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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “Dani? Phone for you!” Leila called, hoping her voice would carry over the music blasting from her daughter’s room. “Danielle!”
 
   “Coming!” Dani bounded out of her bedroom, and hung her head over the stair railing. “Toss it up, Mom.” 
 
   “Fat chance. Come down here and get it. It’s Samantha. And make it quick. Alan needs your help with the pasta sauce.”
 
   Dani ran down the stairs and took the wireless phone. “Hey, you look nice, Mom.” Tonight was her mom’s five-year anniversary with her boyfriend Alan, and Dani and Alan were putting together a dinner to celebrate. Leila had just cut her dark hair into a short style, and the soft curls around her face suited her perfectly. The deep red wrap-dress that hugged her body was cheery and festive—perfect for the occasion. “You’re a hot Mama!” Dani hopped back up the stairs. 
 
   “And you’re a nut. Five minutes, Dani, okay?” 
 
   Samantha had been Dani’s best friend since kindergarten, and the two could be on the phone for hours. Dani held the phone in the crook of her neck. “Hi, Sam. What’s up?” Dani shut the door to her room and peered into her closet, looking for something nice to wear for dinner. 
 
   “Hey, Dani. I’m in desperate need of your help. Actually, your wardrobe’s help. I have Spanish class with Steven Meyer tomorrow, and I have nothing to wear. I only have two weeks to get his attention before school gets out and he disappears for the summer. Can I borrow something?” 
 
   Sam’s parents were on a really tight budget and didn’t have extra money to buy their daughter every latest fashion. Not that Dani’s own closet was overflowing with pricey designer labels, but her mother made enough money as an interior designer to treat her to the occasional shopping spree. There was good food on the table, presents under the tree at Christmas, and the occasional summer vacation to the coast of Maine. Apparently all the bills were paid because they still had electricity and a decent cable lineup, which was, at times, more than Sam could say. Dani had gone to Sam’s after school one day to find that the house was dark and freezing; the electric bill was past due, and Sam had been horribly ashamed. 
 
   “You can borrow whatever you like. I can bring some stuff over tomorrow morning before school if you want. Sound good?” Dani started yanking shirts from her closet and throwing them on the bed. “I’m picking out your boy-catching outfit as we speak. I gotta run. We’re having Mom and Alan’s anniversary dinner tonight. See ya in the morning.”
 
   She leaned into the mirror on her wall and carefully applied a touch of lip-gloss. It was a light shade of pink so perhaps her mother wouldn’t notice. Yeah, right, Dani thought. Mom notices everything! She ran a brush through her long dark brown hair and wished her straight hair was thicker and had more body to it. More shape, more bounce, more oomph! She’d finally convinced her mother that some highlights weren’t going to be the first step toward becoming a child bride, and Leila had begrudgingly agreed to a barely noticeable tint.
 
   Dani put on a simple pair of silver hoop earrings. There was another battle Dani had fought for a number of years: getting her ears pierced. With the way her mom had argued you would have thought Dani had been asking to get a life-size eagle tattooed above her butt. All of her friends had gone off to the mall to have their ears pierced and got to pick out adorable butterflies or hearts as their starter jewelry. Dani had to go to the doctor’s office with her mom. A clean, sterile environment! So Dani had returned home with plain silver studs and then spent six weeks smelling like the rubbing alcohol that her mother doused her with every chance she got. 
 
   Leila was constantly moaning that her baby was growing up.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   By the time Dani came downstairs, the house was full of incredible aromas from Alan’s cooking. As a professional chef, he insisted on culinary perfection—at work and at home. Dani inhaled deeply. “So you went with the basil, huh?”
 
   Alan stood at the stove over a pot of simmering tomato sauce. “You were taking so long to get your butt down here that I had to make the decision on my own. If the sauce stinks, I’m blaming you!” Alan said, teasing her. It was only recently that Dani had started taking so long to get dressed. “It’s only me and your mom here tonight, and we don’t care if you wear sweats and a stained T-shirt.” 
 
   “Yes, but tonight is special, which entitles me to wear a little makeup.” Dani wrapped her arms around Alan’s waist and gave him a quick kiss, leaving a lip-gloss mark on his cheek. “I can’t believe you and mom have been together so long. Weird.” 
 
   Alan stopped stirring and pointed at her with wooden spoon, dripping sauce onto the floor. “Weird that we’ve managed to maintain a relationship for so long or weird that she puts up with me?” 
 
   “Neither, silly. Just...I don’t know. Weird. I just feel like you’ve always been around, that’s all.” 
 
   As far as substitute dads went, Alan was pretty cool. Not only was he a professional chef who always kept her and Leila well fed, but he was also an all-around good guy – relaxed, funny, and relatively normal for a grown-up. And he didn’t pretend to be her father. Dani had never met her real father and knew nothing about him. Leila had been a junior in college when she became pregnant, and the thought of becoming Dani’s father had scared him into vanishing from the face of the earth. Dani had never pressed Leila for details since her mom got all weirded out every time Dani brought him up. She looked a lot like her mother, but she wondered what she might have inherited from her father. Her big feet? Her gift of perfect lip-synching? Her love of all deep-fried food?
 
   But all in all, Dani couldn’t complain about much. So what if her biological father wasn’t around? Half the kids in her class had single parents. Her mother took perfectly good care of her, and Alan was great. He took Dani and Leila on camping trips, let Dani cook with him at his restaurant sometimes, and snuggled with them on the couch during their family movie nights. He was as much of a dad to her as any kid could ask for. He even looked like what Dani thought a dad should— boring corduroy pants, plaid flannel shirt, little wire-rimmed glasses, and mussed up hair. Fashion was not Alan’s strength, but even lame clothes couldn’t hide the fact that he was a good-looking guy. And most importantly, he made her mom happy.
 
   “Sorry I took so long. What can I do to help?” Dani asked Alan. It was a treat having him home tonight because, as the chef of his own restaurant, he worked most nights. “Want me to julienne more basil?” Dani enjoyed tossing around the cooking terms Alan had taught her. “Need any mire poix? A bouquet garni?”
 
   Alan rolled his eyes. “Okay, Frenchie, that’s enough out of you. Why don’t you go set the table, and after dinner you can help me brûlée the crème brûlées. Deal?” 
 
   “Yes, sir!” Dani mock-saluted Alan, pivoted on her toes, and marched formally into the dining room. “Your wish is my command, sir!”
 
   Dani set the round oak table with cheery striped placemats and arranged the dinnerware and utensils perfectly. There was a large glass vase in the center of the table that held a cheerful display of wildflowers that Alan had bought. Dani fussed with a few of the stems so that the Queen’s Anne lace didn’t obscure the bellflowers. 
 
   Leila came into the room. “It looks lovely in here! You’ve done a gorgeous job with the table, Dani.” Leila smiled at her daughter, appreciative that her teenager hadn’t yet reached the point where she felt family dinners were about as appealing as a stick in the eye. “Did you finish all of your homework?”
 
   Dani nodded. “Yup. And I’m going to Sam’s before school tomorrow so I can lend her a shirt.”
 
   “Dreamy guy to impress?” Leila asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “And then you two will walk to school together?”
 
   “No, Mother, we are going to teleport there as always.” 
 
   “I mean, young lady, that I don’t want you riding with that Leo kid who lives next door to her. He’s what? Seventeen?”
 
   “Correct, and he’s a big old thug who would probably drive us into a brick wall. I know, I know. We’re walking.” Dani was getting more and more fed up with her mother’s rules, but she knew it was only a few more years before she would have her own license. 
 
   Alan’s voice rang into the dining room. “Are you ready, ladies? Dinner is served.” He entered the room carrying an oversized bowl that was steaming with fresh pasta and lobster tails. 
 
   “Honey, that looks heavenly. And you look nice, too,” Leila added quickly with a laugh. 
 
   “Aw, shucks, ma’am. Just tryin’ to impress my lady and her sweet pea of a daughter.”
 
   Dani groaned. “Knock it off, you two, or I’ll rear my ugly teenage head and have a hormonal fit about what dorks you guys are.”
 
