few feet, but I dropped my shit at the door, took off my shoe, and threw it at his back.


  I missed.


  “I had a temper, you son of a bitch, because you made it your mission to piss me off when we were young!”


  He turned back, eyes wide. “Did you just throw a shoe at me?”


  “Be thankful it’s just a shoe! What makes you think I can’t do this role? You think I won’t go naked?” I tore off my shirt and threw it on the ground, followed by my bra. I stood in front of him with my nipples hard, suddenly aware of the chilly office air. “Skin is skin. I’ve been at this for almost two decades, and I’m not scared of anything, least of all your second-rate-acting ass.”


  His jaw clenched as he stepped closer to me, not stopping until my back was pressed up against the wall.


  “Second-rate acting?”


  “You heard me.” I stood up to him. “Second. Rate. The only reason you got this part is because people are under the delusion that you are attractive.”


  His nostrils flared, and his eyes dropped down to my body once more. He was staring at me so intensely I wanted to look away. Despite the frigid air, my skin felt hot.


  “Fine.” He frowned. “You want to act? Okay, right here, right now. Be Blair.”


  “What?”


  He didn’t wait to explain. He started to recite a few lines.


  “‘You lost your head again, Blair. You’re always jumping without goddamn looking, and then you get upset when nothing goes your way. When in the hell are you going to grow up?’”


  It took me a second to remember where that line was, and I could see him already giving up on me, pulling away.


  “‘Fuck you,’” I sneered in his face. “‘The great, almighty Damon Shaw, pissed that I didn’t follow his rules. But the thing is, I’m never going to be your pet. I’m not always going to do what you want me to do. My life does not revolve around you!’”


  “‘Keep pushing me, Blair! Keeping venting all your goddamn insecurities at me! Maybe that will make you feel better, huh?’”


  “‘Insecurities?’” I snickered. “‘Let’s not pretend that I’m the damaged one here, Damon. Tell me the reason you feel the need to tie me up and pin me down whenever I so much as look away from you. I’ll tell you: because you’re afraid I’ll leave, just like your mother, just like your father. People are always leaving you.’”


  He paused, took a step back and bent down to grab my shirt. This reminded me for the first time since I had taken it off that I was naked from the waist up in front of him.


  “‘You’re right,’” he whispered, pulling my shirt over my head. Without a bra, my nipples poked out. “‘You’re all I have, Blair. I love you enough to die for you, to kill for you. But you can’t keep blaming me for things that are not my fault. I can’t fix those things.’”


  His hand cupped my cheek, brushing circles on it with his thumb. “‘And don’t pretend you don’t know the reason that I tie you up is that you like to be tied up.’”


  We stared at each other. He was too close to me, and I couldn’t do this with him right now. When he leaned in for a kiss, I slapped him as hard as I could across the face, not caring how my fingers burned.


  “In your dreams. You’re not my Damon. You’ll always be my shitty ex, Noah,” I said, grabbing my things from the ground and then pulling open the door. I made it about two steps before I realized I was still missing a damn heel. Not just any heel, but a thousand dollar heel.


  Fuck.


  On top of that, I had completely lost my cool! I couldn’t even remember who else was in the room! After that scene, I couldn’t go back in there. I just kept going, walking with mismatched steps until a few people gave me strange looks, forcing me to take off the shoe and rush to the elevator. I blew my chance. How long did that take? Five minutes with Noah, and I was already acting like a crazy person. Whenever he was around, even when we were kids, I always lost it.


  What is wrong with me?


  “Wait!” Someone yelled as the elevator doors closed. My first instinct was to push the “close doors” button, but I didn’t want to be like him. So I wiped the corner of my eye and pushed the “open doors” button.


  “Ms. London, congrats.” Some woman with red hair came to me with my heel in her hands. That alone made me want to kiss her.


  “‘Congrats?’” I questioned slowly.


  “The director wanted me to tell you that you’ve got the part. We want you to be Blair Hawthorne. We’ll contact your agent by morning. We would like to announce this by the end of the week, so be prepared. Things will be happening fast after that. Your life is about to change. The fans for this movie…are intense, to say the least.” She smiled, waving at me before backing up.


  The door closed, and I stood there, stunned. And then it hit me: for the next year, Noah and I would be playing lovers.


  Lifting my hand, I placed it over my chest. My heart was still racing, and we hadn’t even started yet.


  


  Chapter Two


  Amelia


  It had only been three days since they had announced the cast list, and to say people were taking it a bit too seriously was an understatement.


  This is not our Blair Hawthorne! Sign this petition to change Midnight Empire’s mind! Don’t screw up our movie with this random kid actor! Blair is our almighty heroine guys, don’t let her be treated this way! Sign now! WE CAN DO ANYTHING GUYS, ANYTHING!


  Under the caption was my name and the worst photo they could possibly find anywhere of me, complete with frizzy hair and glasses. On it was a giant X along with ten thousand signatures. I knew I shouldn’t, and everything within me said not to, but I couldn’t help it: I scrolled down to the comment section.


  “She’s so fucking ugly.”


  “I don’t mind her, it’s just that Amelia is kind of like your big sister...I can’t picture her in this movie at all.”


  “She can’t even act! She was cute when she was young but all of her stuff now is shit.”


  “OMG I laughed so hard at her serious face in Deep End.”


  “She still makes movies?”


  “I seriously hope they reconsider this or else I’m going to be so upset.”


  “Leave it to Hollywood to screw up.”


  “She probably got this job because of her mother anyway.”


  “Does anyone think she’s kind of fat now? She looks like she’s about to give birth in some pictures.”


  “Hey at least we got Noah! He’s going to kill it as Damon. I’m hot just thinking about it.”


  Slamming down the screen, I pushed the laptop off to the side of my bed and rose to my feet. I wanted to scream. My whole body shook with rage and frustration. Then I froze when I saw the bag of popcorn I was preparing to eat. Clutching it, I stomped out of my bedroom, down the stairs, and into the kitchen of my apartment before I ripped up the bag and threw it away.


  “She’s fat.”


  “She looks pregnant right?”


  “So fat.”


  No matter what, I couldn’t get the words out of my head. Moving to my fridge, I tugged it open, preparing to throw away everything “fatty,” but I realized there was nothing there to throw away. Salads, water, soups, and seafood my chef had made for me previously and returned to my mother’s mansion…the popcorn was my only treat.


  “What is wrong with you, Amelia?” I whispered to myself, closing the refrigerator door and sliding down to the ground.


  I was not fat.


  I could act.


  And my mother did not get me this role.


  I knew that, yet seeing their words still got under my skin. I was still waiting for the moment where I would “toughen up” about this type of criticism. But it never happened. If I ate a salad and someone caught me on camera, the tabloids said I was worried over my weight. If I ate a hamburger, somehow I was letting myself go. It was fucked up. It was beyond fucked up, and yet it was my life.


  Just when I thought my night couldn’t get any worse, I heard the doorbell, followed by the very last voice I wanted to hear.


  “Amelia!”


  Oh no…No. No. No.


  Slowly I sat up, crawling on my knees to peek at my now-opening front door from behind the kitchen island.


  Who the hell gave her a key?


  “Amelia, darling, you can’t be sleeping—”


  Sighing, I pushed myself off the ground and stood up straight. “I’m right here, Mom.”


  “There is my new super star!” She somehow managed to grin despite the obvious new round of Botox she had gotten while away. She ran to me, wrapping her arms around me and jumping up and down. “I flew in the moment I heard. Why didn’t you call me, sweetheart? This is huge! Not as big as when Spielberg made me his leading lady in The Beast Within, but still!”


  “Mom, I can’t breathe.”


  “Oh sorry. Say, do you have any wine? We need to celebrate!” She let go of me, walking toward the wine cooler. “So…”


  I drowned her out at that point. My mother, Esther London—four-time Oscar winner, two-time Tony Award winner, and three times divorced—was pretty much an old-school Hollywood legend. She was known for being a femme fatale, with her classic blue eyes and black hair, which now had turned pure silvery white thanks to old age and a box of dye39. Between her failed marriages, poor management, and her love for the finer things in life, she went broke around the same time I started acting. Since then, I was her daughter, therapist, and most importantly, her ATM. To pay me back for my hard work, she adopted two younger sisters for me: one from South Korea, Mayko, and another from Nigeria, Antigone. They would both be starting their freshmen year at Stanford soon, but I’m sure she wouldn’t remember to call them until she needed something. I loved them both, but sometimes I wondered why my mother even bothered. We saw each other more now as adults than we did when we were kids because when we were kids, I was always gone, always working.


  “Amelia. Amelia?”


  “Huh? Sorry,” I said brushing my hair back behind my ears.


  She looked me over and placed her hand on my forehead, holding a wine glass in the other hand. “You look pale. Amelia, I swear, you better not get sick. Not now!”


  “I’m fine, Mom.” I pulled her hand off of my head. “I just wasn’t expecting you to be back so soon. What happened to Clément and running away to Paris?”


  “Ugh.” She rolled her eyes, moving to my couch. “Who needs men when my daughter is about to make her breakout role?”


  That was code for “he dumped me.”


  “Mom, it’s hardly my breakout role—”


  “Everyone is talking about it. Where is the script? I can run lines with you, just like old times. Oh! I heard you’re working with that sexy Noah Sloan? Didn’t you guys hate each other as kids? When is your flight? It’s not shooting here in LA is it? Have you made sure to get everything waxed? I know this great Vietnamese woman—she will having you looking ten again—”


  “MOM!” I yelled, putting my hands out. I felt like I was about ten right now. “Breathe. I’ve got everything handled. I have an early morning flight to catch, so please giving me some space. If I need anything, I’ll ask. I promise.”


  She frowned, no longer drinking. “You want me to leave?”


  “Mom, it’s just—”


  “No, I get it. You’re not a child. I just wanted to celebrate with you because this is a big moment. Sorry for bothering you.”


  She slowly gathered up her purse and shoes, even pretending to sniffle. I fought the urge to roll my eyes.


  “It’s only 9:00. You can stay for a little bit longer,” I said, giving in and taking a seat on my couch. She grinned and pressed herself beside me like we were best friends about to share some secret.


  “Are you excited? Oliver must be over the moon,” she questioned before placing the glass back to her lips. Sometimes it was more troublesome to fight her, so I often lied.


  “Yeah, I’m excited. So is Ollie.”


  “You’re not worried about the sex scenes and whatnot? You’re going to be fully naked, aren’t you?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, but it’s not a big deal. Like you always said: it’s only real if I make it real.”


  She tapped my nose. “Aren’t you glad you had me? Most girls would be panicking. But not you. You’re a professional. I made you one. So never forget that. You’re going to shock everyone in the best way.”


  I was actually so nervous that I felt like I was going to be sick. But how could I tell her that? And what would be the point? She never listened.


  “You really think so, Mom? I doubt this will get me any awards or anything.” I forced myself to smile as I leaned on her.


  “So? I had a few by the time I was your age, but times are changing. This is just the door to something greater. When you get a whole league of fans, your name will suddenly be gold again. Never let them stop talking about you, Amelia. The moment they do, your life is over. And that’s a horror you shouldn’t have to face at twenty-two.”


  I’m twenty-five.


  “I know.” I didn’t want to hear that, but I agreed with her anyway. She glanced up around my apartment.


  “Don’t you think this place is kind of small?” she asked, frowning.


  “Mom, it’s a three-thousand-square-foot apartment. It’s more than enough.”


  “If you say so. But whenever you want to move back into the mansion, let me know.”


  Seeing as how I paid for it, I wondered why I had to let her know.


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  She patted my arm. “My sweet baby. I’ll let you get some rest. Remember, you aren’t just anyone. You are my daughter, the fabulous Amelia London.”


  “I could never forget.” Because you tell me every single time you see me, yet I feel anything but fabulous.


  I stood up with her, moving to the door. She handed me her glass and kissed my cheeks before leaving. When she was gone, I exhaled deeply, placing her glass in the sink. I was tempted to have a glass myself, but the last thing I needed was to get wasted the night before we went on location.


  It all started tomorrow.


  


  Noah


  Out of all the women in the world who could have been cast as Blair Hawthorne, it had to be Amelia. Fucking Amelia. Goddammit.


  “I can’t do this movie,” I said to Austin as I glanced around the club. I had no idea what I was looking for until I found it.


  “You’re kidding, right?” he yelled over the roaring music, reaching for the champagne bottle in the middle of the glass table.


  Looking him dead in the eye, I shook my head. “Austin, get me out of this movie.”


  “No.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean you cannot keep running from her for the rest of your life, Noah. Don’t you think you’ve punished yourself enough? It’s been almost a decade already.”


  Snatching the bottle from him, I stood up. “You are not my therapist. Your job is to get me what I want. And I do not want to be in a movie with Amelia London. Especially this movie.”


  “Fine, but remember that if you’re out, someone else is in. Someone will be with her—”


  Ignoring him, I followed Daniel as he lifted the ribbon blocking the VIP area from the rest of the club. Pushing through the crowd, my head felt like it was going to explode, but I wasn’t sure if was from the DJ or just stress at this point.


  I’m a horrible guy on most days, but when it came to Amelia, I was always at my worst. I didn’t even know if I had a good side anymore, but I knew I didn’t want to figure it out while she was near me. Even now, I could still see her face: she was sixteen then, her light brown hair an absolute mess, her blue eyes so red, I thought she had tried to claw them out of her own head.


  She’d asked me one question: “Why?”


  I couldn’t reply. I still couldn’t reply. I just wanted the image out of my head.


  As I made my way into the bathroom, the bottle I had forgotten I was carrying slipped out of my hands as they shook.


  “Dude, what the fuck?” Some guy glanced back at me, zipping up his jeans.


  “Get out,” I whispered, gripping the marble sink.


  “What—”


  “GET THE FUCK OUT!” I growled. Luckily, before it got worse, Austin—my personal shadow—slipped the bastard a few bills and shoved him toward the door. He checked under every stall to make sure we were alone.


  “You need to be—”


  “Pills,” I cut him off.


  “Noah.”


  “Pills!” I stretched my hand out for them.