   “Anything to avoid the attack of the hormones! Seriously, thank you—both of you—for this dinner tonight.” Leila sat down and then raised an eyebrow at Dani. “And don’t think that I don’t see that lip gloss.”
 
   “It’s chap stick,” Dani said. “Let’s eat!”
 
    
 
   **********
 
    
 
   Dani carried the last plate into the kitchen and found her mother standing in front of the sink. The water was running, and the sink was full of dirty dishes. Leila leaned against the counter and stared into space. Dani stopped at the entryway and watched her mother. 
 
    “Mom?” Dani crossed the floor and slid the plate into the sink. “You okay?”
 
   “What? Oh, sure, honey. It was a great night, wasn’t it?” Leila smiled weakly.
 
   “Yeah. But you seem a little sad.” Dani said. “Did you think that Alan…I mean, you two have been together for ages, so were you hoping…you know, that he’d ask you to marry him tonight?”
 
   “What? Oh, no. It’s fine,” Leila began vigorously scrubbing a saucepan. “Well, maybe I thought…but it’s all right. We haven’t even really talked about marriage. Things are so good the way they are, so why would we rock the boat, right?” Leila tried to disguise her disappointment. “I’m just happy to have such a wonderful man in my life, Dani. I don’t need to get married to know that.”
 
   “Sure, Mom.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “I think the pink is too girly and obvious. I don’t want my Steven Meyer to think I’m trying too hard.” Sam held up one of the shirts Dani brought for her to try on and had to yell over the music to be heard. 
 
   Sam’s parents had already left for work, and Sam was used to getting herself up, eating breakfast, and packing her own lunch. It had been this way for as long as she could remember. Her parents were so grouchy these days that it was easier not to have them around in the mornings anyway. That’s why she spent so much time at Dani’s: the family atmosphere, the mother who wasn’t too distracted by the mountain of bills to check homework. Sam slept over at her friend’s house at least twice a week, and it just felt better to wake up to the comforting smells of coffee, eggs, and pancakes. The morning smell at Sam’s house was burnt toast.
 
   Dani eyed the shirt in Sam’s hand and shook her head. “I disagree. Pink says you are feminine, and the V-neck cut is revealing but not too revealing. Try it on.”
 
   Sam shrugged. “All right, I’ll give it a go. Cover his eyes,” she said, gesturing to the massive poster on the wall.
 
   “Sam, honestly?” Dani laughed. 
 
   “It’s not just any poster, my dear. It’s Mark Ocean. I don’t want him to see me naked.” Sam grinned slyly and ran her hands down her torso. “I’m not fully formed.”
 
   Dani shook her head. “I think it’s your brain that’s not fully formed.” 
 
   Sam’s obsession with Hollywood actor Mark Ocean drove Dani crazy. Dani thought his movies were lame and found their plots completely implausible. (An ex-insurance broker finds himself caught up in an elaborate scheme to lure aliens to earth for scientific study…When the plan goes horribly awry, only our hero can save the world!) 
 
   But it was the poster itself that totally gave Dani the creeps; the thirty-something actor was shirtless, and his well-muscled body had clearly been covered with what she guessed was olive oil. Granted, Dani couldn’t deny that Mark Ocean was an attractive man. Who could help noticing those dark, smoldering eyes, full lips, and perfectly styled jet-black hair? But, man, his movies were such crap. As far as Dani was concerned, if he wasn’t so handsome, he probably couldn’t have even landed an infomercial gig. It didn’t take a genius to pretend to fight aliens, did it? This loser was photographed with every dumb model and rising starlet out there, and Dani knew for sure that he wasn’t discussing great literature of the twentieth century with them.
 
   But Sam adored him, so Dani dutifully played along. “Coast is clear. Mark won’t see your A-cups. Now hurry up and pick a shirt, or we’re going to be late for school.”
 
   “Ta da! Okay, you were right. This pink shirt is totally cute.” Sam admired herself in the full-length mirror. The deep pink did look great with her short blond hair. Dani always envied natural blonds, but Sam wasn’t conceited about her good looks so it was impossible to resent her. She was very pretty, and even her limited wardrobe couldn’t hide her attractiveness. Sam had the same no-makeup rule Dani did, but she often got away with eyeliner and mascara since her parents weren’t home in the mornings to see her. Even with no makeup, Dani’s best friend had the quintessential girl-next-door cuteness that boys found irresistible. Sam gazed longingly at the poster. “If Mark Ocean could see me now—“
 
   “He’d drop his idiotic L.A. lifestyle and rush out to Little Springs, Michigan, to suck face with you?” Dani asked.
 
   “Exactly right,” Sam said. “I am the woman for him.”
 
   Sam had lofty visions of moving to a large city and hobnobbing with the rich and famous. Dani, on the other hand, was pretty happy where she was. True, Little Springs was not known as the nightlife capital of the world, but at fifteen, she was satisfied. The town had a big mall, plenty of good restaurants (Alan’s was at the top of the list), and decent schools. The grocery store was a major chain and not some mom and pop country store. And, they had real seasons here. Dani loved winter and liked nothing better than curling up by the fire with cocoa and a book during a raging snowstorm. The birds in the backyard always seemed to know when a storm was coming and would flock to the bird feeders Dani had set up in the yard. Snow buntings, waxwings, sparrows… Oh, and the stunning red of the cardinals against the backdrop of crisp white snow. What the heck did Mark Ocean do at Christmas? Spray expensive, fake snow on his expensive, fake lawn? 
 
   But, considering how stressful Sam’s home life was right now, Dani couldn’t blame her for dreaming about another life. 
 
   Sam cranked up the stereo to full blast and spun around the room. “One more song and we’ll go. Come on, Dani, dance with me! How can you resist Def Leppard singing ‘Photograph’?”
 
   Sam began shaking her hips and shimmying her shoulders. 
 
   “You asked for it!” Dani grabbed a hairbrush from the dresser and joined her pal. “Sing it with me, Sam!” She held the hairbrush like a microphone.
 
   Dani might not have the most spectacular singing voice, but Sam was majorly tone deaf. The girls collapsed on the bed, exhausted from their rendition of the ‘80s classic. 
 
   “I should have been a child of the ‘80s. I would’ve loved it.” Sam squealed. “All that neon and crazy music and big hair…”
 
   Dani turned to her. “If you’d been an ‘80s kid then I wouldn’t have you. And I wouldn’t trade my best friend for anything. Atrocious singer or not.” 
 
   She rolled out of the way before Sam could whack her with a pillow.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Leila took a sip of her coffee and glanced at the clock on the microwave. Eight o’clock. She still had twenty minutes until she should leave for work. That was the good thing about being your own boss: you could show up for work late and not catch heat from anyone. And this morning, Leila was in a rotten mood. A little more caffeine might perk her up. 
 
   Leila shifted in her seat and smoothed down the newspaper in front of her. Another stupid article about another stupid actor. This action star had a movie coming out in a monthc and the critics were already predicting another bomb. So much for summer blockbusters this year. Leila stared at the photograph of a dark-haired man with his arm around an unnamed woman. Leila scoffed at the woman’s barely-there dress—she had more hair than clothing! Two weeks ago, the same actor had been photographed with a different, equally idiotic-looking, bimbo. Leila shook her head in disgust. And the actor? Leila had to admit that Mark Ocean was attractive. She’d even seen a few of his movies. Not in the theater, of course, since she couldn’t stand paying the price of a ticket to see such junk. But his movies were the sort that ran repeatedly on cable networks, and it was nearly impossible to live in America and not see some Mark Ocean movies. In fact, sometimes Leila couldn’t resist peeking at a car chase scene with him or watching him hang onto the edge of a cliff with one pinky finger. 
 
   “Why are you reading that garbage?” Alan’s voice shook Leila out of her fog.
 
    “I opened the Arts section and there it was.” She leaned her head back and pursed her lips. “Give me a kiss.” Alan bent down and kissed his girlfriend. 
 
   He ran his hands through his mussed hair and yawned. “Is there more coffee?”
 
   “Hm? Oh, yeah.” Leila continued to stare at the paper.
 
   Alan glanced at the newspaper and placed a mug firmly on the counter. “I’ve told you a thousand times that secrets have a way of coming out. It’s your decision, but I think you are going to have to tell her sometime. And sometime soon.”
 
   Leila closed her eyes. She didn’t want to have this conversation again with Alan. He just didn’t understand. “You’re up early, huh?”  she said. “Does this mean you’ll be here for dinner?”
 
    “Changing the subject, my dear? Yes, I’ll be home for dinner. Call me at the restaurant later and let me know if you want me to bring home anything special for my girls.” Alan filled his mug, kissed Leila on the top of the head, and whispered in her ear. “It’s better she hear it from you.” Alan padded out of the kitchen and headed for the shower.
 
   Leila stared at the photo again, crumpled the newspaper with both hands, and tossed it at the trash can. A perfect shot. 
 
   Alan was right about most things, but in this case, he was dead wrong.
 
   Some secrets are meant to be kept. Forever.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Mark Ocean drove his Mercedes SUV up the on-ramp and veered into the highway traffic, cutting off another car. The other driver leaned on his horn, and Mark quickly honked back. He pressed his foot to the gas and sped up, leaving the offended driver behind.
 
   “God, slow down, Mark!” 
 
   “Don’t worry, babe. I’m a good driver. These guys just have to learn to stay out of my way.” Mark didn’t bother to look at the woman in the passenger seat. Was it Suzie or Swoosie? He hadn’t bothered to remember, but she had some great legs. 
 
   Mark had more important things on his mind. His plummeting career, for instance. The Clone Faction was premiering in a month, and even Mark knew the movie was awful. Five years ago, he was the most sought-after action star in Hollywood, but these days Mark was making one bad movie after another. What was the problem? He was only thirty-five, he worked out for two hours a day, and he still had his good looks and a great head of hair. He tried to stay in the public eye and ate at every celebrity hot spot where the paparazzi were camped out twenty-four hours a day. But, Mark had to admit, the cameras were turning toward him with less urgency these days. 
 
   Furthermore, getting turned away at that club last night had been humiliating. They used to beg him to show up and always kept a reserved table ready! He had been forced to go to another club owned by some overpaid teen actor who wasn’t even old enough to drink. The only other celebrity in sight had been an American Idol reject—and not even one of the top twelve, for God’s sake. 
 
   Mark had played virtually the same character in his last four films. He was bored. Worse, there was a time years ago when he took interesting jobs between the action movies and was praised for his range and depth. Sure, Mark could still demand multimillion-dollar paychecks for his movies, but that wasn’t the point. 
 
   If he could just get a meeting with the producer, Evan Dodd, who had it all—several commercially successful movies and an Academy Award. Right now he was producing a romantic comedy that Mark was itching to star in—a Jerry Maguire role that could transform his image overnight. But what could he say? Gee, Evan, I know I’ve been phoning it in for the last few years, but I’m ready to get back to the good stuff. No. He needed to convince Evan that he was a changed man. 
 
   He couldn’t wait until his agent, Renna Martin, got back from her Buddhist retreat in Santa Barbara. She had been completely out of touch, and Mark had been told she was “unreachable.” He needed her back in L.A. where she belonged. She had been his agent from the beginning, and there was no one he trusted more in this city than Renna Martin. 
 
   After leaving college and arriving in California, broke but determined, Mark spent weeks schlepping from agency to agency, praying someone would give him a chance. No one would take the risk of signing an unknown stage actor. No one, that is, until he met Renna. She had just been promoted from assistant to agent, and she took pity on Mark, agreeing to have dinner with him. At three in the morning, after consuming an obscene number of martinis, she agreed to sign Mark. He was her first client, and she was his first friend. The pair had risen to the top together. Now Mark’s career was taking a dive, and he needed Renna back from her spa retreat.
 
   Mark shook his head and aimed the car vents at his armpits. For four hundred bucks, you’d think this shirt would come with its own cooling system. He gritted his teeth and pulled off PCH into Starbucks. He handed the young woman a fifty-dollar bill. “Grab me a nonfat soy latte? No sugar, or I can’t drink it.” Mark still hadn’t been to bed. A late dinner with the girl had led to the late night of clubbing.
 
   “Sure thing!” the woman chirped. She hopped out of the car, pulling her teeny shorts down and hobbled into the store in high heels.
 
   Mark turned up the air conditioning in the car and leaned back in his leather seat. He pounded the steering wheel a few times in frustration. His professional life had gotten so bad that Mark briefly considered becoming a Scientologist. Those people got all the attention. Or, what was that other popular religion? The one that required you to wear a red string around your wrist? Instead he had started going to Evan Dodd’s health club with the pathetic hope of running into him and striking up a casual conversation. Stupid idea, Mark knew, but he was desperate.
 
   His cell phone rang, and he pushed his sunglasses on top of his head so he could read the Caller ID. It was his publicist. 
 
   “What’s up?” Mark asked. Maybe this was good news? Maybe early reviews were in on The Clone Faction, and a miracle had occurred? 
 
   He listened intently to the frantic woman on the phone. Mark was confused. “They’re saying I have a what? How old?” Mark demanded. This is just what he needed: another tabloid story! “Tell them it’s completely false.” He stopped to listen to another slew of panicked words. “I said it’s not true. As in, there is no truth to it whatsoever!” he hollered into the phone. “Make this go away!”
 
   But even as he spoke the words, Mark felt a rising sense of dread. He clapped the phone shut and repositioned the air conditioning onto his face, trying in vain to cool down.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Dani swung her book bag to her shoulder and blew her bangs out of her eyes. Her first year of high school was ending, and Dani could hardly wait for her summer break. Every day, on her walk to school with Sam, she was amazed at the weight she carried. She needed a ridiculously thick textbook for each of her classes, plus three-ring binders, a bag of makeup to stealth-apply between classes, the makeup remover to use before she went home, a water bottle, and a lunch bag. She was surprised she wasn’t permanently hunched over.
 
   “How was dinner last night?” Sam asked. “Did Alan finally pull out a ring and pop the question?”
 
   “Nope. No ring. No need to fall prey to any cultural obligation like marriage, I guess.” Dani tried not to think about how sad her mom had looked last night. “So how did your interview go at the lake?” Dani asked. 
 
   Sam’s eyes sparkled. “I got it! I start work on the Monday after school gets out.”
 
   Leila felt that Dani worked hard all year in school and deserved the summer off. But Sam needed to work. Granted, Dani would still have chores around the house and would probably help out at Leila’s interior design business a few times a week to earn some money for that cell phone she wanted so desperately, but Leila mostly wanted her to enjoy herself. She had even upped her curfew from eleven-thirty to twelve-thirty on weekends. Despite being strict in some ways, Leila trusted Dani enough to give her the extra hour.
 
   “I’m only working at the snack bar, but now that I’m in there, I have a better chance of getting a lifeguard job when I’m old enough. The pay is pretty good, and I get to. . .” 
 
   The details of Sam’s job were drowned out by a thunderous school bus flying past them, a sign that the two girls were late again for school. “C’mon! We better run.” 
 
   “. . . and the suits are actually cute this year.” Sam continued talking. “Bright red, white stripe down the side. Plus, I’ll get a great tan and. . . Hey! What the. . .?”
 
   Dani and Sam were just arriving at school when they were overwhelmed by a crowd of photographers yelling and photographing them. Dani leaned into the mob and barreled straight ahead, taking Sam by the hand. 
 
   “What on earth is going on?” Dani shouted at Sam. 
 
   Sam giggled. “Evidently, we are famous, my dear.”
 
   “Dani! Danielle McKinley!” A photographer blocked Dani from taking another step. “How does it feel? What was your first reaction when you found out? Is your mother going to sue for unpaid child support? How is your life going to change now? Are you moving to L.A.?” 
 
   “My first reaction is to knock you on your ass. Get out of our way!” Dani tried to push forward.
 
   “We’re seriously going to be late for school, mister!” Sam said. “Whatever you’re trying to do, do it to someone else. You’ve got the wrong girl!”
 
   The man again stopped the girls. “How did you feel to find out that your father is Mark Ocean?”
 
   Dani froze. The only sound now was the rapid clicking of cameras. A TV camera was shoved at her, and a fuzzy microphone appeared and dangled above her.
 