  Sighing, he reached into his jacket and tried to pour them into my hand for me, but I snatched them and poured more than I should have into the palm of my hand before tossing them in my mouth. Without water, I swallowed.


  “I’m not doing the movie,” I said again.


  “Let’s get you home.”


  “I can’t, Austin.” He ignored me, placing one of my arms over his shoulders to help me walk. I didn’t realize how badly I needed it until I tried to step forward. Everything was out of focus, but I preferred that. I didn’t want to see anyone’s face anyway.


  


  Chapter Three


  Amelia


  Shooting was to take place in Chicago, so our flight was for 4:00 a.m. Yet it was now 7:00 a.m., and we were still on the tarmac waiting for none other than Noah Sloan.


  “He’s unbelievable.”


  “Think on the positive side, at least you get to finish the book,” Ollie whispered. He was sitting opposite me and slid over the novel.


  I leaned back against the seat, flipping the book open to the fifth chapter just as the pompous ass came in with sunglasses, dressed in dark blue jeans, a casual shirt, and a leather jacket.


  “So sorry we’re late,” his manager said, beside him. Noah didn’t say a word. He sat down in the seat opposite mine and next to Ollie’s, and immediately leaned back. He did not care about the producer that sat in the seat behind him.


  “No good—” I started.


  “Amelia,” Ollie leaned in, whispering. “What is it about him that boils your blood like this?”


  “He’s just a horrible human being. That should make anyone upset,” I said, softly gripping my book. I’d never gone to school, but I’d acted in enough TV shows and movies to know there is always that one bully. Noah was mine.


  “Sorry we all can’t all be princesses,” Noah yawned, turning his head toward me. “You are horrible at whispering.”


  Do not engage. Nothing you say, Amelia, will change him.


  “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll work on it.” I forced a smile before opening the book again.


  He gave a snide laugh. I tried to focus.


  “Did you get to the part where Blair sucks Damon off in the car yet?” he asked, just as the plane started to move. I dropped the book, much to his amusement. “I guess not.”


  “I’m still in the beginning,” I replied, reaching back down to get it.


  “I have to give you credit, London. Who knew you’d be bold enough to read erotica in front of people? Then again— never mind.”


  My teeth gritted together. How had he not changed in all these years? He was even worse now. I gripped the armrest when we took off and didn’t relax until we were completely in the air. When the seat belt sign went off, Noah rose from his seat, taking off his glasses and standing over me.


  “Can I help you?” I asked.


  “Let’s read lines,” he said and glanced over to Ollie, giving him some sort of signal to leave. Ollie complied, moving to the other side of the private jet. Noah sat down right in front of me, rubbing his eyes tiredly rather than focusing on me.


  “You look like you were up all night,” I said.


  “I was.” He winked.


  Rolling my eyes, I grabbed a script. “Who was it now, a Victoria’s Secret model? No—two Victoria’s Secret models?”


  “Jealous?” he asked.


  “As if.” I scoffed. “I feel sorry for them. You use them for sex and toss them away like used tissues.”


  “They know what they’re getting into. I’m just as much a notch in their belts as they are in mine. Not everyone is as prudish as you.” His eyes never left mine. It felt like he was looking right through me.


  “I’m not a prude.”


  “Yeah, okay—”


  “Didn’t you want to read lines? Where is your script?”


  “Just start from where you would like.”


  “Fine,” I muttered, opening to the middle. “‘Do you ever think of quitting?’”


  “‘What would I do?’” Noah replied, staring at me.


  I shifted in my seat but kept reading. “‘Anything we want to do? We could go to Paris, Rome, Istanbul. Anywhere, just you and me—”


  “‘You still haven’t answered my question, Blair. What would we do, not where would we live. We’re thieves—always have been and always will be. Or is that not who you are anymore?’” I glanced up at him as he recited it perfectly, his voice annoyed and steady.


  “‘Damon—‘”


  “‘Answer me. Are you done? If you want to go, babe, then go. But I can’t go with you. This is who I am until the day I die. I don’t know how to do anything else. I don’t want to do anything else. My two greatest joys in life are taking what I want and taking you. I’d rather resent myself for not being able to walk away than resent you for making me give this up.’”


  After that scene, Blair strips down and kisses down his chest.


  So I flipped to another section and read “‘What do you mean what did I do?’”


  “‘I told you to knock him out, not kill him.’”


  I paused, putting the script down to look at Noah, who was still staring at me. “You memorized the whole script?”


  He finally looked at me, confused. “Haven’t you?”


  No, I hadn’t. Most of my lines, but not to the point where he was.


  “You’ve gotten lazy.” He closed the book and slid it back to me. “The old Amelia used to know every line of all her scripts to the point where she would correct the other actors.”


  “Yeah, and you’d call me annoying or make fun of me,” I muttered, looking out the window. The clouds drifted right by us.


  “I was a kid.”


  “And what’s your excuse now that you’re an adult?”


  He opened his mouth to speak and then stopped, sighing before asking, “When are you going to stop holding the past against me?”


  When it no longer hurts to think about.


  “Why should I? After all these years, it’s not like you’re a different person. Like always, everything must work on your time. You were horrible then, and you’re still horrible now,” I snapped, which stirred a few people around me. Smiling apologetically to them, I focused my attention back on Noah.


  “You have no idea what it was like dating you,” he said, shaking his head. “The amount of pressure you added to my life then. Jesus. I felt like I couldn’t walk out of the bathroom without some bastard telling me, ‘Don’t break Amelia’s heart. Don’t do anything stupid. How’d you manage to date Amelia?’ My favorite were the times when people thought we shouldn’t be together because they saw us play siblings. Dating you was a nightmare.”


  “What?” My mouth dropped open. He could have shot me in the face, and it still would have felt better than hearing that.


  He frowned and shrugged like it was nothing to him. “Do you remember just how many fan letters you got each day and how many parents would bring their kids to set? You were always surrounded by guys, all of them trying to date you. All of them taking your attention away. All of that on top of the fact that we never saw each other. Our relationship was doomed from the start. The only love that lasts in Hollywood is the one we fake and sell to others.”


  “So back then, you figured, ‘Hey why not just end it sooner?’ Is that why you cheated on me?”


  “Now that you know, maybe you’ll be able to stop grumbling over me and focus on your work.” He yawned, leaning back and closing his eyes.


  “Wow.” I had no words.


  “Let’s call a truce already.”


  “Fine,” I replied, still trying to wrap my head around his confession. It didn’t make sense, and it only pissed me off more.


  I was sixteen! He had no idea how it felt waking up one morning and finding out in the paper that he’d been spotted making out with some model. I felt like the world had crumbled at my feet. I cried for days. Now he was telling me it was my fault and that I should get over it already.


  Glancing up at him and noticing how his chest rose and fell over and over again, I couldn’t help but remember the times we did have together. He would surprise me in my trailer with gummy bears—only the red kind—and leave a handwritten note with two words on it: “You’re beautiful.”


  Ugh, I don’t want to think about this!


  I pulled out our itinerary. The moment we landed, we’d be whisked off to get ready for a promotional event, followed by a dinner for the cast and crew. The next morning, we’d be blocking the sets, followed by actually acting. It was March now, and they wanted to release by Valentine’s Day next year.


  Using my tablet, I searched “Damon and Blair.” The very first thing that came up was a page for fans picking their dream cast for the movie. I didn’t understand why everyone loved them so much. Damon and Blair were bad people who only cared about each other, no matter who else got hurt.


  “I wished someone loved me as passionately as Damon loves Blair. He’d die for her,” one blogger wrote. Right under that was a link to the petition to replace me. Overnight, it had gained another three thousand supporters. Before I threw my tablet back in my purse, I noticed a link to a piece about Noah.


  From Cute to Hot to Sinful, the headline read.


  The very first picture under “cute” was the two of us when we were kids. His hair was longer and a little lighter. I remember them wanting a blonde but settling on dying his hair a warm brown instead. He always wore a shark tooth around his neck. There was even a photo of him during his own TV miniseries, The Adventures of Young Clark Kent.


  The second picture of him, as “hot,” was when he acted in Hawaii as Child Ninja. He stood on a rock in the middle of the beach, shirtless and with his fist extended, the most serious expression on his face. I almost wanted to laugh. But that was his last big movie as the lead. The others flopped, and then he mostly acted in supporting roles.


  Lastly, most recently, his “sinful” look, was from a photo shoot dated only a month ago. He was dressed in a full fitted suit, a smirk across his lips, a women’s leg over his shoulder while another woman sat at his feet. There was another shot where he stood shirtless, fake glasses on, and a cigarette between his lips.


  “He’s hot and totally who I see as Damon, but I really hope he doesn’t blow it in this movie. His other movies sucked.”


  I glanced up at him, oddly comforted that he was in the same boat as I was. Maybe this could work?


  Rolling my eyes, I threw the tablet into my bag and reached for the script. I spent the whole flight reading. In fact, I didn’t even notice when we touched down until Noah got up, not saying a word. He took out his phone and grabbed his bag when the cabin door opened.


  “You didn’t kill each other?” Ollie came over to me as I got up.


  “At least not yet anyway,” I said, following him out. There were two cars waiting for us. Noah, however, threw his leg over the back of a black motorcycle, revved up the engine and sped off.


  “Alright. We’re going to the hotel. It’s not far, and there, you all will do your first photo shoot. Hair and makeup are already in your room,” Ollie said, opening the door for me to slide in. “Have I mentioned how proud I am of you?”


  “Only like seven hundred times,” I said, smiling while winding down the window. I’d never been to Chicago.


  “What’s that?” I pointed to the bean-shaped object in the distance.


  “It’s called the Cloud Gate. Would you like to stop—” the driver offered.


  “We don’t have time, maybe later,” Ollie cut him off before he could finish, and when he said “maybe later,” he really meant “never.”


  It was strange how we could shoot in the most beautiful places, but as an actor, I’d never get a chance to truly see them. Between shooting, promotions, and rest, time flew by too quickly, and every minute spent on location was planned out.


  “Amelia, what would you like to eat?”


  A burger, waffle fries, ice cream, and a slice of chocolate cake. But only in my dreams.


  “Soup and a ham sandwich,” I said instead.


  “Maybe just the soup until after the shoot. The bread might make you bloated for the photos,” he said, already texting.


  “You know best.”


  “And never forget it,” he said with a laugh, putting his phone back into his jacket pocket. “I’ve also talked to the director. We’ll be saving all the more intimate scenes of the movie until the end. It will give you time to ease into things and get comfortable. Sadly, they wouldn’t budge during the photo shoot.”


  Noah Sloan would be kissing me between my thighs. No amount of time would make that any more comfortable.


  “We’re here. A few fans found out about this location, but there is full security,” he said, handing me shades.


  “Who should I act like—”


  “No one. Just keep walking to the hotel, and don’t make contact. They still have to warm up to the idea of you.”


  I placed the sunglasses on my face as the driver came around to my side, holding open the door for me. Ollie had misled me with the word “few.” There were at least a hundred women outside the hotel being held back by security, and just as the doors closed behind me, Noah pulled up on his bike. They almost lost their minds screaming out for him and snapping pictures.


  He didn’t say anything. He gave them a small wave and a fake smile and walked in with ease.


  “You aren’t Blair!” someone yelled, and all of a sudden, what tasted like sugar flew out at me, coating my hair, sliding down my shirt, and even getting into my shoes.


  “Amelia!” Ollie grabbed me from the side, along with a bodyguard, and pushed me forward into the hotel.


  “Someone call a doctor! Amelia, are you right?” Ollie asked, coming around to the front of me and brushing away the sugar.


  “Yeah, I’m okay. I don’t need a doctor—”


  “Don’t be dumb. God only knows what they could have put in that,” Noah said, frowning as he looked me up and down.


  “You seem worried.”


  “I would prefer you to quit because you know you can’t do it, not because you got sick,” he replied, walking off to the elevators.


  So much for our little truce.


  When I took off my shoes, white sugar poured out like sand. I could even feel it up against my breasts, tempting me to reach inside my bra and scoop it out.


  “When do you think they will warm up to me?” I asked Ollie as we headed toward the elevator.


  “When the movie comes out.”


  Great! Another year of this.


  I said only a short hello to the women who were working in my master suite, everything soft pink, cream, and white—my favorite colors. I started toward the marble bathroom, stripping down and stepping under the water. It was the only place I could be alone. The only place I could breathe or cry or scream.


  Sliding down the slick wall, I sat on the floor as the hot water beat against my skin. And like he knew I was getting comfortable, Ollie knocked on the door. “Amelia, the doctor is here. Besides, you can’t stay in there too long or your skin will dry out.”


  Sighing, I reached up, turned off the water and grabbed a towel. I couldn’t even get a moment’s peace.


  “Amelia? You okay?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll be out in a second.”


  “Cover up. I’ll send her in.”


  “I’m covered,” I said, taking another towel for my hair.


  When the door opened, an older woman with thick glasses came inside with her bag.


  “Hi, Ms. London. I’m Dr. Smithson. I heard someone threw sugar on you? Did you get any in your mouth?”


  “Yes.” I leaned against the sink, holding the towel around me tightly.


  “Do you feel sick or dizzy?” she asked, checking my eyes with a small light.


  “No.”


  “Okay, I’m going to take some blood just in case,” she explained, pulling out a needle.


  Ollie gave me a thumbs up and went to answer his phone. I noticed six more people come into the room. I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. But shouldn’t I be used to that by now?


  


  ***


  


  “Okay, open your eyes.”


  “Woah,” I said, adjusting to the lash extensions and my whole new look. Everything about me looked sexy, from the red lips to my smoky eyes. They had added just a little more volume and waves to my hair, too.


  “What do you think? I added a little pink to the smoky eye because it’s Blair’s signature in the book.”


  “You’re a fan too?” I asked, taking a paper towel to wipe some of the lipstick off my teeth.


  She smiled. “Isn’t everyone?”


  I was starting to realize that.


  “So this is your first outfit.” T wardrobe stylist lifted up a short fitted white dress and pink heels.


  I stood up only to step into the dress, and the stylist slid it up my body. The second she zipped it up, I was thankful I hadn’t eaten that ham sandwich for lunch. The dress hugged every inch of me. After I stepped into the heels, she held the door open for me.