   “What did you just say?” She glared at the man who had posed the question.
 
   “We know Mark Ocean is your father, kid. You gotta give us something,” the man said. 
 
   Dani held her stare. “I don’t have to give you anything. You’ve made some kind of mistake.”
 
   While the photographers exploded with more questions, Dani pulled Sam from the crowd and walked smoothly toward the entrance of the high school. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   The bell rang, echoing loudly through the halls of Little Springs High School. Dani jerked her French textbook from her locker and slammed the door shut. The stupid bell was making her sudden headache worse. Word about Dani had spread rapidly throughout the school. The last thing she felt like doing was going to her first-period class, where she was sure to be the topic of conversation. The barrage of squealing, taunting, and finger pointing had already taken its toll on her, and the morning had barely started. Dani leaned her forehead against her locker, willing the day to start over. If only she had left earlier for school. At the very least, she should have worn a better outfit and gone for the darker lip-gloss.
 
   Sam appeared behind Dani. “Oh, my God! Can you believe this? How cool are you? You have officially reached a whole new level of popularity.”
 
   “I’m not cool, and this whole thing is a bunch of garbage.” Dani said. “Stop looking so happy, Sam. There is nothing fun about this. I hate having everyone staring at me.” 
 
   But Sam could not hide her excitement. “Are you going to call your new daddy after school? Do you think he’ll fly out here? Are you going to change your name? Hm…Dani Ocean. Good ring, don’t you think?” Sam beamed and clapped her hands together. “This is all fantastic. Mark Ocean, I mean, my Mark Ocean, is your dad!”
 
   “Yeah, it’s just fantastic. I can’t think of anything better.” She set one hand on her hip and cocked her head. “This blows and you know it. Don’t look so disappointed in me, Sam. I’m not the least bit happy about this bag of lies.”
 
   “Well, I know it’s a shock. Of course, it is,” said Sam. “But just think of how everything is going to change for you now? You finally have a father. And a famous father, at that. What is wrong with you?”
 
   Dani shut her eyes. “My head hurts,” she said, turning back to her locker and working the combination, “I can’t be here.” She took her book bag and started to leave. 
 
   “Wait! Where are you going?” Sam called. “Dani? Don’t hide from this! Embrace it! It’s a good thing, you’ll see!”
 
   “I’m not embracing anything. I’m going home, and I’m going to clear up this disaster!” Dani said. She had never skipped a class–let alone ditched school– but she wasn’t worried about her attendance record just now.
 
   Dani exited through a back door that put her smack next to an overflowing dumpster. She stood behind the large metal container and peeked around the corner, looking for anyone armed with a telephoto lens. This is what her day had been reduced to: hiding behind malodorous garbage. Dani made a beeline for the sidewalk. She quietly crossed the street behind the school and headed for home. 
 
   Her mom would explain everything. Leila would laugh at the lunacy of the notion that Mark Ocean was her father, and call somebody to set things right. Dani rushed down the road, cut through a neighbor’s yard, and came out at the back of her house. She relaxed slightly at the sight of the white Cape house and the lush landscaping in the backyard that Leila worked so hard to maintain. It felt good to be home. The small pond her mother had put in was calm, and a fountain bubbled water into the air. The sound was immediately soothing. 
 
   Dani opened the sliding door into the kitchen. “Mom! Mom!” 
 
   Leila appeared and wiped her eyes. “Dani? What are you doing home?’ She sniffed and forced a smile.
 
    Dani stared at her mother and began shaking her head slowly back and forth. Something was horribly wrong. And Dani knew what. 
 
   “Oh, no, Mom.” she dropped her bag to the floor. “No, no, no. Please, tell me this isn’t true.”
 
   Leila sat down. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, Dani.’
 
   Dani sat down stiffly next to her mother. “Why didn’t you come get me?” 
 
   Her mother shook her head. “I tried to leave a few minutes ago, but before I even got to the car, some jerk jumped out and nearly scared me to death. When he started asking questions about you, I ran back inside. I’ve been trying get to you without having him follow me. Guess I was too late.” Leila closed her eyes in disbelief. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been trying to protect you from this for years.”
 
   Dani felt her heart start to pound. Her mother’s words were not just an apology. They were an admission. “You told me my father was your college boyfriend. You told him you were pregnant and he left you? That’s what happened. You always tell me the truth and so that’s what happened, right?” She heard the pleading tone in her voice and felt her body begin to shake. “My father is some nobody who disappeared. Tell me that’s right!” 
 
   “I did tell you that. And, yes, he was a nobody. Now I’m going to tell you the whole truth. Please keep in mind that you are, and always have been, the most important person in my life. Always, Dani.” 
 
   Dani was silent. 
 
   “Okay, here it goes,” Leila started with a shaky voice. “Mark Ocean is your father. We went to college together and dated for a few years. Of course, his name wasn’t Ocean back then. It was Mark Schneider. Anyhow, we were totally in love. I adored him, Dani. He was gorgeous and fun and exciting and I was in heaven. But I never thought we would be together forever. He was a great boyfriend, but he wasn’t the sort of man I pictured myself with for the rest of my life. Mark was a drama student, and he was very talented. I used to watch him in our college plays. Honestly, he was a wonderful actor. But he became obsessed with becoming famous. It got to the point where that’s all he talked about. How many people actually become movie stars?” Leila managed to laugh. “Not many, right? Who knew? Mark was determined that he would make millions. I got so tired of hearing about which celebrities he would work with and what kind of mansion he would buy when he became famous.”
 
   Dani sat frozen. Were these words actually coming out of her mother’s mouth?
 
   Leila continued. “So, when Mark moved to L.A., I figured that was the end. It was the right time to end things between us.” Leila paused and focused her attention out the window, appearing to struggle for how to continue. “He called me after he got there to say he’d landed a bit part in his first movie. I was sincerely thrilled for him. So then, well, …”
 
   “Then you found out you were pregnant with me,” Dani prompted coolly. 
 
   Leila nodded. “Three weeks after Mark left school, I found out I was pregnant. I didn’t tell Mark. I couldn’t. He started off well in L.A., and he was getting everything he wanted. Then he was offered the lead in some terrible movie about genetically engineered alligators. There was no turning back for him.”
 
   “My father was in DNA Gators?” Dani momentarily set aside her feelings. “That movie was huge!”
 
   “Yeah, well, it may have been huge, but Mark obviously let his ego get in the way. He made some successful movies for a while, and he could have been a Will Smith, but instead he’s…well, instead he’s Mark Ocean. Anyhow, yes, I made the choice not to tell him, Dani. Mark didn’t want to be a father.”
 
   “You don’t regret anything?” Dani strummed her fingers on the countertop, trying to control her rage. “Nothing?”
 
   “I made the choice I thought was best at the time.”
 
   “You don’t regret lying to me all these years?” Dani’s voice grew louder. “Telling me that my father rejected me? Wanted nothing to do with me? When the truth is that my father didn’t even know about me?” She jumped off the stool. “I had to find out about my father from a bunch of people I don’t know! How do you know what he wanted? Maybe he would have married you and raised me? Maybe he did want to be a father? I guess we’ll never know, huh?” Dani kicked her bag across the floor and ran up the stairs. A door slammed shut. 
 
   “Dani!” Leila raced up to Dani’s door and knocked.
 
   “Get away from me! I hate you!” Dani yelled. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Dani lay in bed, one arm over her eyes. Leila had stopped knocking a while ago. It was almost six o’clock and Sam had called a few times, but she didn’t want to talk to her. In fact, Dani didn’t want to talk to anyone. From what she could hear downstairs, reporters were calling nonstop. She was afraid to turn on the television and computer for fear that she would see herself appear onscreen. 
 
   This was unbelievable. Of all the men in the world who could be her father, it had to be a famous, smarmy action star. This was horribly embarrassing. There was another knock at her door and Dani cringed. “Leave me alone!”
 
   “It’s me. Can I come in?” It was Alan.
 
   She sat up in bed and reached for a tissue. “Yeah.” 
 
   Alan sat down on the edge of her bed. “How you doin’, kiddo?” 
 