  In the hall, the photographer was already set up. Noah pretended to put his key card in the slot, his face turned back partially for the photo.


  “Amelia’s on set,” someone called out as I was led just to Noah’s left. For a split second, his eyes focused on me just as there was another bright flash.


  “Step on the black X, Amelia,” the photographer said, changing the lenses. I took a step over the wires, Noah moving aside to allow me to get in front of him in the doorway.


  “You can still walk away, you know,” Noah whispered behind me, and I mentally flipped him off.


  “Amelia, I want seduction. Noah, unzip the back of her dress.”


  Closing my eyes, I tried to think of something, anything that turned me on. However, the moment Noah’s hands grabbed me, I didn’t have to think. It had been so long since any guy touched me like this.


  “You still have the northern star on your back,” he whispered, his hand touching the bare skin of my back.


  The northern star he was talking about referred to the set of freckles I had on my back. He always said it looked like the northern star.


  “Don’t push it,” I whispered, turning to glare at him.


  “I like it! Hold that face!” the photographer said, forcing us to stare into each other’s eyes for another second. Noah reached up and placed a hand on my cheek, his thumb grazing over my lips. “Genius.”


  Neither of us spoke, and the longer I stayed next to him like this, the faster my heart felt like it was beating.


  “Alright, Amelia, in the bedroom. Sit on the edge of the bed. Noah, stay at the door.”


  I took my chance to escape with pleasure. Walking into the hotel room, I pretended to take off my earrings and then my heels for the photo.


  “Great. I want to get the bed shots in room 4390, and we’ll wrap up for today.” The photographer stood up, already walking down the hall.


  “Bed shots?” I asked when my makeup team came back to fix my lipstick. Another stylist was already fully unzipping the dress at my back and draping a robe over my shoulders. I wasn’t expecting it so soon.


  They looked at me, confused. “Yeah. The photo shoot takes place in bed. You only need your strapless bra and underwear.”


  Biting my lip, I nodded. Standing up, I followed them down the hall toward a set of brown double doors. I saw that there were at least twenty people in the room when they opened the door for me. But the first person I saw was Noah, in dark blue boxer shorts, a woman finishing the fake Roman numeral tattoo she added to his side. Another woman glossed up his abs.


  “Amelia, I want you on your back.” The photographer pointed toward the bed, then faced the men working the lights.


  Taking off the robe, I crawled into the center of the bed, under the covers. Noah stood at the very end of the bed, in front of me, his abs perfectly sculpted and lean. The tattoos they added— Blair’s name on his chest, the crown next to his waist, Roman numerals down his side—were so foreign to me. The last time we were this close, he was not so…defined.


  “Okay, test shots. Noah, hover above her,” the photographer directed.


  He nodded, and like a lion coming in for the kill, he crawled up the bed until he was right on top of me. The only thing between us was the sheets. I could smell him again. He always smelled like fresh vanilla, so calm and sweet.


  “Amelia, I’m going to need you to take off your bra. It’s showing through the sheets. Where is my 39mm lens?”


  My eyes widened, and I didn’t move for a second.


  “You look petrified,” Noah whispered in front of me. “What happened to skin being skin?”


  I felt like shit, but sat up some and reached behind me anyway. I slid off my bra and tossed it aside before laying back down.


  “If you are like this during the shoot, how will you be during the movie?”


  “Can you not…?” I barely managed to say, my voice wavering. “Can you just give me a break for a few minutes, please?”


  I took a deep breath, trying to remind myself why I was here. But I kept seeing all the faces in the room.


  “Amelia…Amelia, look at me.”


  When I looked at him, he put his forehead on mine, just like he used to.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Do you remember our first time?” he asked, not moving away.


  “Noah, this isn’t—”


  “You forgot?”


  “No.” I frowned. “I remember being completely embarrassed and exci—why?”


  “Just go back to that moment with me, okay? Just go back to when were teenagers, excited and nervous and terrified of getting caught at Graham’s after party. Go back to how we felt afterward.”


  I smiled. “You said you wanted to do it every day.”


  He grinned. “You said you’d let me. Just focus on that. There is no one else here. Just our younger, dumber selves.”


  Swallowing, I nodded.


  “Alright, test done. Both of you, wrap up in each other’s arms. Raw and sexy.”


  Doing my best to ignore the photographer, I focused on Noah, who reached under me and lifted me off the bed. My arms wrapped around his neck, our lips hovering over each other.


  I asked myself, what would sixteen-year-old me do?


  I sat up on my knees. He made sure to pull me closer to hide my breasts. However, I felt…his friend…press up against me. Hard.


  “Noah,” I said, unable to contain my smile.


  He smirked. “What can I say? I feel eighteen again.”


  “Beautiful, guys. Amelia, turn around and hold on to the bed frame.”


  I held on to the sheets and did what he asked. The moment I let go of the sheets, Noah’s arms wrapped around my breasts, holding me tighter.


  “Amelia, give me orgasmic.”


  I could still feel Noah against my ass, this time with his chest pressed up against my back. Leaning in, he whispered again. “You remember that? How I’d bury myself deep inside you, how loud you were for me, how you used to ride me, your lips parted, sweat dripping down all over you? Everyone thinks you are this good girl, Amelia, but I know a side of you that no one else could ever know. Not even with this movie.”


  “Brilliant! Let’s do some solos and then break.” The photographer snapped us back to reality.


  The moment he spoke, Noah let go of me and rose from the bed, leaving me breathless, horny, and shaky in the middle of the bed, gripping the sheets to my chest.


  “Nice, Amelia,” the photographer spoke, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Noah as he left the room, not even looking back.


  God help me. I wanted…I wanted to be back in his arms.


  I wanted the Amelia he whispered about.


  What the hell was wrong with me? Noah and I were a train wreck.


  I wasn’t going to mistake lust for anything else.


  


  Noah


  “What did you say to her?” Austin asked me as he handed me a bottle of water when I got back into my suite.


  “Nothing.”


  “That didn’t look like nothing—”


  As I glared at him, he thankfully shut up. Grabbing a pack of cigarettes, I walked out to the balcony, expected it to be just as sunny as it was this morning. However, the skyline was covered in thick, dark clouds, and the rain poured down with no end in sight. But I didn’t mind. I love—


  “It’s raining!”


  There, to my left, standing on her very own balcony with a large grin on her face, was none other than Amelia. The makeup was wiped from her face, and she was dressed in a red robe. However, the most stunning thing about her was the smile that graced her face. She pushed a button on the railing, and the umbrella over the balcony retracted. Outstretching her arms, she accepted the water as it poured over her. Laughing to herself, she spun around once more. However, the moment she finally came around to me, she stopped dead in her tracks. The smile on her face faded almost immediately.


  She’s still so beautiful. 


  Her blue eyes dropped to the cigarette between my fingertips.


  “No one wants to kiss someone who smells like an astray.”


  I smirked. “They would if they got paid to…like you.”


  “Amelia, have you lost your damn mind?” Her manager, Oliver, rushed out on balcony and slammed his hand on the button for the umbrella to expand overhead again. “What have I told you? You can’t afford to get sick right now.”


  When he looked to me, he froze in place. Nodding to him, I proceeded to look back out at the city, blowing smoke from my nose. I heard him mutter something to her and the door click closed behind them. The dark clouds above roared as they moved through the sky, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  “‘But soft, what light through yonder window breaks? It is the east and Amelia is the sun. Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon, who is already sick and pale with grief…’” I whispered to no one but myself.


  


  Chapter Four


  Noah


  “Ugh,” I groaned, rolling over and grabbing a pillow to block the light.


  “We have a problem,” Austin stated, seriously.


  Patting down the bed, I reached for my phone. When I saw the fucking time on it, I fought the urge to throw it at his head.


  “It’s 3:00 am. My problems can wait.” My call time for set tomorrow…wait, today was at 5:45. He’d stolen two hours of sleep from me.


  “Your father’s in the lobby. This can’t wait.”


  I felt a chill go up my spine, and I stayed still for a second before rolling back over to place my phone on the bedside table.


  “Wake me up in two hours.”


  “Noah, you know him. He will make a scene, and he will not leave until you go down there.”


  Grabbing the remote from the table, I turned off the bedroom lights.


  “Fine, I’ll figure it out,” Austin sighed.


  “There isn’t anything to figure out. He’s out of money, so pay him and tell him to go,” I muttered as the door shut behind him.


  Had it been four months already? Frank was like a clock. He needed to be reset every 121 days. It didn’t matter how much I gave. He’d always manage to blow it. It was a talent, really. He was gifted when it came to spending money. But ask the man to take care of his own kids—hell, to tie his own goddamn shoes—and he was as useless as a fly. I had gotten emancipated at fifteen, yet still, he had a death grip on me.


  Sighing, I sat up from the bed, walked toward my closet and grabbed a pair of jeans along with a blue cotton shirt before heading out to the living room. Austin glanced back at me, the phone still at his ear.


  “He’s in the lobby.” He hung up the phone, handing me a small carry-on bag. After all, Frank wasn’t a check person. “Do you want me to come—”


  “I’ve got it.”


  “Noah,” he called out when I reached the doors.


  Pausing, I didn’t look back, already knowing what he was going to say. But part of me needed to hear it anyway.


  “You aren’t that kid anymore. Don’t let him get to you.”


  Nodding, I made it only four feet and stopped right outside Amelia’s suite door, room 2340. I had no intention of knocking or seeing her. I had no idea what I was doing, honestly, but my feet wouldn’t move. So I stood there quietly, like a stalker, until seeing my “father” didn’t feel like walking into hell.


  If she saw me, she’d probably slam the door in my face. No, she’d curse me out and then slam the door in my face. Christ, that woman had a temper. I still couldn’t believe she threw a shoe at me. Amused at the memory, I found myself moving toward the elevators. However, the motion was short-lived as the doors opened and devil himself waited there, dressed in his motorcycle jacket, a black shirt, and jeans. He somehow stood taller than me even at the same height, 6’3”, and he had more body to him. His beard was gone, leaving him only with a thick mustache. His grayish-brown hair was cropped nearly to his shoulders, and the scars on his face were still as prominent as ever. But it was the smell, that horrid mixture of gasoline and alcohol, that haunted me.


  “There’s my boy!” His drunken laughed echoed in the silence of the hall. His hands wrapped around me tightly as he faced the bellhop. He continued on, “What’d I tell you! This is my son! Noah Sloan. Look. Look, we could be twins, right?”


  “Yes. Please have a good morning, Mr. Sloan. You as well, Mr. Sloan.” The young man nodded to both of us, pressing the doors closed. When he was gone, I shoved Frank’s sweaty hands off me. Stumbling backward, he fell against the elevator.


  “You—” he started.


  “You were told to wait in the lobby.”


  He snorted, dusting himself off. “What kind of son makes his father wait in the lobby? I figured you were asleep, so I thought I’d—”


  “You thought you’d what? You thought you’d do what, Frank? YOU DON’T DO ANYTHING!” Fuck…Goddamn it! I was shouting now. Taking a deep breath, I handed the bag it to him. “Please just go wherever it is you go, and leave me be.”


  I couldn’t do this shit today.


  “We haven’t seen each other in how long, and that’s all you’ve got to say?”


  “What else is there to say, Frank?”


  He frowned and lifted the bag. “How much?”


  “Same as always. Twenty large.”


  “You gotta be fucking with me, kid. Ain’t you get some new gig or something? Twenty large? I told your butt boy I needed at least seventy this time—”


  “Well, you got twenty, take it or leave it, Frank. We both know the amount doesn’t matter. You’ll piss it all away—”


  He grabbed my collar. “Who the fuck you talking to, kid? Who you think made you into this? If you knew the shit your mother and I went through to get you here, you’d be shoveling money into my car.”


  “You’d need to have a car for that.” I clenched his wrist. “And I do know. I know everything, which is why I’m giving you one more second to let go or I’ll break your fucking wrist.” 


  “What you going to do, huh?” He shoved me back into the wall. “Come on! You want to finally take that swing? I heard you’re working with that girl again. That’s why you found your balls, huh?”


  “Son of a bitch!” I sneered, grabbing his wrist and head-butting him. When his grip loosened, I managed to get one punch in before Austin suddenly appeared, pulling me back. The other security guard, along with Daniel, had already appeared as well. Their presence didn’t ease my rage at all. “One day, I swear to God, I’ll—”


  “You’ll what? You’re still the same little bitch you’ve always been!”


  “Yeah, and you still like taking my bitch-ass money, you no good cocksucking piece of shit!” I struggled against Austin’s arms, the spit flying from my mouth as I yelled at him, until finally the elevator doors closed in his face.


  “Noah!” Austin yelled.


  “Let go! I said let go!”


  “Okay, Noah. Okay.” He backed away with his hands up.


  “He shouldn’t have been on this floor!” I hollered.


  “I know. It was a mistake,” Austin said.


  “I can’t have those kinds of mistakes! He shouldn’t have been here!” I repeated, this time yelling at the bellhop and manager, who were both holding their radios.


  “Fucking idiots…” My voice drifted off when I saw her, dressed in a white silk robe, her hair brushed over to one shoulder, her arms wrapped around herself. Her blue eyes gazed into mine. Her face was emotionless, even as I stomped right past her.


  “Get me another hotel,” I said as calmly as possible, opening the door of my suite. The door hadn’t even closed completely behind me before my hands begin to shake. It then spread violently throughout my whole body. Hugging myself, I staggered slowly into the bedroom, trying to reach my bedside table. However my legs gave out before I made it.


  “Noah? Noah?”


  My mouth clammed up. I tried my best calm down, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t control it. I just shook.


  “Shit,” Austin said when he saw me rushing for my dresser. However, the bottle he lifted up was empty. So was the one in my bag…and the one in his.


  “Fuck!”


  Looks like I was going to have to ride this one out.


  


  Amelia


  I was halfway through my second round of the script when I heard the yelling. I couldn’t make it out. The walls were meant to be soundproof, but the closer I got to the door, the louder it became. I immediately recognized one of the voices. When I stepped into the hall, I realized I had never, ever actually seen Noah angry. Annoyed, indifferent, cold, yes—but true anger? It didn’t seem like him. He would more likely ignore you, or more often, casually insult you, and be on his way.


  He was always Noah: the cocky, cold, and distant one. Even when we were young, he barely spoke unless he had some smartass comment to make. Now I couldn’t match the man I had always known in my head with the man I had just seen. His face was red, spit flying from his lips as his manager did his best to hold him back. He looked desperate for blood, itching to hurt his own father. Worst of all, his father looked exactly the same.


  I couldn’t speak when he walked by me. No one was in the hall anymore, yet I couldn’t look away.


  “Noah? Noah?” I heard from the room beside mine. “Shit…fuck!”


  It’s none of your business. I knew that. Noah’s drama was his drama. I had more than enough of my own. Yet I kept walking toward his suite and saw that the door was still open. My heart was pounding so hard against my chest that I felt sick. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see. However, him lying on his bedroom floor was not it.


  It was like a switch flipped in my head, and then I was running.


  “Noah!”


  “Amelia?” His manager stood up to push me back.


  “Move!” I elbowed any part of him I could, dropping to my knees beside him. Tears fell from his eyes uncontrollably as his whole body shook like he was freezing. “What are you doing? Call a doctor—”


  “I…m…fi..ne,” he said through clenched teeth.


  “Shut up,” I said. He was anything but fine. “You need a—”


  “It will pass. He ran out of his medication. He’s just needs to calm down,” Austin whispered behind me.


  Noah, the idiot he was, tried to smile, and if he could, he would have said something snarky.


  “I’m going to hug you—”


  “I…am…fi…ne.”


  “Well, I’m not.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I don’t like seeing you like this, so I’m going to hug you, and when you’re back to yourself again, you can go back to hating me.”


  Unlocking his hands, I put one over my waist and then placed my arms around his neck, sliding into his arms. Biting my lip, I stared at the skirt of his bed, doing my best to ignore the quivering. His whole body was so cold, so stiff. I could only imagine how painful it must be for him, so I squeezed tighter.


  He needs to calm down, but how? What do I say? He’d always loved poetry and plays. I tried to remember anything, but my mind was blank. So I did what all actors did: I made shit up and prayed it worked.


  “Once upon a time,


  a most joyous time


  before the dark times


  a time before time


  there was you, and there was me


  as stupid as young lovers could be.


  Not our mothers,


  fathers


  sisters or brothers


  could separate us


  not even to a degree.


  They mocked us about sitting in trees.


  We made out


  put out


  then fell out of that tree.


  So it was just you


  and it was just me


  now fruits of a poisonous tree.”


  He didn’t reply, at least not with words, but he did hold me a little bit tighter. It was only then that I realized he had stopped shaking. Pulling back enough to see his face, I put my forehead on his, and his blue-green eyes stared right back into mine.


  I could feel his cock hard between our bodies, just like I was sure he could feel my nipples on his chest. The air between our lips became hotter and hotter.


  Yet neither of us moved.


  “Don’t make fun of my poem later.”


  The corners of his lips turned up. “I promise I won’t…but can I make fun of it now?”


  Frowning, I tried to pull away, but I held on tighter.


  “I’m still shaking.”


  “No you’re not. You liar!” I laughed, and so did he.


  I didn’t realized how badly I missed hearing him laugh or seeing him smile until that moment.


  


  Noah


  Dear God, tempt me with anything else but her. 


  Sitting up, I couldn’t tear my eyes from her. The white silk robe she was wearing was now completely open. Her nightgown had risen up, exposing her smooth, milky-white thighs and the curve of her beautiful ass. With each breath she took, her breasts rose over and over and over again. Her dark hair was spread out under her. She looked like an angel, one that had fallen for the sole purpose of giving me blue balls.


  Sliding one of my arms under her waist and the other under her knees, I lifted her up easily, trying my best to ignore the shiver that went down my spine. When I placed her in the center of my bed, she turned over to one side, curling her legs up to her chest.


  “Thank you,” I whispered, brushing her hair behind her ear. “I’m not going to able to say it later. But thank you.”


  I wanted to kiss—I wanted to do more than kiss her.


  “Fuck…” I hissed when my cock twitched painfully. Stripped down in the bathroom, I didn’t even wait for the water to get hot before I stepped under the showerhead. My skin was so hot that I was sure steam rose off of me.


  I stroked the length of my dick slowly at first and then more swiftly the more I thought of her, my mouth parted. What I’d give to pin her body under mine, spread those beautiful thighs of hers and bury myself in her wet pussy. Her sexy legs would wrap around my waist, pulling me deeper into her as I, without restraint, fucked her so hard, so thoroughly, that her back rose off the damn bed.


  I wanted to hear her beg me for more when I pulled out and tied her to the bedpost, her smooth ass up high, ready for me to beat it till it was red.


  “Jesus Christ….” I gasped as I came, dropping my head under the freezing stream of water. Even after all of these years, Amelia London was still my kryptonite, and she still didn’t know it.


  I couldn’t think straight around her. My body reacted on its own around her. My heart, too. It was Amelia’s world, and I was just trying to survive in it.


  Grabbing a towel for my waist and another for my hair, I heard the bedroom door open and shut. I figured I’d woken her up and she’d made her escape. However, when I opened the door, she was standing right there, her nightgown barely hanging on to her at this point. Her hair was a mess and pushed up at the back. She looked ridiculous and sinful at the same time.


  “Can I use your bathroom, please?” she asked softly, her blue eyes traveling down my abs to my crotch and then back up.


  Grinning, I crossed my arms, leaning in the doorframe. “Sure, but I’m not leaving.”


  “Ahh…move, you pervert!” She scowled at me, her little nose bunching up as she tried to yank me out.


  Laughing, I moved out of the way, and she slammed the door behind her.


  “You’re welcome!” I called out, a smile glued to my lips. I knew she was either flipping me off or making a face on the other side of the door, but it only made it funnier.


  “Smile any wider, and your face might break,” Austin said when we heard her turn on the shower.


  Ignoring him, I moved to the closet, knowing he would follow me. “Did you get it?”


  “Ten milligrams of clonazepam…” he whispered, handing me two pills and a bottle of water. I threw them into the back of my mouth and swallowed without it. “You need to slow down, or you will run out again.”


  “That’s why you’re holding the bottle, Austin,” I replied, stepping into my jeans. “I’m going out for a smoke. Make sure she’s not here when I get back.”


  “Why?” Austin asked.


  “What?”


  He looked me over carefully, then asked, “Why do you want me to tell her to leave when you want her to stay?”


  Without answering, I snatched up my jacket and left.


  


  Amelia


  I could have gone to my room. I should have. It would have saved me a lot of embarrassment, but I didn’t want to leave yet. Because of that one decision, I was now standing in front of Noah’s manager dressed in his cotton shirt because I had nothing else to change into. I was hoping—I’m not sure what I was hoping, exactly, but this was not it.


  “Where is he?”


  “He just went out for a little bit. We’ll see you on set. If you’d like, I will run over and grab something from your…”


  He left.


  Forcing a smile, I shook my head “no” to his offer because I didn’t trust my own voice. The fact that he wasn’t here meant he wanted me to leave. He didn’t want see me. Yeah. This was the Noah I knew all too well.


  Picking up my nightgown and robe, I tried to keep my head up as I headed back to my room. Austin became silent, understanding the message. When he closed the door, I bit my knuckle.


  Why the hell are you upset, Amelia?


  You should know better. I did know better, but there was still a familiar feeling of rejection building in my chest.


  Knock. Knock.


  It took a second before Ollie ripped open the door, his cellphone at his ear.


  “Where the hell—”


  “Give me one second before you yell at me,” I whispered, sliding into the room and leaning against the white doors.


  “Amelia?”


  “One second more.” I held up a finger for him, blinking back my tears. I took a deep breath and then turned to him.


  I started to explain. “I didn’t sleep with him or anything. He was having a hard time, so—”


  “So you sacrificed your peace of mind for his comfort.” The look of disappointment and sadness on his face wasn’t helping right now.


  “It’s nothing, really. He didn’t ask me to come. I came over because I was nosy, and I’ve been properly punished for it. Can I get ready now?” I didn’t wait for his answer before I stepped around him, hoping he would drop it. But Ollie always had to get the last word.


  “Amelia, Noah Sloan is and will always be bad news. Nosing around him will only leave you hurt.”


  “I know.” But when it came to Noah, I was apparently a masochist.


  


  Chapter Five


  Amelia


  “Cut,” the director sighed, taking of his violet-tinted glasses to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Amelia, why don’t you take a break? Everyone else, let’s pick up from scene twenty-five, Damon’s offer.”


  Humiliation: if anyone deserved to copyright that shit, it was me.


  I knew it was bad when even Ollie didn’t have words as I walked back to my chair. He handed me my phone, a bottle of water, and shades, because apparently I was so goddamn bad today that he was going to have to make up some excuse.


  “Is she hungover or something?” someone whispered much more loudly than they needed to. But I kept my head down and scrolled through Tumblr, because I didn’t have the heart to get on Twitter. We were in the Art Institute of Chicago. Only a section of it had been closed, but I was willing to bet that some fans had managed to capture my shitty display to provide yet another reason that I didn’t deserve to be here. 


  “Action!” the director called again, and I looked up to see a woman dressed in a tight red dress and black heels standing beside Noah¸ who was dressed in a fitted gray suit, vest, and blue tie. He was probably uncomfortable as hell, but if he was, he didn’t show it. With ease, that smug smile of his spread across his face as he leaned closer to her.


  “How much do you think this painting is worth?” he questioned.


  Brushing her fingertips over the tops of the pearls around her neck, the woman pretended to think.


  “Probably a few million?” she offered.


  “Wrong,” he replied.


  “The same price as that suit?”


  “Still wrong, but cute,” he said with a wink, and I wondered how “Blair” would feel about them flirting out in the open like this.


  “Well then, Mr. Shaw, tell me. What is the painting worth?”


  Raising his hand, he pointed to the corner of the frame. “It’s a trick question, because the painting is worthless.”


  “Worthless? That’s impossible.”


  “Why? Because it’s in a museum?” he questioned, turning to face the piece. “The truth is, museums don’t buy art. They buy names. Van Gogh, Monet, Matisse. Whether it makes sense or not, whether it’s beautiful or tragic—as long as there is a name that matters in one of those four little corners, it is as good as gold.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” the woman asked.


  “Because you’re going to help me steal a name. I’ll be in touch, Ms. Beaulieu.” He pulled out his phone, as his character was supposed to be talking, and causally walked off scene.


  “Cut. Brilliant. I liked the wink, Noah,” the director yelled, rising from his chair as the makeup artist went to the woman in red.


  “Don’t you think she’d make an amazing Blair?” the same bitch, not evening bothering to whisper this time, said beside me.


  I saw Ollie move to talk to her, but I shook my head. The last thing I needed was to be a talentless actress and a diva. Handing him the water, I stood up and walked away myself.


  “Don’t let anyone notice you,” Ollie called out, but I was too focused on my own thoughts to care. Anyone watching today would have thought I was the one who had a fight with my father in the hall and spent the morning shaking on my bedroom floor. It was like it never happened for him, none of it.


  In all of my other scenes, I was fine. But in the ones with Noah, I just couldn’t focus, and if I couldn’t separate my personal and private life, what kind of actress was I to begin with? I’d always thought of myself as a professional. Yeah, a professional idiot.


  Taking out my phone, I dialed the one of four people I had on my contact list.


  “Well if it isn’t Blair Hawthorne,” Mayko laughed on the other side of the phone.


  “Oh, not you, too!” I groaned.


  “Everyone is a sinner,” she recited the tagline of the book and now movie.


  “Shouldn’t you be building a rocket ship for NASA or something and not reading smut?” Her dream was to become a rocket scientist, go to space, and build a colony on Mars.


  “Why can’t I do both?”


  Giggling, I shook my head. “How are you?”


  “Well, I was great until my older sister called me at seven in the morning.”


  “Shit, the time difference. I’m so sorry, Mayko.”


  “It’s okay—”


  “It’s not okay,” a male voice muttered on the other side of the phone.


  “Who was that?” I asked, puzzled.


  “The reason I don’t have to read smut,” she giggled, followed by a few other noises that I did not feel comfortable identifying. “Sis, I’ll call you back, okay? Antigone was up all last night, so I’ll let her know you called when she is alive…Kevin…oh my god…haha!”


  The line dropped right after that, and I was too stunned say anything.


  “Wow, you really have no shame.”


  When I spun around, there, in torn blue jeans, flip flops, and a black shirt, was a man glaring so intensely you would have thought I had insulted his mother, his father, and all of his ancestors. His hair was pulled back into a bun, and he had a five o’clock shadow that looked like it had reached its twelfth hour.


  “Can I help you?”


  “I’m sorry, was I interrupting your phone call? Here I was just trying to appreciate the piece of art you are standing in front of…still.”


  Following his gaze, I saw the blue painting he was so passionate about and took a step to the right.


  “Better, your majesty?” The sarcasm dripped from my lips as I practically bowed.


  “Well, now that you’ve moved—”


  “You really are an ass,” I said before laughing for some reason. I could not catch a break today.


  He laughed and shrugged. “It’s all about perspective. Here I was, silently trying to enjoy Picasso, when some strange woman in shoes she can barely walk in starts mouthing off about smut. And to top it all, she’s wearing sunglasses inside a museum.”


  “I can walk fine, thank you very much!” I said, taking off my shades.


  Again, he chuckled at me. “That’s the only thing you have a problem with? Not the rudely interrupting my view or talking about smut or the glasses?”


  I nodded, proudly crossing my arms. “Yes, because I can fix the other things, but if I still haven’t mastered how to walk in heels at twenty-five, there is no hope.”


  As I spoke, couldn’t help but laugh, brushing my hair behind my ears. “Okay, I apologize for being—”


  “An ass,” he finished for me.


  My mouth dropped open, and he waited.


  “Fine. I’m sorry for being an ass.”


  “Apology accepted. I’m Léo.” He extended his hand, and I tried to remember the last time I had to introduce myself.