   Dani sniffed. “Were you making fish today?” 
 
   Alan wrinkled his nose back at her. “Bluefish. Do I stink that badly?”
 
   “No. I like it.” She looked down in her lap.
 
   Alan put an arm around Dani’s shoulder. “I hear you’ve had quite a day, huh? I bet you’re pretty pissed at your mom.”
 
   Dani shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “I don’t blame you for being angry.”
 
   Dani began to cry. “She said my father left because he didn’t want to be a father, but he never even knew about me. She lied about it all.”
 
   “Yes,” Alan agreed. “She did. And she has had to live with that choice every day. She kept it to herself for all these years. But she was pretty young when she got pregnant and found herself with a very hard decision to make. Mark sounds like he was nowhere close to wanting a family, and from what I’ve seen, not much has changed for him. Maybe she didn’t tell Mark because she didn’t want to face his rejection. She loves you more than anything, Dani. You know that, right?”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” Dani sighed. “But Mark Ocean of all people? Seriously? Why couldn’t my father be some plumber from Ohio?”
 
   Alan smiled. “You have every right to be angry, but maybe you could think about easing up on your mom a little. This is hard on her, too.” Alan spoke softly. “You think you’re embarrassed about having Mark Ocean as a father? Just think how your poor mother feels. She dated him!” Alan nudged Dani. “Yuck! All those glistening muscles and hair spray everywhere? Having to watch him pose in front of the mirror? It must have been awful…”
 
   Dani couldn’t help laughing. “Okay, I guess I feel a little bad for her.” She tossed herself back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. “But what do I do now?”
 
   Leila appeared in the doorway. “I don’t think you have to do anything, Dani. I just got a call from Mark’s assistant in Los Angeles. He says that Mark apologizes for the interruption in our lives and assures us he is trying to deal with the unreliable press.”
 
   Dani opened her eyes wide and smacked her hands down on the bed. “Let me get this straight. Mark Ocean is denying that he’s my father?”
 
   Leila bit her lip and crossed her arms. “Yes. He didn’t even have the decency to call and lie directly.” Leila looked at Dani. “The way I did to you.”
 
   “Mom…I just…” Dani floundered for words. “I understand why you did what you did. I guess. He sounds like a jerk, and so you were right. If you’d told him you were pregnant, he probably would have bolted to Hollywood anyway. So, it’s done. It’s settled. He can pretend he’s not my father, and we can just go on with our lives.”
 
   “Dani, I’m so sorry—” Leila started. 
 
   “Stop. I get it, Mom. I do. You don’t have anything to apologize for. Mark just proved you right, didn’t he?”
 
   Leila sat down next to her daughter on the bed and held out her arms, hoping for a hug. Dani leaned in and let her mom hold her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Mark Ocean stretched his feet out and tried to get comfortable in the metal chair. Or what was posing as a chair. The silver contraption he was balanced on resembled an ultramodern sculpture more than a seat. It looked good, though, and that was what mattered. He surveyed the room, admiring his agent’s office. Renna Martin had impeccable taste. The furniture was from Italy and the walls were covered in modern realist paintings, but the real power display here was the view. The window provided a spectacular panorama over Santa Monica to the ocean. Now this is sitting on top of the world, Mark thought.
 
   He was looking forward to this meeting. Renna was back this morning from Santa Barbara, and Mark suspected she had a new offer for him. Thank God she had been out of town when that horrible story about him having a daughter hit the news—apparently there was an upside to Buddhist retreats. His publicist had done his best to put a stop to the illegitimate daughter story, but it had still shown up in the middle pages of the national tabloids. Fortunately for Mark, a Grammy-winning singer and a Victoria’s Secret model had eloped in Turks and Caicos at the same time that his story broke, and their wedding took front page. 
 
   “Sorry to keep you waiting, Mark.” Renna Martin entered the office and immediately switched on her computer. She planted herself firmly in her chair and adjusted her absurdly large glasses so that the thick black frames encircled her eyes perfectly. One look at his agent told him that this retreat had been a combination Buddhist retreat/plastic surgery getaway; Renna’s eyebrows were undeniably higher than they’d been the last time he’d seen her. 
 
   “How was your trip?” Mark asked. 
 
   “Fantastic. Refreshing. Rejuvenating. Have you ever spent time in a hyperbaric chamber? Words can’t describe it.”
 
   “I’m sure they can’t.”
 
   “And you must try a sensory deprivation tank sometime. You float in a shallow water capsule, and with no distracting physical stimuli, your nervous system is deactivated and your mind is free to attain its peak state of relaxation. I’m very in touch with my inner self.”
 
   “I’ll look into having my nervous system deactivated,” Mark promised. “I didn’t know Buddhists were big fans of sensory deprivation. Or facelifts,” he added.
 
   “It was a holistic approach to wellness, smart ass.”
 
   “You do look well. Holistically speaking.”
 
   “Good. Now, I’ve been your agent from day one, Mark, correct?”
 
   Uh-oh. Mark could tell he was in trouble. Whenever Renna started confirming the length of time she’d been representing him, it meant she was about to deliver a tongue-lashing. “Yes, you have. And you’ve done a wonderful job.” He did his best to brace himself. 
 
   “Eleanor! Get the lights!” Renna barked the order to her assistant, who materialized instantaneously and turned off the office lights. Renna hit a button on a remote control, and automatic shades smoothly closed over the window, sending the room into darkness. The glow of her laptop provided the only light.
 
   “Renna? What’s going on?” Mark sat up straight in his chair.
 
   “Take a look at this for a moment, will you?” His agent tapped a few keys on the computer, and the wall to Mark’s left lit up with his image. Great, another slide show. Renna liked visual demonstrations when she had a point to make. “Here you are at the L.A. Film Festival.” Renna zoomed in on Mark and then panned to the woman next to him in the photo. “And here is some nameless hot young thing on your arm.” Renna hit the keyboard. “And here you are at the MTV Awards with a different girl. Barely half your age, I should note. Aha! Now we see you and a bubbly blonde leaving a bar at three in the morning, and it’s obvious you two weren’t sipping tea all evening.” Renna pulled her goggle-like glasses down to the tip of her nose. “Oh, yes, my friend. There’s more.” She tapped her keyboard, sending a flurry of larger-than-life images of Mark and various scantily clad women onto the wall. 
 
   Mark cleared his throat. “Um, Renna…so what? I’ve dated quite a bit. What’s the problem?”
 
   “Eleanor!” Renna screamed again, and the lights magically came on. Mark’s agent sighed, folded her hands, and leaned across her desk. “Clean yourself up, Mark. You want to know how you went from being Matt Damon to Jean Claude Van Damme? Those pictures are why. You’ve got a crummy public image. No reputable producer or director wants to cast you in a good movie while you’re known as Hollywood’s perpetual playboy. You know who’s getting the best roles these days? Family men. Stand up guys. No one likes a gigolo anymore, Mark.”
 
   He dropped his mouth open. “Gigolo? I’m hardly a gigolo!”
 
   Renna rolled her eyes. “You want me to play the Mark and Floozy montage again? I didn’t think so. This was all fine when you were twenty-five, but you’re not twenty-five anymore. Grow up. The way I see it, you have two options. Option one? Rehab. We’ll send you to Promises and claim some vague addiction. Maybe a sex addiction? That’s probably the only one we could sell to the public. You’ll get out and the fans will love you.”
 
   Mark’s face blanched—as much as was possible under his fake tan. “Promises? Like hell you’re sending me to rehab! For anything. Give me option two.”
 
   Renna pursed her lips together. “Get a family. Find an attractive, normal American woman who is over thirty and has great teeth. A woman that women like and men want. Someone in marketing, sales, or publicity would be perfect. But somebody smart. Marry her. Actors, musicians, athletes? It doesn’t matter what type of celebrity you are. Bottom line? If you want the best press, the best gigs, the best endorsements, you’d better get your act together and family up. Pronto.”
 
   Mark rolled his head in circles, cracking his neck. “What’s option three?”
 
   “There is no option three.”
 
   “Renna, this is ridiculous. What about George Clooney? He’s a perennial bachelor, and everyone loves him.”
 