  “Amelia.” I shook his hand. His palm was hard, and I noticed his hands had paint and graphite on them. Not too far from the windows was a sketchpad. “Are you an artist, Léo?”


  “What gave me away? What are you doing in an art gallery if you don’t like art, Amelia?” he questioned, moving to get his bag and supplies.


  “What makes you think I don’t like art?”


  To that, his eyebrow rose.


  “It’s not that I don’t like art,” I said. “I’ve just never really understood it. I’m more of a words person.”


  “You don’t think there are words in that paint?” He frowned, rising again. He stepped right in front of me, placing his hands on my shoulders.


  “What are you—”


  He turned me to face the painting. “What do you see?”


  “A man holding a guitar,” I replied.


  “Okay, but what do you feel when you see it?”


  “I—”


  “Shh!” he cut me off.


  “Did you just—”


  “Shh,” he shushed me a second time with a laugh. “Just stare at it. Imagine it’s someone you love, and you walked in to them like this. They didn’t say a single word. They just stayed frozen like this.”


  Tilting my head to the side, I did what he asked and tried to see someone in the image, but the person I saw bothered me too much to keep staring.


  “What would you ask?” he asked softly.


  “Why are you so blue?” I joked.


  “Right,” he answered seriously. “Why. So. Blue? Of all the colors, why did Picasso choose blue?”


  “I’m guessing you know the reason,” I said.


  “Yeah. It was during his blue period.”


  “You’re fucking with me now,” I laughed.


  “Nope,” he said, and I noticed how he didn’t back away. Yet I didn’t mind it. “During this time, he was struggling with depression. Some sources say he even thought of giving up painting. Nothing he did was good enough anymore. Under this very painting, there are three other figures. I always wondered how it must have felt to be one of the greatest and most influential artists of the twentieth century and walk into your own studio not once or twice but three times and hate the very thing you created with your own hands so much that you had to cover it up.”


  “Amelia?” We both turned toward the entrance where Noah stood, staring at us blankly. “Everyone is waiting for you.”


  “Shit! Really?” I rushed toward him, but stopped halfway. “It was nice meeting you, Léo, and thank you.”


  “For what?” he asked.


  “Calling me out.”


  “Anytime,” he responded with a grin.


  “Yeah, I found her. We are on our way back now,” Noah said on the phone, still waiting. Waving once more at Léo, I followed Noah out of the gallery. “You shouldn’t be walking around by yourself,” he said.


  “Why, because some crazed fan is going to jump me in a museum? It’s like no one knows me here.” For a few seconds, I was just Amelia, and I liked it.


  “Just because someone doesn’t say they know you doesn’t mean they don’t know you. You should get a bodyguard.”


  “I’m fine, Dad, thanks,” I muttered under my breath. We turned the corner to find the whole crew just standing around. Even worse, the director looked pissed. Checking my phone, I noticed almost an hour had gone by since he told me to take a short break.


  “You really are trying to prove everyone right, aren’t you?” Noah said, leaving me to face them on my own.


  “Amelia, there you are,” Ollie’s voice went up two octaves.


  Shit.


  


  Noah


  What the hell happened?


  I wasn’t sure, but I had a feeling it had to be that guy—Léo, I think she said his name was. Leave her alone for a few minutes, and she was attracting strays, like always. I wonder what it must be like to be so blissfully ignorant to the dangers of our lives. Either way, the person she was this morning and the person she was now were light years apart, so again, what the fuck happened?


  “Cut. Amazing, Amelia. Let’s just go straight into the next scene at the vault, alright?” The director jumped up. Everyone scattered like bugs hurrying to get what they needed. They moved quickly, most likely worried that whatever had inspired her latest performance would evaporate.


  “Great. Do you mind if I do at least part of the stunt myself?” she asked with a wide smile, downing the bottle of water and following behind them.


  “Yeah. I mean no. Sure, but your contract—”


  “I want it to look as real as possible. I swear I’ll be careful not to push beyond anything I can do,” she assured.


  Huh? I was so lost.


  “What did you say to her this time?” Austin whispered beside me, making me even more confused.


  Clenching my jaw, I took my spot next to her. She didn’t look at me. Instead, she just inhaled, whispered something to herself, and focused on the camera in front of our faces.


  “And… Action!”


  Consecrate.


  “Damon, we have two minutes and forty-nine second before the alarm goes off.” She glanced around the corner and then back at her watch.


  “More than enough time,” I said, slowly turning the lock.


  “That’s what you said last time.”


  “Hey! We made it out, didn’t we?”


  “Whatever you say.”


  When I made a face at her when she turned her back, I saw the director smile.


  Beep.


  “Damon…”


  “Shh...”


  “Shush me again.”


  Standing up, I got in her face. “I swear to God, Blair.”


  She didn’t back down. “Two minutes twenty-seven seconds. Should I get it, sweetheart?”


  Lifting my hands to her face, I clenched my fist as if I wanted to choke her and then turned back to the task at hand.


  “Thought so,” she said, even though it wasn’t in the script.


  Oh, we’re improvising now?


  “Keep mouthing off, babe. I’ll remember that when you’re on all fours begging me to fuck you harder.”


  Her mouth dropped open. Smirking, I winked at her.


  “Two minutes—” she said.


  Click.


  “Told you, more than enough time.” I pushed open the vault. “Now, can you do your job in time?”


  Stepping out of her heels, she dropped a good six inches. After taking her gloves out of her purse, she handed me her bag.


  “Don’t stare at my ass.”


  “When you say ‘don’t’ you really mean I should, correct?” I asked, handing her the fake rolled-up painting.


  Grinning, she took the painting from me before bending slowly.


  “As much as I enjoy the view, Blair—”


  “Shh…It’s part of my process.”


  I glanced at her ass again and then back at the camera, winking.


  “Shit!” she said.


  “What?”


  “Each title has a different pressure sensor,” she replied. She crouched down, glancing at the doors of the vault.


  “Blair, we only get one chance at this.”


  “I know. I just need to think—” Grabbing her arm, I pulled her to her feet, forcing her to look me in the eyes. My lips crashed down on hers, grabbing a handful of her ass and pressing her into me, our tongues circling one another.


  “Figure it out. We have just over a minute,” I said.


  “You know when you kiss me like that I can do anything…” her thumb grazed over my lips.


  “Good. Now get a move on.”


  “And cut! Beautiful!” The director clapped, and so did a few others. However, even I noticed the looks Amelia was getting.


  Some were confused. Others impressed. However, it was the looks of lust that bothered me the most, and I had no right to be bothered.


  “That’s a wrap, everyone. Call time is tomorrow at six am!”


  She didn’t spare me a glance as she casually walked to Ollie, smiling cheerfully, like it was such a big deal to do well on a few scenes.


  “What do you want to eat?” Austin questioned while texting.


  “Ms. London?” The sound guy awkwardly called to her. “Do you mind if I get an autograph? I’m a fan.”


  “He’s completely unprofessional,” I complained as she laughed, signing his shirt.


  “What’s wrong with you? You’ve been annoyed since you both came back. Did something happen?”


  “No. Going for a smoke,” I said, reaching into my pocket.


  What was wrong with me? I was annoyed, and horny from kissing her, and on top of it all, I had a headache bigger than Texas.


  The cool air helped when I walked out on the steps in front of the museum, but only for a moment when I saw him—the guy with the ponytail and ripped jeans. He was speaking to some older man at the bottom of the steps.


  “Noah, we’re all set.” Austin stepped up right beside me, following my gaze. “You know Léo Lémieux?”


  “Who?”


  “The artist you’re glaring at, Léo Lémieux. He recently came down from Montreal. I’ve seen his work. They call him the modern master of the female nude.”


  “Oh God, my feet hurt,” a voice said.


  I didn’t need to look back to know it was Amelia.


  It was like everything in that one moment slowed down, and I could clearly see what would happen if I stood out of her way. She’d see him, and he’d see her, and—


  “Hey, I know him.” She paused right beside me, raising her hand as she called out to him. “Léo?”


  He glanced around, confused.


  “Léo!” She waved, leaving all of us—Ollie, Austin, myself—to run toward a guy she’d never met before.


  This was one of the side effects of being a child star. We all lacked the ability to reason and act like normal adults sometimes. We weren’t around many kids our age unless we were working, and everyone was always nice to us because we were celebrities. We could do whatever the hell we wanted and speak to whomever we wanted like we’d known them our whole lives. But worst of all, most of us were eager to meet new people—Amelia especially.


  “Hey, finished creeping around the museum?” he asked, waving goodbye to the older man he was with.


  “’Creeping’ is a harsh word, don’t you think?” she asked.


  He shrugged, putting his hands in his pockets. “I call them as I see them. So you are an actress?”


  “How did you find out?”


  He most likely already knew, like I fucking said. Come on, Amelia.


  “Because three people came in after you left and asked how I knew Amelia London?” he replied.


  “You aren’t going to stop this?” I asked. Oliver smirked.


  “As long as he’s not you, I’m fine,” Oliver replied.


  Fine. Whatever.


  “I was just about to get dinner—”


  Walking down the stairs I stopped right before them, “Amelia, we’re going out to eat.”


  “Here to steal her away again?”


  “Let’s go.” I ignored him.


  “I’m fine, Noah, thanks. We haven’t eaten a meal together in years. I’m not sure why we should start now,” Amelia said.


  Clenching my jaw, my gaze shifted to him. “Sorry, we have an early call time in the morning. She’ll take a rain check.”


  “Is that so?”


  “No. I mean yes. But it’s not a big deal. I’m used to it,” Amelia explained.


  “Really? Because you looked like hell when you crawled out of my bed this morning,” I said, pulling out my phone as Austin texted me not once, not twice, but several times to figure what the hell I was doing. It was a good question.


  “It’s not—” Amelia began.


  “No need to explain. When your guard dog isn’t around, call me. I’d love to talk some more with you,” the man said, handing Amelia his card and waving before marching up the stairs. It was only when he was gone did she smack my arm as hard as she could.


  “What is wrong with you? You can sleep with all the women you want, but I try and talk to one guy and you become a douchebag?”


  “Oh…you wanted to sleep with him?” I cringed. “I thought you wanted to become one of his nude models.”


  “Why? Because it’s so impossible for anyone else to want me, too?”


  “Sorry. Next time I’ll butt out of it,” I said lifting my hands in mock defense.


  “Ugh. You’re such a son of a bitch!” She was so angry that she looked like she wanted to hit me again, but instead she stomped over to Oliver, who was waiting next to her car. 


  When Austin stepped up next to me, I could feel the lecture coming.


  “I know what you’re thinking. Don’t say word.”


  


  Amelia


  Closing the doors behind me, I tiptoed toward the balcony since Ollie was asleep on my couch. I took the card out of my back pocket, trying to decide whether or not to call him.


  Léo Lémieux.


  After a quick search on Google, I was exposed to all of his…art.


  Screw it, I thought, dialing.


  “Bonjour, qui est-ce?” he answered.


  “Hi, it’s Amelia from the art museum.” Great. Just beautiful. That’s the best I could up with.


  “Amelia from the art museum? Hmmm, I apologize. That’s not ringing any bells.”


  “Not funny,” I said, even though I was smiling.


  “Oh, Amelia London. Sorry, you would not believe how many Amelias I randomly meet in art museums.”


  “Are you an artist or an aspiring comedian?” I asked.


  “What can I say? I’m a man of many talents.”


  “Is it too late to take you up on your dinner invite?”


  He paused before speaking again. “What about the man with the scowl permanently glued on his face? There’s no point if he’s just going to pop up and steal you away again, is there?”


  “The only way anyone can steal me is if they own me first. He’s just … an old friend.”


  “Okay. Do you know where the Le Vieux Château Laurier is?”


  No, I did not, but I wouldn’t mind if he said it one more—a few more—times. His voice in my ear was sexy.


  “Amelia?”


  “Yeah, I got it. What time?”


  “It’s eight now, so how about we meet there in an hour?” he asked.


  “Perfect. See you then. Au revoir.” That was about all the French I knew.


  “Not ‘au revoir’ but ‘à bientôt’…see you soon,” he replied, hanging up.


  I swear everything sounds better in French.


  


  Chapter Six


  Amelia


  Ollie was sprawled on the couch, papers all around him. He was beyond exhausted, which only worked to my advantage as I got ready. I did my best to shower, brush my hair, and do my own makeup within forty-five minutes. Luckily the restaurant he chose wasn’t too far from my hotel. At first, I reached for a pair of black heels, but remembering his comment earlier, I took the flats instead. Picking up my purse, I snuck out the door. I’m twenty-five. I shouldn’t have needed to sneak anywhere, but I didn’t want to fight with Ollie about this tonight. No matter what, I was going to do what I wanted to do.


  Thank god, I thought when I shut the door.


  “You look nice,” said a voice behind me.


  “Jesus Christ!” Startled, I jumped, spinning around to find Austin, dressed in—but of course—a suit and tie. I don’t think I’d ever seen the man relax.


  “Going somewhere?” he asked.


  “Yes. But that’s none of your business.”


  “It wouldn’t be to see a Canadian artist, would it?”


  “Again, none of your business. Good night, Austin,” I repeated, reaching for my phone as I headed down the hall.


  “You didn’t even see him,” Austin said.


  “What?”


  “Every night, Noah sits on the balcony and smokes. Of course, you’d never know that because you don’t come out. Or at least you didn’t until tonight, when you were you so taken with your phone call that you didn’t check,” he said when he caught up to me at the elevators.


  “So what? I should feel bad? Noah and I aren’t anything but co-stars. He’s made that perfectly clear, so why would I even bother checking—”


  “Because he checks for you,” he interrupted me, as though the words coming out of my mouth didn’t even matter. “He checks for you every time he goes out there. If your curtains even move, his whole body language changes. And now to stop himself from chasing after you, he’s in the bathroom popping pills.”


  “Why are you telling me this?”


  “Because you want to know!” he snapped. “You want to know why you and he don’t work. You want to be in there, but because you can’t, you’re going elsewhere. You both were children who were forced to become adults, and now you’re adults who are acting like children. Him self-destructing, you utterly confused because you don’t want to love him, so you try and love someone else. I’ve seen this movie before. We’ve. All. Seen. This. Movie. Before. So spare me, Amelia, and ask yourself where you really want to be right now. Pick a place. Don’t look back. Stay there.”