   “You’re no George Clooney, my dear.”
 
   “Still, there’s got to be another—”
 
   “You want proof? Here you go.” Renna crossed the room, removed a stack of magazines from a floating shelf, and dropped the pile in Mark’s lap. “Look at the covers. Go ahead, pick any one of those. People, US, Entertainment Weekly. See who they fawn over? David Beckham, Will Smith, Tobey Maguire, Johnny Depp, and that mouth-watering Brad Pitt with his four hundred children.”
 
   Mark thumbed through the magazines. Renna was right. Married men, or at least those in serious relationships, graced the covers. 
 
   “Here’s the cold truth, Mark. Nice guys with attractive wives and darling children get the covers and get the big, diverse roles that you want. Frankly, the ones I think you deserve. You’re a better actor than most people realize.” Renna thumped the glass table. “Become one of the nice guys.”
 
   Mark rubbed his five-o’clock shadow and thought for a moment. Renna was right; it was time for a major change. And so, Mark Ocean made a monumental decision. He beamed at his agent. “What if I told you I’m halfway there?”
 
   “What? You have a wife I don’t know about?” Renna looked doubtfully at Mark.
 
   “Nope,” Mark practically giggled. “Not a wife.”
 
   Renna’s jaw dropped and then her mouth formed a sly smile. “You have a kid?”
 
   He crossed his legs and folded his hands. “So I’m told”
 
   “Tell me everything,” the eager agent said. 
 
   As Mark Ocean detailed the little he knew about his mystery fifteen-year-old daughter, Renna Martin could barely contain her glee. She wasn’t overjoyed to hear that he had spent the past few weeks denying any relationship to his daughter, but that could be fixed. If they played their cards right, she told him, Mark Ocean’s movie career was about to take a turn in the right direction.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   “We made it!” Sam chirped happily into the phone. “We survived our first year of high school relatively unscathed. Next year we won’t be the newbies anymore, and we’ll finally be the popular socialites we’ve always strived to be. Of course, it would have helped if Mark Ocean had claimed you as his daughter,” Sam teased.
 
   Dani shrugged. “Based on his recent movies, I don’t know whether that would have helped or not. It’s been bad enough around here with paparazzi following me. Mom told me not to talk to them, but I can’t help it. Did you see that hideous picture of me online? I was in the middle of telling one of them to suck it when someone took the picture. I look totally deranged.”
 
   “Maybe it’s helped that Mark’s lawyers have done all the talking. Nobody cares about putting them on television.”
 
   Dani sat on her bedroom floor, rooting through school folders and tossing nearly everything into the trash. She was keeping a few things, but nothing school related. Notes that Sam had passed to her in class with up-to-the-minute gossip, photos from her locker, and, of course, her yearbook would all be saved. She definitely wasn’t going to save any of the scandalous articles or tabloid photos. 
 
   It had been more than two weeks since the paparazzi nightmare and subsequent phone call from Mark’s assistant. But Dani was still forced to tolerate whispering and pointing around school. Sam was probably right. With no public statement from Mark, it would all soon be over.
 
   “Hey, I have to run,” Sam said. “My mom came home early, and she wants to hear about the last day of school. Talk to you later!” 
 
   Dani lay down on her bedroom floor and flipped through the pages of her yearbook, stopping on a picture of Charlie Migg. 
 
   So far, Dani’s romantic history was pretty limited. She had never had an official boyfriend, but there had been a few kisses over the past year. While slow dancing to Lifehouse with Charlie at the school’s “Winter Blast,” Dani had been taken off guard by a rather sloppy kiss. She hadn’t been that interested in kissing Charlie, but her choice had been either to cause a scene by kissing him or to cause a scene by pushing him away. At that moment, two-thirds of the student body had been engaged in swapping spit, so it seemed the smarter choice just to kiss him back. She was hoping her love life would improve this year.
 
   The phone rang again, and Dani rolled over onto her back as she picked up. It was probably her mother calling to see what she wanted for dinner. “Hello, Dani McKinley, who is no longer a loser freshman, speaking.”
 
   “Oh, um, Dani? Danielle?” Dani heard a man’s voice.
 
   “Sorry. Yes, this is Dani. Who’s this?”
 
   “This is, a, well, this is Mark Ocean.” 
 
   Dani paused. “Mark Ocean? You’re my, uh. . .” she faltered.
 
   “I just got off the phone with your mother. Leila?”
 
   “Yes, I know my mother’s name,” Dani quipped. “Why are you calling me?”
 
   Mark cleared his throat. “I guess she told you that I called a few weeks ago when I thought this was all a mistake. About being your father.”
 
   Dani corrected him. “She said your assistant called to say that you weren’t my father.” Caller ID began frantically flashing Leila’s cell number. Dani ignored it.
 
   He continued. “Yes, my assistant. I should have called you myself, but I was too shocked. I’m sorry about that. Put yourself in my place. I had no idea that Leila had a baby. That I had a baby. You, I mean. That I had you. I haven’t spoken to Leila in years, but I thought she would have told me if we had a daughter. I panicked when I heard about you, Dani, and I didn’t know how to handle it. But listen…over the past few weeks, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, and so I called your mother, and she told me that it’s true. I’m your father, and she explained why she decided not to tell me. I can’t say that I blame her for her decision, but I’m a different person now, and I’d really like to get to know you.”
 
   Dani sat paralyzed as she listened to the speech, staring blankly at her ceiling. “You’d like to get to know me?” she repeated.
 
   “Yes, I would. I’m your father, after all. I’m not asking you to move here, but I thought maybe you could come out to California for a week or so and stay with me.” Mark sounded hopeful. “I’ve got a premiere coming up, and it might be fun for us to go together. I’ve got a big house. There’s plenty of room and a pool, too. I could send you a plane ticket. First class.”
 
   “Oh,” she managed, still in significant shock. “Well, what did my mom say?” 
 
   “She said it would be up to you, but I know school got out today, so this might be a great time to meet each other. I don’t want to interfere in your summer, though, if you already have plans.” 
 
   Dani blinked her eyes. She didn’t know what to say. Call waiting began beeping again. 
 
   “Dani? Are you still there?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m here.”
 
   “Look, I know this is out of the blue, and I understand if you need time to think about it. You’re probably mad at me and think I’m a horrible person, but I didn’t know about you, Dani. I didn’t know!” Mark’s voice choked up. “But I know about you now, and I’d love to meet you. Why don’t you take a few days and think about coming—”
 
    “I don’t need a few days. It’s all I’ve been thinking about.” Dani said. “Send me the ticket.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Dani rifled through her dresser drawers, preparing for her trip to California. She couldn’t believe that she was going to Los Angeles for the week. Leila knew that there was no getting around Dani and Mark meeting, so she hadn’t dared to put a stop to the trip. Mark still hadn’t spoken to the press, but he had assured Leila that he would handle the media once Dani was in L.A. 
 
   Sam sat perched on Dani’s desk chair, her legs crossed and hands clasped tightly in an attempt to contain her excitement. “Oh, my God! Oh, my God, Dani! What are you packing? What are you going to wear on the plane? The first outfit your father will see you in should be just right. You want to make a good impression, don’t you? Ick!” Sam gasped at the brown, sleeveless cotton dress that Dani was pointing to. “No, you are not wearing that ridiculous thing.” Sami’s blond bangs fell into her eyes as she stood up and marched across the floor toward the closet.
 
   “I’m not in the mood right now, Sam. I just want to pack and get out of here. Get this over with.”
 
   Sam frowned. “Well, if you’re so grumpy about it, why are you even going? I’d kill to be you right now! Loosen up!”
 
   Dani folded a red tank top and sighed. “I’m not going because I want to. Now that I know this man is my father, I have to find out more about him. See what he’s like. But it doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to it. And I’d be perfectly happy to trade places with you so you can hang out with Mark.” 
 
   “I guess I can understand why this is hard for you, but just promise me you’ll keep an open mind, okay? This may be the best thing ever to happen to you.”
 
   Dani shoved a stack of clothes into her suitcase and zipped it shut. “Things were fine before I found out about him. I don’t need him, but I can’t very well ignore him either. Besides, it’s only for a week, so if it’s a disaster, at least it will be a quick disaster.” 
 