  As if he timed it, the elevators door opened, and he stepped inside, exhaling deeply.


  “I’m too old to be dealing with this shit,” he mumbled as the door shut, leaving me completely alone in the middle of the hall.


  I had to pick a place. Noah’s room, or a restaurant with Léo.


  I didn’t know Leo enough to choose! But wasn’t that the point? I knew Noah, or at least I knew enough about him to know that I shouldn’t hesitate at the chance to try something new. Anything was better than being heartbroken once again by Noah Sloan, right?


  “I’m here,” Léo texted me.


  I stared at for what felt like forever before texting back, “À bientôt.”


  


  Noah


  “Fuck,” I sneered. My hands were shaking so damn much I couldn’t open the pill bottle. “Austin!”


  No answer.


  “Austin…I need…” The lid snapped opened, and the pills flew everywhere but the one place they needed to go.


  Of all the times Austin had to disappear, it had to be now.


  Sliding to the tile floor, I clenched the bottle in my hands as they trembled, tucking my legs to my chest.


  Breathe.


  Just breathe.


  Keep breathing. Nothing else mattered. I just had to keep breathing.


  “What happened?” Austin finally returned, but I kept my eyes closed.


  “I missed my mouth.”


  “Not funny, especially taking into account what I had to do to get these pills,” he muttered. “I really thought she’d come.”


  That got my attention. “Who’d come where?” I asked.


  “I tried to stop Amelia from going—”


  “Why? Why would you do that?”


  “Because you’re still in love with her, you idiot.” He took two pills off the counter and stuffed them in my mouth. “And because I knew this would happen. My job is to get you what you need, right? Well, you need Amelia.”


  “I’m fine,” I said.


  “Yeah, you definitely look fine right now.” He helped me up from the floor, and I leaned on the counter for support.


  “So she went to see him,” I said. I hated the fact that I cared enough to ask him, even now.


  “Yeah. I made her late, so she had to run—”


  “A ‘yeah’ would have sufficed.” Why was she running? She was just going to make herself look desperate. She was an Oscar-winning actress, for God’s sake. If the dimwit didn’t wait, she shouldn’t want to see him anyway.


  “Do you need anything?” Austin asked.


  “I’m fine.” It was my default answer, and I knew it annoyed the hell out of him. My feet felt heavy, and even though I was no longer shaking, my hands still ached. All I wanted to do was lie down.


  “Why do you always say you’re fine when you’re not fine?” said a woman’s voice.


  There she was, sitting in the middle of my bed in a bright yellow dress, her shoes forgotten at the edge of the bed and a bottle of vodka in her hand. When I turned to look at Austin, he was staring at her with just as much confusion as I was.


  “Didn’t you have a date?” he asked her.


  “I did,” she smiled, twisting the top off the bottle. “And funny enough, he was actually there on time, with a flower for me. It was cute. No, it was romantic…or it would have been romantic had your manager not screwed with my head before I went to see him. So I only stayed for a second, bought a bottle of vodka, and came back here…to you. Because I’m a fucking idiot. So, let’s get on with it.”


  Austin quietly tried to make his escape behind me like I wouldn’t notice, but I let it go. I leaned against the wall opposite her.


  “Get on with what?” I asked.


  “The part where you jerk me around. Where you are kind one moment and then you’re an asshole the next.” She drank straight from the bottle, her nose bunched up, and then she shook her whole body like a wet dog before focusing on me. “The part where I find myself falling in love with you all over again and you kick me to the curb. That part.”


  “Amelia, tomorrow is going to be—”


  “Austin told me to choose and I chose. I’m here. I’m always here. It’s been how many years, Noah? How long are you going to push me away? I can’t be with anyone else until I get closure from you. So tell me why? Why aren’t we together? Why are you taking pills? Stop being a little bitch and finally make a choice—”


  “Why is it always so easy for you to say or do whatever the hell it is you want?” I didn’t want to do this now.


  “Nope, you’re not going to blame me for this!” she said with tears in her eyes as she took another drink. “I want to know. Do you—have you ever loved me?”


  “Amelia—”


  “Answer the question, Noah.”


  “Amelia—”


  “Answer the question!” she said, her voice louder now.


  “I—”


  “Answer the—”


  “Yes!” I shouted at her. “Yes, I am, I was, I will always be madly in love with you. I will always wonder what you are doing and be jealous of men around you because you are the one woman I’ve wanted to be with, but never could be!”


  “Why?” she asked.


  I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. Instead, I looked anywhere but at her. However, she came closer, her hands on the sides of my face, and forced me to stare into her eyes.


  “Why?” she repeated.


  “Because I’m a mess,” I whispered, not caring that my eyes burned from how badly I was trying to stop the tears from falling.


  “So am I.”


  “No,” I chuckled bitterly. “You are silly and awkward and unconfident, but you aren’t a mess. You’ve never been a mess. From the very beginning, it was me dragging you down. I’m so broken I don’t know even know where to begin to piece myself together. So how do I look at you, let alone love you, when I can’t even love myself? I hate Noah Sloan.”


  The truth would set you free, they said. However, admitting that out loud didn’t make me feel any better than keeping it in.


  She closed the space between us, her lips on top of mine. Her breasts brushed against my chest as her hands moved back to my face and gripped my hair. She tasted like butterscotch, and I opened my mouth, wanting more of her. My hands slid to her hips and grabbed her ass under her dress.


  “Do you feel better?” she whispered when we broke apart, breathing in one other deeply. “If not, fuck me until you do.”


  She couldn’t be serious.


  However, like she had read my mind, she stood up and took a step back, unzipping the dress she wore. Her blue eyes never broke contact with mine. Like I was in a trance, I stood up, unbuttoning my shirt. I licked my lips at the thought of kissing her skin. When her dress dropped, so did my belt. She stood in the middle of my room in nothing but her red lace bra and panties.


  We shouldn’t be doing this. I could have given her a dozen reasons why, but I couldn’t think straight. Not with her like this.


  “Stop,” I demanded when she reached back to undo her bra. “I want to do the honors.”


  “As you wish,” she smirked, dropping her hands to her side.


  If this was a dream, I was going to enjoy it to the fullest. Taking her hand, I spun her around, allowing myself to unclasp her bra and slide it off her shoulders. As I grabbed her breasts in my hands, she jumped, taking a breath. Her hands wandered into my pants, grabbing my cock, and my breath caught in my throat. I could see the desire and lust in her eyes that matched my own. Grabbing her thighs, I lifted her up, her legs wrapping around me automatically as I moved us to the bed. I kissed her, this time not as softly as she had kissed me. This kiss was dirty, wet, sexual, our tongues playful bashing against one other.


  “Ah…” She moaned into my mouth, rubbing herself against me.


  My lips traveled from her lips to her side of her jaw, and she arched her neck for me. Grinning at how eager she was, I bit her skin softly as I worked my way down her chest until her pink, hard nipple was between my teeth. I kissed it before moving to the other one.


  “Noah…”


  My tongue trailed down her stomach, causing her breathing to quicken. Her whole body trembled under me, which only turned me on more. Spreading her thighs, I sat up to see her face when I slid two of my fingers into her wet pussy.


  “Mmm…” she moaned, her back lifting up.


  “If I told you the things I wanted to do to you…” I whispered, my heart pounding against my chest.


  “Fuck….Noah,” she cried out when I licked her clit. She grabbed my hair, and I held onto her thighs, pulling her closer to my face.


  Jesus, she tasted good.


  My fingers slid in and out her alongside my tongue. She rocked into my mouth, tugging harder on my hair. She was wet for me, and I never wanted to stop eating her out….but I was so fucking hard I couldn’t wait. Licking my lips, I sat up. Her body was covered in a thin film of sweat.


  “Noah please…I need you.”


  “You have me.” She’d always had me.


  Positioning myself between her thighs, I tried—God did I try—to enter her slowly. But her pussy was fucking glorious. I couldn’t help but thrust forward hard, a wicked grin spreading across my lips as I felt how her body responded and arched up to me. Her nails dug into the skin of my shoulders, and her breasts rocked harshly as I fucked her. There were no words between us, just grunts and moans. I took out all of my anger and frustration on her poor pussy, slamming myself into her so hard that the bed moved and hammered against the wall. All I could smell was butterscotch, and all I could hear was the sound of our pleasure and skin smacking together. She matched each one of my thrusts.


  “Yes!” she cried out, and I pulled her up from the bed, kneeling down and bouncing her onto my dick.


  “Ahh…that’s … so … fucking … good!” she cried out, biting her lips as she clung to me. She stared deeply in my eyes and then … she smacked me hard across my cheek.


  I paused for a moment and looked to her. “Do it again.”


  She smirked, slapping my other cheek.


  The pain felt good.


  Pulling out of her, my cock throbbed and twitched with need. But I had to fulfill another desire altogether.


  “Get on your knees.” Without question, she moved onto all fours with her smooth, round ass facing me.


  “Like this?” she questioned seductively, leaning over for me even more.


  “Do you like to be smacked as much as you enjoy smacking me?” I ran my hand over her ass softly.


  “Why don’t you find out?”


  Who was this? The Amelia I remembered was so shy when we first had sex…but then again she was sixteen then.


  SMACK.


  Her hands clenched the sheets as her body shivered.


  “It seems like I got my answer,” I whispered, moving her hair back over her shoulders.


  She swallowed, taking a deep breath. “So what are you going to do now?”


  SMACK.


  SMACK.


  “Fuck,” she cried out, dropping her head. I rubbed circles onto her now-red ass.


  “We will get to that, but I want to see how much of this you can take.”


  SMACK.


  Her legs quivered under her.


  SMACK.


  She panted, her body rising and following with each deep breath.


  SMACK.


  “Harder.”


  SMACK.


  I felt the ache in my hand that time. But she still didn’t tell me to stop. Her ass was so red I was sure she would have begged me to end it. Instead, she bit her lips, and her eyes shifted to me, daring me to do it again.


  “Again.”


  SMACK.


  SMACK.


  “Ah!” She cried out. “Please…please fuck me.”


  She didn’t have to ask a second time. Kissing both of her red cheeks, I grabbed her waist and slid into her, my eyes rolling back at how much wetter and tighter she was for me.


  “God, you are amazing,” I told her, thrusting deeply into her as I kissed her back.


  “So…good,” she said as she came for me.


  Again, all I heard were our moans and grunts.


  I can’t take this anymore.


  I had been hard for her from the moment she kissed me. It had taken all my strength to hold back until now.


  “Jesus fucking Christ,” I grunted as I thrust, coming at last.


  I collapsed onto her. We were both covered in sweat, breathing in the scent of our sex. I couldn’t help but wonder what the hell I was going to do. It had taken me almost a decade of mindless and meaningless sex to get over my addiction to her…and now I was back to square one.


  


  Amelia


  Rolling onto my stomach, I knew he was awake, even though neither of us had spoken in the last hour. We’d just laid there still and naked in his bed. We may have had sex, but that solved none of our problems. I wanted to ask him what this meant for us now, but I was scared of the answer. So I asked something else entirely. 


  “What are the pills for?”


  He was silent for a while, but that was fine. I had time. Finally, he sat up and sighed. I could hear him sitting up, but I didn’t turn to face him.


  “I was diagnosed with panic disorder a few years ago,” he whispered into the darkness.


  “That’s why you went to rehab?”


  “I tried to get off the pills on my own and ended up having an episode. We’d thought it was better to use as a cover—”


  “You’d rather people think you were on cocaine or something.”


  “Anxiety isn’t exactly sexy, Amelia.”


  Rolling back over, I glared at him. He reached for a pack of cigarettes on his nightstand.


  “So to protect your bad-boy image, you’re willing to let people think you’re a drug addict.” He was such an idiot!


  Lighting his cigarette, he shrugged. “Don’t blame me. Blame society.”


  Reaching over him, I took the cigarette before he could hit it again, but he grabbed my hand.


  “It helps to relax me,” he said seriously.


  “It also helps lung cancer.”


  He smirked. “Don’t worry—”


  “Just because you tell me not to doesn’t mean I won’t.”


  Sighing, he took the cigarette back and put it out on the nightstand. “Happy?”


  Frowning, I laid back down.


  Silence again.


  There was just so much between us that it was hard to know where to start.


  “Why do you hate Noah Sloan?” I questioned, even though it was weird talking about in him the third person.


  He didn’t answer, but he did reach for another cigarette.


  I didn’t bother asking him another question. I quietly watched him smoke naked beside me.


  What were we now? I had no idea.


  Would he hurt me? Most likely.


  Would I still love him anyway? Yes.


  Should I? No.


  But what could I do? Even though I knew all this could blow up in my face at any moment, I still didn’t want to move. I really was a masochist.


  


  Chapter Seven


  Amelia


  Six.


  That’s how many days have passed since Noah and I slept together. I wanted to think it was just a coincidence that this week he and I were filming in separate locations within the city. But it didn’t feel like it. It felt like I was being avoided. He hadn’t left me in the morning like I had expected him to, but neither of us spoke. We just got ready to leave since we woke up late. Ollie was already waiting outside the door, less than pleased with me, but I didn’t care. I was waiting on Noah. Even now, when we were finally in the same room, there was tension between us. I stood on the other side of the studio booth, watching as they gave him a pair of headphones along with his script for the voiceovers we needed to do. He lifted up the page in front of him, reading over it only once before nodding to the director sitting at the soundboard.


  “Start whenever you’re ready, Noah.”


  Finally, his eyes stopped on mine, and he froze like he had seen a ghost…or the last person on earth he ever wanted to see.


  “Noah?” the director shifted, confused. He glanced between us. Not wanting to distract him, I tried to leave, but the director stopped me. “Amelia, I’d like you to hear this. In this monologue, Damon is speaking to Blair. It will be good to catch your reaction right afterward, so go inside.”


  I peeked back at Noah, but he was no longer looking at me. Inside, he adjusted this headphones as the sound coordinator handed me mine. I stood right across from him, a microphone the only thing between us now. Clearing his throat, he began.


  “The scariest mask you will ever see is the face I was born with. Yes, it’s true: I could never dream at night before I met you. Around me, there was nothing but silence under the gaze of the full moon hovering in the center of darkness. The wind didn’t howl. The clouds never gathered. The stars were hidden … and then you appeared, and I didn’t need stars because you were like the sun. But the longer I stayed near you, the dimmer and darker you became. My demons became your demons because you try so hard to save me when it is so clear I’m meant to drown.” He paused, clenching his teeth. His hands gripped the small podium between us. He continued, “You’ve gotten too close, and now I’m hurting you because I don’t want to hurt you. You can’t take this much longer. So even though I promised not to, even though I don’t want to, I’m letting go because I have to. You’ll always be burned into my mind, stitched to my soul, and the owner of my heart, Ame—Blair Calliope Hawthorne.”


  When he was done, I let go of the air I was holding in my lungs. It’s not me. He isn’t really talking to me. However, until he said Blair’s name, I just kept seeing him as Noah in front of me.


  “Noah, do you mind repeating the last sentence?”


  Nodding, he pinched his nose, took a deep breath, and repeated the line. “You’ll always be burned into my mind, stitched to my soul, and the owner of my heart, Blair Calliope Hawthorne.”


  “Perfect. Now, Amelia, you’ve just gotten Damon’s letter. We are at the close of the movie, so you aren’t talking to him, but to the audience.”


  I had to pick up the paper to read it over once more. My mind was blank again.


  Screw it.


  “Zane,” I said, as I held onto the headphones.


  “Yeah? What’s the matter, Amelia?”


  “Do you mind if I go off script here a little bit? I just don’t feel like Blair would respond like this. I can do the scripted version afterward if you like,” I said, my eyes never looking away from Noah’s. He lifted his eyebrow like he was tittering somewhere between amused and confused.


  “Fine, go ahead.”


  Nodding, I tried to find a confidence I didn’t have, to stand up straighter, almost ignorantly so. However, I couldn’t do it staring at him, so I closed my eyes and began.


  “He’s one smooth-talking son of a bitch, ain’t he? He wants to break up. Yeah, sure! No hard feelings. I’ve been trying to leave this fool for years. After all, I’m good at being alone. You heard him: I’m the sun! I shine brighter than any other goddamn person. Why doesn’t anyone ever bother asking the sun if it likes being the sun? If it likes planets always orbiting around it and never near it, if it enjoys being so hot that you can only love it from a distance. What’s so good about being the fucking sun if you’re alone in the sky? I’m done with this analogy. Don’t label me. Don’t make choices for me. If you love me, then you love me even if we self-destruct! That’s what I’m going to say to him when I see him. I don’t know how far he’s gotten, but the thing about Damon and I is that we’re always going down the same road. Sometimes I have to speed up to catch up to him…but I always catch up.”


  When my eyes opened again, Noah was staring at me, but not like before. He wasn’t confused or amused. I wasn’t sure what he was, but he didn’t look away.


  “Amelia…that was remarkable,” the director’s stunned voice replied directly into my ear.


  “Thank you. Is there anything else?”


  “No. All that’s left are the sex scenes to shoot,” he reminded us. Ollie had arranged that we would save those scenes for last, and we were finally here.


  “Okay, I’ll rest until call time. Thanks, everyone,” I said, taking off my headphones. I grabbed my script without looking at him. I just walked away. It wasn’t like we could talk in there anyway. I had planned to come to his room again tonight.


  I wasn’t expecting him to follow me out to the lobby.


  “Amelia.” He grabbed my wrist, spinning me back to face him. “Wait, I—”


  “Amelia!” said another voice.


  Oh no….no. No. No. I knew that voice anywhere.


  “Mom?” I looked back. She stuck out like a pig among wolves in a bright green cocktail dress with white gloves and a sun hat, even though it was September.


  “Amelia, sweetheart!” She ran up to me, pulling me into a hug.


  “Mom, what are you doing here?” Why? I told her not to come. I all but begged her. I should have known better.


  “Oh, I missed you, and besides…” Her voice trailed off as her attention focused on Noah. “If it isn’t little Noah Sloan. Well maybe not, ‘little.’” Her eyes traveled up the length of his body. She looked like a dog staring at a bone.


  “Mom!”


  “I’m just kidding…jeez.” Turning to address him, she asked, “How are you, Noah? It’s been ages.”


  “I’m fine. Amelia…I…ugh…you and your mother should spend time together. Call time isn’t until nine, so I’ll see you then.” He rubbed the back of his neck, and I wanted to laugh because it reminded me of the old him. He never knew how to talk to me when my mother was around. He’d either be really polite or just run off. But I didn’t blame him. If I could run, I would.


  “Perfect!” My mother clapped her hands. “Amelia, let’s have a spa date.”


  Let’s not, I wanted to say. However, I found myself walking away with her, even when I really wanted to go to him.


  “You’re not seeing him again, are you?” she asked, linking her arm with mine.


  “What?” I stopped before we got the doors.


  “Ollie told me you were having a hard time—”


  “Why are you talking to Ollie?” I questioned.


  “I was just calling to check up on you—”


  “Then you call me!” I snapped, pulling my arm from hers. “If you want to check up on me, Mother, you call me, not my manager and not anyone else.”


  “Sweetheart.” She gave me the evil eye, taking my hand again. “People are watching. Let’s not make a scene. I’m didn’t want to bother you. I know you tense up whenever I’m around, so I thought Ollie was the next best choice. Besides, I’m your mother. Shouldn’t you remember to call me? I’m sorry, okay? I really miss doing this stuff with you. It sucks. You went and grew up on me too quickly,” she added, wiping the corner of her eyes.


  “Sorry,” I apologized. “I just don’t know when you’re being my mom and when you’re being my other manager.”


  “Sweetheart, I’m always your mom. Now stop frowning. You’ll give yourself wrinkles, and then how will you find work?”


  “Mom!”


  “Kidding! I’m just kidding!” she laughed, pulling me into a hug. “Sort of.”


  Rolling my eyes at her, I hugged her back as she reached into her purse and pulled out a pair of cat-eyed white sunglasses. She looked so ridiculous I could only laugh, but laughing with her felt good.


  


  Noah


  Despite what I said to her when we first met again, I never thought she couldn’t play Blair. I just never wanted her to for several selfish reasons.


  First, I wasn’t over her. Being in a movie with her would only make it harder for me…and I was right.


  Second, there was no way in hell I was comfortable with anyone else seeing her naked.


  Third, Damon and I had similar desires, so it wouldn’t be acting for me. The moment I saw her, I wouldn’t be able to see her as Blair Hawthorne.


  I knew where every freckle on her body was, and I had memorized each one of her curves. When it came to sex, I could barely control myself. Now, for the sake of a movie, I was going to be pushed to do things I had only dreamt of doing to her.


  The director said he wanted this to be tasteful, that it wasn’t pornography. But that just proved how naïve he was. Did he think I could tie her up, punish her, kiss her, and suck every inch of her and make that look tasteful? Sex was not tasteful. Sex is, if you’re doing it correctly, pornographic.


  “Noah…it’s 9:00 a.m.” Austin opened the door of my room. We were shooting the scene in the same hotel we were staying in, only this time in the penthouse suite.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  Excited to have her.


  Annoyed others would see her.


  So fucking confused.


  But “fine,” was all I could say. In the back of my mind as we rode the elevator up, I could see her face glaring at me for saying “fine” again. But what else could I say? No one ever wanted to know the real answer. No one, maybe, with the expectation of her.


  “Penthouse suite,” an automatic voiced recited once the doors opened. I was expecting at least a dozen or so people. However, it was only the director, a nurse, two camera and sound technicians, a makeup artist, and Amelia’s manager.


  “Like we promised, we kept the crew as small as possible,” the director said to Oliver.


  “I’m going to excuse myself as well. If she needs anything, please have her call me,” Oliver responded, leaving a small bag, a bottle of water, and her favorite gum on her chair. He didn’t acknowledge me when he walked by, nodding only to Austin before he entered the elevators.


  “Is Amelia ready?”


  “Yes,” she said as she appeared from what I could only guess was the bathroom on the other side of the living room. She was dressed in a white cotton robe. Her dark brown hair fell down in loose waves over her shoulder. The dark pink lipstick and light eye shadow, Blair’s signature, made her look less sweet—as I had always known her—and more sexual.


  The director took a step forward “Amelia, if you feel uncomfortable at any time…”


  “I’ll use the safe word?” she replied.


  “Amelia. Seriously,” I said to her.


  She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Guys, thank you, I got it. Okay. Let’s start. With any luck, we can get these down with one take.”


  “Alright, everyone, places,” said the director.


  Pulling off my shirt and throwing it to Austin, I offered her my hand, which she didn’t take. Instead, she held her head up high, the smile never once leaving her face as she walked toward the bedroom. She had that same confidence this morning when she delivered one of the best monologues I’d heard in a long time. Even the scriptwriter couldn’t complain. She only wondered why the hell she hadn’t thought of it herself.


  “This is scene twelve, Damon ties Blair,” the director stated as someone handed me the red rope.


  “I hoped you practiced,” she said, undoing the belt of her robe. With one small action, it fell to the ground.


  Jesus….I cannot do this. Instinctively, I stepped in front of her, blocking her body with mine. It would only work until we started, but still.


  “So is that a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ on the practicing?” she questioned casually. However, my eyes were glued to her breasts, remembering how perfectly they fit into my hands just a few days ago. “Noah?”


  “Yeah…I’ve done it before,” I replied. Shit. I hadn’t meant to tell her that.


  Biting her lip, she nodded, and I could see her chest rise anxiously. Closing the distance between her and myself, I cupped her cheek.


  “No one else in the room but us, right?” she whispered.


  “Yeah, no one but us…” I agreed.


  “Amelia, once we start, just follow the guidelines from the stage directors,” the director shouted, and I was tempted to beat the shit out of him.


  “Ignore him and follow my lead, okay?” I told her.


  “So just keep doing what I’ve been doing?” she asked, snickering.


  Placing my hands on her shoulders, slowly I turned her around. “BDSM isn’t about pain. It’s about pleasure. None of this is to hurt you or make you feel scared. But it is going to feel odd at first. The more you trust me, the better it will feel.”


  “Action.”


  Any restraint I had died with that one word.


  “What am I going to do with you, Blair?” I whispered, kneeling beside her, brushing her hair to the side, and kissing the nape of her neck.


  “Why ask questions you already know the answer to?”


  Dropping to her knees and placing her hand behind her back like the script instructed, I took a step back, breathing in through my nose, trying to calm myself down—but it was hopeless. The curve of her back, her ass, everything about her made me hard.


  Holding her wrist in place, I fed the rope between both of her arms, ignoring the camera that panned in to focus on every moment. Her body arched forward the higher I went, securing the knots as I worked.


  “Ah…” she gasped, but I didn’t stop.


  Amelia and Blair both knew their safe words.


  


  Amelia


  I’d never felt anything like this in my whole life.


  My skin was as hot as fire, and I couldn’t stop moaning.


  I couldn’t move. My arms and chest were bound, but it was more than that: it felt as though my whole body was competently under his firm control.


  “You have no idea how beautiful you look right now,” he said, relaxed in the chair before me. In one hand was a glass of champagne, and in the other was a leather riding-crop. Rising to his feet, he downed the drink, threw the glass to the side, and held my neck. Lifting my chin, he kissed me hard. I could taste the champagne on his tongue, and I wanted more.


  “Ah!” I gasped when he beat my nipple.


  “Don’t be greedy,” he teased.


  “Again,” I begged biting my lip.


  He forced me to stare into his eyes, smirked, and said, “No.”


  “Master, please—”


  Slap. It stung, but it also felt amazing.


  “Who gives the orders here?” he asked.


  “You.”


  “Who?” he demanded again.


  “You!”


  Like a wolf around a sheep, he circled me, his whip gliding over my skin in between the ties of the rope. When he got to my nipples again, slap.


  I was so wet, so horny, I wanted to cry out in frustration.


  With one gentle push, I was on my side, watching as he stared down me hungrily, his whip gently—almost like a feather—working up from my toes, legs, and thighs. Then he rounded the curve of my ass.


  Slap.


  “Master—”


  “Shh…” was his only reply as the whip found its way between my thighs. “Spread your legs.”


  I followed his order. Anything he wanted in that moment, he could have had.


  “Look how wet you are, Blair.”


  Slap.


  “Oh!” I gasped as pleasure ripped through my body so forcefully that I clenched my legs shut.


  “I’m not done yet. Open them,” he demanded, but I couldn’t. “It’s only going to hurt you more, baby, to go against me. Open. Them.”


  I did.


  Slap.


  Slap.


  Slap.


  He didn’t stop his assault on my pussy, and I couldn’t bring myself to stop him. It was so fucking good. Shamelessly, I spread my legs even wider, wiggling with need on the carpet.


  “Why do you torture me, Blair?” he whispered, kneeling between my legs. “I can’t hold back any longer.”


  Excited, I couldn’t wait to feel him inside me. However, that never came. He was above me, and I could feel his hard-on pressed up against me with only his boxers to separate us. He thrust forward, his eyes never leaving mine. We were acting. I had forgotten so quickly. Even hearing him call me “Blair” didn’t bring back reality. It was the fact that he couldn’t actually fuck me. I was annoyed, but I couldn’t let it show on my face.


  Damn it! Screw Damon. I wanted Noah, now.


  


  Noah


  I’d never experienced as much torture in my whole life as I did this evening.


  The moment our shoot ended, I was only strong enough to grab her robe and put it over her before leaving. I didn’t care what the director or anyone had to say. I needed to fuck.


  And as if God had heard my prayers, my phone buzzed.


  “Your room ten minutes.”


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  Noah


  Did she say ten minutes or ten fucking years?


  It had been an hour since she texted me, and she was either playing the world’s cruelest joke or someone got in her way. With Amelia, I could never tell.


  “Noah?”


  You would have thought I was a damn rocket with how quickly I was out of my bed and in the front of my suite. She stood there in a skirt and a t-shirt, holding the red rope in one hand and the whip in the other. Her blue eyes were covered in only one thing…lust.


  “Do it again,” she demanded.