   She surveyed her room. She wouldn’t be gone that long, but she was going to miss her bedroom. She loved this room, and Leila had slaved over its design, scouring the Internet for a good deal on the Tommy Hilfiger pattern that Dani begged her for. Well, it would be here when she came back. 
 
   “I’ll miss you, Dani. Try to have fun.” Sam looked at her hopefully. “Call me all the time. I want all the juicy details. And take a gazillion pictures of Mark for me. I have to go, so give me one last hug.”
 
   Dani wrapped her arms around Sam and dropped her cheek onto her best friend’s shoulder. “Bye, buddy,” she whispered. 
 
   “Bye back.” Sam pulled away and blew kisses as she backed out of the room. “Don’t look so sad. I’ll see you in a week.”
 
   Dani peered out the window to the backyard. She didn’t know what she was feeling. She wasn’t full of excitement the way Sam thought she should be, but nor was she bowled over with dread, despite Leila’s constant insinuations that Mark probably had the parenting skills of a tree stump. She would just wait and see what California brought her.
 
   “You busy?” Alan popped his head into the room. “Your mom is going to take you to the airport in about twenty minutes. You all packed?” 
 
   Dani continued staring out the window, but nodded. “Just about.”
 
   “I’ll take your bags downstairs for you if you want,” Alan offered.
 
   “Sure. Thanks.”
 
   “Hey, there,” Alan walked over to Dani and touched her shoulder. “This isn’t so bad, you know. How are you and your mother doing with all this?”
 
   Dani shrugged. “Okay, actually. I get where she was coming from and why she didn’t tell me. I’m not even mad at her anymore. But, I mean, what am I supposed to say to this man? Mark doesn’t know anything about me, and he’ll probably think I’m a total dork.” She sighed. “It’s fine. Everything is fine. Actually, I’m sure he’s a very nice person.”
 
   “You know, I wouldn’t blame you for having conflicted feelings about Mark. No one expects you to do cartwheels over this revelation. It’s all right if you’re angry with him. Just because he didn’t know about you doesn’t mean that you can’t still be mad at the situation. This is a very confusing hand you’ve been dealt, and there is no right or wrong way to react. Anger, fear, resentment…all totally understandable.”
 
   Dani crossed her arms and spoke sharply. “I’m not angry at him! That’s ridiculous. What do I have to be angry about? This is excellent news, Alan. I finally have a father.”
 
   Alan took a step back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It’s not like you and my mom are married! That’s obviously not what you want, right? If I’m angry at anyone, it’s you.” Dani tossed her hands up in the air. So much for not feeling anything. “Come on, Alan, you’re not my dad. You’re my mom’s boyfriend. You’ve been with my mother for ages now, and I don’t see you making any plans to change that.” She ignored the hurt that was beginning to shadow Alan’s face. “Now I have a real father.”
 
   Alan put both hands on his hips and cocked his head to the side. “That’s not fair, Dani. I never said I was a father to you—”
 
   “Well, you’re not! So what do you care? Oh, wait a minute?” Dani put her hand to her mouth in mock surprise. She knew she was getting out of control, but she couldn’t stop herself. “Are you jealous of Mark? That’s it, isn’t it? You’re jealous that she had a serious boyfriend who got her knocked up—”
 
   “That’s enough!” Alan cut her off. 
 
   Dani sidestepped Alan and picked up her suitcase and carry-on bag. “ I’m leaving,” she responded.
 
   “Do not leave like this, kiddo.” Alan worked to soften his voice. “I don’t know why you’re picking a fight with me.” His voice was baffled and hurt. “I love you, and I love your mother and there’s nothing I want more—”
 
   “Tell Mom I’ll be in the car.” Dani stormed out of her room, down the stairs, and out the front door. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   “I guess this is it.” Leila stood with Dani at the security gate entrance and hugged her tightly. “I have a million things to say to you and to warn you about, but I know you don’t want to hear them.”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Mom. Back a week from tomorrow, and I promise I will still be the same daughter who left you.” She pulled back and looked at her mother. “Nothing is going to change.”
 
   Leila touched Dani’s cheek. “Everything has already changed.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “It’s true. But that’s all right. You are a smart young woman, Dani, and I know you’ll be fine. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too, Mom. I better go.”
 
   “Call me when you get there.”
 
   Dani nodded. “I already told you three times that I would.” She picked up her bag. “Bye, Mom.”
 
   “Bye, Dani.”
 
   “Mom, please don’t cry!”
 
   “I am not crying!” Leila sniffed. “This dusty airport is irritating my eyes.”
 
   Dani laughed as she turned to leave. “Okay, whatever you say. I love you.” 
 
   She made her way through security and headed toward the departure gate. Each time Dani peeked back, she saw her mother, waving and dabbing her eyes.
 
    
 
   **********
 
    
 
     Dani exhaled and unbuckled her seatbelt. The plane ride to California hadn’t been too bad, especially in First Class. Dani retrieved her bag from the overhead compartment, and stood patiently in line with the other passengers to exit the plane. This was the moment. 
 
   She had spent most of the flight thinking about meeting her father for the first time. Should she hug him? That didn’t feel right. And shaking hands was just ridiculous, although Dani had already decided that this was a possibility. Leila’s only advice had been to do whatever she felt comfortable doing, which didn’t help her at all. Dani shuffled behind a large man in a tweed suit and did her best not to start hyperventilating. After reaching the public waiting area, she scanned the crowds for Mark. Surely he wouldn’t be late, would he?
 
   “Excuse me, Miss. Are you Dani?” A young man in his mid-twenties tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
   “Yes, I am,” she answered hoping this wasn’t a reporter.
 
   “Excellent.” The young man tipped his head forward. Did he just bow at her? “I’m Christopher, Mark Ocean’s personal assistant.” His entire appearance screamed obsessive-compulsive. He had closely cropped hair, not a single strand daring to move out of place. His crisp cotton shirt was tucked neatly into his dress pants, and Dani was nearly blinded by the shine from his shoes. “Your father,” he said in a whisper, “is outside in the car waiting for you. I’m sure you understand that he couldn’t meet you himself.” He gave Dani a knowing look. “The crowds would have been impossible, and that is not the way Mr. Ocean wanted to introduce you to the world.”
 
   Dani refrained from giggling at the notion of being introduced to the world. “Of course. I’ll have to get my suitcases from baggage claim, though.”
 
   “I’ll take care of that for you. Do you have your claim tickets? Wonderful. Right this way, Miss.”
 
   Dani scurried after Christopher, who swiftly led the way out of the airport to a black limousine idling by the curb. The air was warm. The sky was brilliant blue. Dani regretted ever complaining about California weather.
 
   “This is Mr. Ocean’s car,” Christopher announced just as a driver materialized to open the door. “I’ll be right back with your luggage.”
 
   “Don’t you want to know what my bags look like?” Dani asked.
 
   “I’ll find them. It’s my job,” he called to her, as he rushed back inside the airport.
 
   Dani tried to peer into the tinted windows of the limousine. The limo driver held out his hand to Dani, and without thinking, she reached her hand out and shook his. “Hello. It’s nice to meet you.” The driver shook her hand awkwardly and then tilted his head, indicating she should get into the car.
 
   “Sorry,” she mumbled. Dani stepped inside the cavernous limousine and fell ungracefully onto the leather seat. “Oh, that’s squishy!” 
 
   “Dani? Hi.” 
 
   In the darkened interior Dani found herself seated smack next to the one and only Mark Ocean. 
 
   “Oh, sorry, I couldn’t see you when I was getting in, and then I sort of tumbled into my seat, and I’m lucky I didn’t land on you. That would have been weird, huh? So, anyway, I’m Dani, obviously, and you must be Mark. Again, obviously. And, well, so here we are!” God, she’d been so calm and cool about meeting her father, and now that he was in front of her, idiocy prevailed.
 
   Dani looked at Mark. He really was quite a handsome man—thick dark hair, a strong, handsome face, dark eyes, and a solid build. He looked kinder in person than in his photographs. His soft white shirt was unbuttoned at the top, and even Dani, with her limited designer experience, could tell he was expensively dressed. He crinkled his eyes with an uncertain smile, and Dani felt reassured. 
 