  Was this heaven or hell? I had no idea, but I was glad to be there.


  “I can’t.” It was all I could get out before rushing to her, bringing her lips to mine. I kissed her hard and passionately, knowing full well this time nothing would stop us. And she kissed me back.


  


  Amelia


  The fire I felt before came back with a vengeance. I texted him, planning to run to him right after. However, the director cornered me to talk about the most irrelevant things on the planet, like making sure to make eye contact with the camera and trying to keep my moaning softer. I wanted to ask him if anyone had ever whipped his pussy. There was no soft anything in that scene. But again, it was irrelevant, because his lips were on mine now. Not Damon and Blair, but Noah and Amelia.


  My back pressed against the door, and he stared at me as if I were the most important person in the world. His lips hovered over mine, but he didn’t kiss me.


  “Why did you stop?” I frowned.


  He smirked, cupping the side of my face softly. “Because I’m waiting for you to tell me what you want.”


  He’d never once asked me that question. I just followed his lead. I didn’t mind. If people thought of me as a doormat, I didn’t care, because at the end of the day, I was still right by him. He kissed my head and then my nose before stopping again at my lips.


  “What do you want, Amelia? Say it.”


  “Make love to me,” I whispered, taking off my shirt and throwing it to the side. “That’s what I want.”


  When he kissed me this time, it felt like just like the one in the kitchen. Passionate. My whole body leaned into him, and when it did, he lifted me up off my feet. Placing me in the center of his bed, he kissed down the side of my neck.


  “Ah…” I shivered when he cupped my breast, his thumb rubbing over my nipple before kissing both of them. His lips then made their way down my stomach. Slowly, he peeled off my skirt, letting it fall to my ankles. He sat up above me, his hands slipping two fingers between my thighs already.


  “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he whispered in my ear as I clenched his arm, rocking against the pleasure of his hands.


  All too soon, he left me, his tongue tracing around my nipples once more on his way down between my legs. He spread them gently and kissed my clit. Pulling his hands out, his tongue took their place, and my legs wrapped around his head. My hands grabbed the sides of the bed, holding dearly as his tongue explored every inch of me until I couldn’t take it, grabbing a fistful of hair. His grip on my thighs tightened, but he never once stopped as I rocked against his mouth.


  “Oh!” I cried out, my eyes rolling, and I licked my lips. It felt too good. He was too good. It felt like he kept pulling me to him. As he licked and sucked, my toes curled. My back arched to him.


  “Oh God, yes!” I gasped, my chest rising and falling from the high I had just experienced from his mouth alone. I sat up on my knees. When he rose, he pulled off his shirt, casting it aside before hugging me to his chest and kissing me. The fact that I could taste myself on his tongue drove me insane with lust.


  “I want you,” I whispered, kissing his hard, bare chest softly, my hand running down each one of his abs.


  “You have me,” he replied, his hands going to my hair.


  I smiled, my hands pulling at the waist of his pants. “Then I want you inside of me.”


  He pushed me onto my back. Taking off his pants, he crawled on top of me, my heart racing as he brushed up against me. His hands slipped to mine, holding them to my sides.


  “I want you to have what you want,” he said above me, and with one thrust, my mouth dropped open as he entered me.


  “Amelia,” he moaned, burying himself deeper in me. One of his hands moved down to hold my waist. Not once did he look away from me, and it felt like my heart was going to burst. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I held him closer to me. I never wanted to let go.


  Slow.


  Sensual.


  Passionate.


  Beautiful.


  In this moment, it felt like we shared everything. Even our breathing was in sync. He hugged me and I him. I moved against every thrust, my body crying out for him in the best ways imaginable.


  “Noah,” I moaned, biting my lips.


  He kissed the side of my jaw. “Again…my name. Say it again.”


  “Noah.” That did it. He smiled, grabbing both of my thighs, and thrust deeper than I thought possible.


  I was in heaven: the feel of him in me, on top of me, his lips all over me. I was sure this was heaven. And I never wanted it to end.


  


  Noah


  God, she was so fucking beautiful.


  “Noah!” she screamed, her nails clawing at my back as she came.


  I want to hear her cry out for me more. She drove me insane, she felt like—


  “Fuck,” I hissed at just how tight she was. I couldn’t hold back anymore. Speeding up, her legs wrapped around me and—


  “Amelia!” I kissed her as I came.


  Resting on top of her as she held me, never once breaking apart, we kissed, rolling around in my bed for a moment before we had to break away in need of oxygen.


  “Wow,” she said, taking deep breaths now on top of me.


  “Wow,” I repeated, my hands on her back as I reclined against the pillows.


  She laid against me as my hands ran down the length of her back and sides. I felt amazing, and most of all, I wanted to be with her again.


  “What do you want, Noah?” she whispered, sitting up to look at me.


  “What?”


  She repeated herself, this time more slowly. “What. Do. You. Want?”


  I wanted to fuck her. I wanted to make love to her. I wanted to dance in my kitchen with her again. I wanted her.


  “You,” I whispered, brushing her hair back.


  “Then take me.” She said it like it was so damn easy. But it wasn’t. “We can try us…this. If it doesn’t work—”


  “We’ll end up doing another movie together in ten years?” I joked, and she smacked my chest.


  “I’m serious.”


  I knew she was.


  “It’s 3:00 a.m., Amelia. Can we save this for tomorrow?”


  “Will you still be here tomorrow? And I don’t mean the movie set or the same hotel. Will you still be in bed with me tomorrow?”


  I wanted to be. So I said what I wanted and hoped that was enough.


  “I’ll be here,” I assured her.


  


  5:19am


  It had only been two hours since I promised Amelia I would be with her when she woke up. But looking at the text on my phone, I already knew I was going to have to break it. I wrote her a note, hoping that would be enough until I got back. But it wouldn’t be. I already knew that, but I still had to tell her anyway. I wanted to wake her up, but if I couldn’t tell her the truth, what was the point?


  One day I was going to wake up, look at myself in the mirror and see a decent guy…just not today.


  I had been telling myself this almost for ten years now. It was the only thing keeping me sane, the hope that one day I’d be better.


  I glanced back at her, curled up in the middle of my bed, snoring lightly, rubbing her nose as she rolled to the other side. She had never been a graceful sleeper. God only knows how many times she’d kicked me when we were younger. But I would just smile and wrap my arm around her.


  When I shut the door behind me, Austin stood in the living room already, newly dressed as if he had never gone to bed to begin with and had merely changed clothes. Knowing him, that was a possibility. In all of my life, there were two people I ever truly trusted: him and Amelia.


  “She’s only going to piss you off if you go.”


  “Since you’re here, if Amelia wakes up, let her know I’ll be back soon.” I ignored him and grabbed my jacket off the chair as I moved toward the door.


  “Noah, it’s been ten years. She can’t keep holding this over your head.”


  “It’s not me I’m worried about.” It had never been me I was worried about.


  Closing the door behind me, I stared at the door ivory doors across the red-carpeted floors from me. How she had gotten this room, I wasn’t sure, but then again, I shouldn’t be surprised. Everyone thought she was some idiot, a dried-up old woman who no longer knew what to do with herself—but that was far from the truth.


  “I’m glad you could make it, Noah.” She smiled when I walked in, the door left open for me. She was dressed in a dark red nightgown with her hair in curlers. She sat in her chair as if she were some type of queen.


  “Did I have a choice, Esther?” I questioned. How Amelia could be the daughter of this woman was beyond me. But considering who my parents were, I didn’t have room to talk.


  She glared, her demeanor completely different from that of the rambling idiot I’d met this afternoon. “We had a deal, Noah.”


  “I’m not doing this again with you, Esther. I am not—”


  Rising from her chair, she threw a folder, the pictures in it flying all over the place before falling to my feet. Pictures of me and several different women, most of whom I couldn’t even remember.


  “Pick one. I’ll have it on every news site, blog, and magazine by noon.”


  It was like déjà vu.


  But this time, I was not a kid, and I wasn’t going to let Esther fucking London destroy me again.


  


  Amelia


  The moment he closed the door, I opened my eyes. He left. I wasn’t hurt because I expected it.


  But where in the hell would he be going so early in the morning? Shifting to my side, I saw the note he left on table beside me. Three sentences.


  It’s complicated.


  I wanted to stay, but something came up.


  I’m sorry.


  -Noah


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  Amelia


  If anyone were to call me an idiot, I wouldn’t disagree with them. Growing up, people always said I was a good role model for young girls, but I wasn’t. Not then and not now. I wish I could explain, but I couldn’t. I loved him to the point of idiocy. Someone could set this hotel on fire, and if he told me to wait here for him, I would. It wasn’t healthy to be so attached to one person. It was one thing to tell yourself that and another thing to actively cut the person you loved from your life.


  Why did I love him? He was a playboy. He never kept his promises. He made me cry way too many times. The list could go on. And when I thought about it, I felt so angry and hurt I wanted to kill him. I wanted to scream!


  But then I remembered first meeting him when I was nine. He was shy and never made eye contact. He would deliver his lines perfectly and then disappear. Then one morning, when I tried to run away from the set—though in reality just hid in the supply closet—he found me. He marched in with a bag of food he stole from the snack table, and we played Connect Four and Candy Land until someone found us. I thought of how, for my thirteenth birthday, he snuck into my trailer to give me a giant cupcake cake before my mom found out. And the first time he kissed me, ten minutes before we were supposed to have a scene together, he said, “I didn’t want our first kiss to be because of the movie.”


  All of my best memories were of him…of us.


  So I sat in his living room, dressed only in his shirt, and waited. He missed call time, the whole shoot today, and so did I. Ollie had called me at least three dozen times, but I didn’t particularly need him to tell me everything I already knew.


  


  9:47 pm.


  That’s when he stumbled in, drunk on his feet.


  His clothes ripped, a cut under his lips, a purple bruise on his left eye.


  “Austin?” He held onto the table by the door. “Austin!”


  “He left hours ago.”


  His head immediately turned to find me. He tried to stand up straighter, but only succeeded in stumbling back again.


  “You’re still here.” He snickered, unable to look me in the eye. He ran his hands through his hair. “You really can’t take a hint can you, Amelia?”


  “Maybe you should be clearer with your hints.”


  “I wasn’t here when you woke up. I didn’t come back—”


  “’It’s complicated. I wanted to stay but something came up. I’m sorry. Noah.’” I recited his note from this morning. “See how I get mixed signals?”


  “I can’t do this right now—”


  “Fine. I can wait.”


  “Goddamn, Amelia!” He hollered. “Just go! We didn’t work before! We won’t work now! We. Do. Not. Work! We are defective. I’m defective.”


  Getting up, I stepped in front of him.


  “What happened today?” I asked.


  He didn’t answer, just looked away.


  Holding the sides of his face, I forced him to look me in the eye. “I finally finished Sinners Like Us, and I now understand why the hell people admire Damon and Blair so much despite the fact that are absolutely crazy. It’s because their love for each other is unimaginable, illogical, impossible, and fucking beautiful. She’ll chase him to the ends of the earth, and he’ll protect her with his last breath. They are obsessed with each other, just like I’m obsessed with you. And even though we hadn’t seen each other in years, I’d still like to think I know you better than anyone else. No. I do know you better than anyone else. You are a good person. So what happened today, Noah?”


  His face clenched, and for the second time, I watched him cry. He wrapped his arms around me and sobbed.


  “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”


  I don’t know how long he apologized or how long we sat there before he finally explained. 


  “Did you ever wonder why we got so many roles when we younger?” he whispered, taking a deep breath. “I always thought it was because we were amazing. Everyone said it so often that I never thought to question it. Everything I did was praised. I got to do what I loved, got to provide for my family, and on top of that, I got you. But it was just you who was amazing back then. So when it got harder, it wasn’t as easy. But I didn’t care. At least I still had you. But my father cared. Our schedules kept us apart back then, so you sent me pictures of you one day. My father found them. He went to your mother to blackmail her for money. She was willing to pay under two conditions: first, we break up, and second, he made sure you got parts the same way I used to—by blackmail or by threatening other parents and their kids. After all, my father was part of one of the most notorious biker gangs back then. It was easy. Remember Skylar DeGray?”


  “No, you’re not saying … She … she... ”


  “She died in a car accident. But it wasn’t an accident. She was a rising star. Everyone wanted her instead of you, and your mom hated her. It took one phone call, and I remember seeing it all over the news the next morning. I didn’t think it was real at first. I couldn’t believe they really did it. I wanted to tell someone—anyone. But they said I was a co-conspirator, and since I had just turned eighteen, I’d be just as guilty as them. But I didn’t care. I still had to tell someone, and then they told me what would happen to you. No one would believe you didn’t know, and even if they did, you’d be branded for life. Amelia London, daughter of Esther the murder, girlfriend to a boy who just watched it happen. I didn’t know what to do! I still don’t know what to do!”


  “I can’t breathe.” My hand shook as I thought of all the “lucky” breaks I had. All the times… Oh my god. Oh my god.


  “Amelia.” He grabbed me. It was only then that I realized how badly I was shaking. “No matter what, you can’t repeat this to anyone, because my father will kill you.”


  And my mother would let him if it meant saving herself.


  The fact that I knew that already terrified me.


  We were the children of murderers.


  


  About the Author


  J.J. McAvoy was born in Montreal, Canada and is currently studying Humanities at Carleton University. She is the oldest of three and has loved writing for years. She is inspired by everything from Shakespearean tragedies to Pop Culture. Her first novel, Ruthless People, was a runaway bestseller.


  


  Please stay in touch via any of her social media outlets.


  


  http://iamjjmcavoy.com/,


  http://jjmcavoy.tumblr.com/,


  https://twitter.com/JJMcAvoy,


  https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCjZyrCxoOpspUIXmB0zHDKw/videos,


  https://www.facebook.com/iamjjmcavoy,


  http://instagram.com/jjmcavoy,


  https://www.pinterest.com/jjmcavoy52/


  


  

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
IGHT EMPIRE STUI R MRNOON & NOAH SLOAN
GLASS REBELS i \
IN MARKS ZHANG i





OEBPS/Images/00001.jpg
CHILDSTAR

Change the rating of your life...