   “Hi, Dani. It’s really great to meet you. Should we…I mean, are we supposed to…I don’t know, hug or something?” Mark tossed his hands helplessly in the air. “I’ve been sitting in this car for the past hour trying to decide what to do when I saw you. I didn’t want to just hug you without warning. But shaking your hand seems stupid, too.” Mark turned away as if embarrassed.
 
   Dani smiled at him. They’d been having the same dilemma. “Let’s just go for a hug, okay?”
 
   Mark smiled back, a look of relief on his face. “Yes. Good idea. We should get that first hug out of the way, and after that it’ll be less strange. Okay, here we go.” Mark leaned forward a bit and wrapped his arms around his daughter, patting her lightly on the back. Unexpectedly, Dani found herself squeezing him tightly. She tucked her head into his shoulder. The world felt like it was spinning, and Dani closed her eyes. She was determined not to create some sappy reunion scene by crying all over Mark’s pristine shirt. She pulled away and smoothed her dress over her knees. “Much less awkward now,” Mark said. “I’m glad we did that.”
 
   Dani felt the trunk slam shut, and she knew Christopher had found her luggage. The door opened, and Mark’s assistant seated himself across from his employer. “We are all set, sir. What’s next?” Christopher asked, his phone already in mid-air as he waited for instructions. 
 
   Mark looked at Dani. “I thought we would go back to my house in Beverly Hills and let you unpack. I’ve got a room all set up for you. It has a deck with a hot tub, and the bathroom has a Jacuzzi. But you can look around, though, and settle in any bedroom you like. Maybe you’ll want to go for a swim and have something to eat? Sound okay?”
 
   Dani stared, transfixed at her father. “You have a Jacuzzi? Nice.” Dani pushed her bangs out of her eyes. “That’s cool.” 
 
   “Dani?” said Mark.
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   “I’m, uh, I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
   Could Mark Ocean be a teensy bit intimidated by a fifteen-year-old?
 
    “I’m glad to be here, too, Mar…” Dani faltered. “I mean, Da…” She looked to her father.
 
   “Let’s just go with Mark for now. Sound good? We’ll figure it out. We’ll figure it all out.” 
 
   Dani leaned back in her seat. So far, Mark wasn’t half-bad.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Leila’s hands flew over the computer’s keyboard as she furiously typed the list. Alan’s loud chuckling interrupted her train of thought. “What is so funny?”
 
   “What on earth are you doing?” he asked, leaning over her shoulder as he read the screen. 
 
   “I’m sending an email to Mark. He’s never had a teenager, and I think he needs some guidelines. From what I’ve seen in the papers, he could use some guidelines of his own.”
 
   “Hon, I get that you’re worried, but do you think you need to include number fourteen?”
 
   “What’s wrong with, ‘Please refrain from semi-nude hot tub exploits with scantily clad women while Dani is in the house.’ It’s a completely reasonable request.” Leila continued typing.
 
    
 
   15. I’m sure you will want to buy Dani a few gifts, but do not spoil her. 
 
   16. Dani is not to be driven by anyone that you do not trust with your life.
 
   17. Her curfew is 9 o’clock during the week and 10 o’clock on weekends. If she is out, please have her call you every hour to check in. 
 
   18. Dani is not allowed to wear makeup and should be dressed appropriately for a fifteen-year-old. I don’t care what California girls are doing.
 
    
 
   “Do you really think this is necessary?” Alan asked.
 
   “Yes, I do. I feel guilty about this mess. But I can certainly let Mark know that there are boundaries.”
 
   “I’m sure he will follow these to the letter,” Alan said soberly. “And it has not escaped my notice that these rules are stricter than your rules around here. Sneaky, sneaky.”
 
   Leila hit Send. When it came to her daughter, it was better to be safe than sorry.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Mark turned on the tap in his bathroom and watched the cold water fall into the spun-glass basin. I hate this stupid sink, he thought. The basin was nearly flat, and some spray always shot out of the sink. All he had to show for this expensive Spanish design was a permanent puddle on his equally expensive countertops and floor. 
 
   Mark placed his hands under the tap, enjoying the feel of the water as it cascaded over his palms. He splashed his face repeatedly, cooling himself. He peered intently in the mirror and was pleased to see that he didn’t look any worse since his daughter arrived. Mark had wondered if he might age instantly when Dani got into his limo—a pot-belly forming and hair falling from his head. But, nope, he was as solid and handsome as ever. He pulled up his shirt and flexed his abdominal muscles. Perfect. 
 
   Mark ran his hands through his hair while he pondered his first meeting with Dani. All in all, it had gone well. What Dani hadn’t known was that a photographer was snapping shots of Dani getting into his limo and then entering his house. The paparazzi had agreed to keep a low profile with the promise that they would get better shots later in the week. He didn’t want Dani to think he was throwing her to the wolves on her first day.
 
   Mark had to congratulate himself—who said he couldn’t act? He took his cell phone from his pocket and dialed Renna’s number. 
 
   “Lay it on me!” Renna’s voice barked through the receiver. “Is she hideous or will this work. Tell me everything!”
 
   “You would have been proud of me.” He checked his reflection again in the mirror. “I was outstanding.”
 
   “Yeah, but what does she look like?” Renna demanded impatiently.
 
   “Skinny, on the tall side, long, dark hair. Fair skin.” Mark said. “With the right makeup and clothes, it’ll work. We set up an interview with Celebrity City that’ll air in a few days. The first day of the rest of my career, right?”
 
   “You know it. Keep up the good work, darling.” 
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow.” Mark shut his phone and placed it back in his pocket. 
 
   The show’s top reporter was coming over tomorrow afternoon for the big interview. The first time that America would see Mark Ocean as the adoring father. The family man. He got chills just thinking about it. He would have to get someone to the house to get her ready. That atrocious brown dress she showed up in had to go, and he made a mental note to take her shopping tomorrow before the interview and get her something flattering.
 
   Mark had savored every moment of his phone call to producer Evan Dodd, during which he excitedly, but tentatively, let him know about Dani. Mark explained that he didn’t know any teenage girls, knowing that Evan had a daughter named Kayla about the same age as Dani. Perhaps the girls could get together? Mark had kept the conversation short and didn’t mention anything about movies, auditions, or turning careers around. Evan assured Mark that Kayla would be more than happy to meet up with Dani. 
 
   He reached into his pocket and took out a folded piece of paper. He read through Leila’s list of crazy instructions on how to take care of Dani. For God’s sake, he was perfectly capable of keeping the kid alive for a few days. He ripped up the paper and tossed it into the hand-painted ceramic wastebasket.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Dani had never thought of herself as particularly materialistic, but how was she supposed to ignore how fantastically awesome this room was? Even the word room didn’t feel quite appropriate—this was more of a private condo than a bedroom. The cathedral ceilings were lined with dark wood beams that matched the floors, and the walls were freshly painted. Mark had said something about Venetian treatments, but she had been too distracted by the eat-in-kitchen, complete with stainless appliances, to listen. 
 
   She bit her lip to keep from smiling as she climbed a ladder that led to a large loft on one side of the room. “No way!” Oversized pillows were scattered in one corner and created the perfect lounging area for watching TV on the built-in plasma screen. A complicated-looking stereo system was on and just waiting to blast music. There was even a mini-fridge up here! Dani opened it to find it packed with sodas, imported water in fancy glass bottles, and all sorts of energy drinks that she’d never heard of. She and Sam could spend hours holed up here, gossiping and giggling.
 
   Mark had left Dani alone so she could unpack and take a shower or bath, but Dani had to check out the view from the deck again. She went halfway down the ladder and jumped the rest of the way, whooping with delight. The French doors opened onto the deck that was surrounded by a stone wall, encasing the outdoor paradise. The hot tub bubbled happily, beckoning her to get in, but Dani was too fired up to sit right now. Maybe she’d use the outdoor shower? How much fun would it be to shower surrounded by leafy foliage and pungent flowers? The patio was filled with potted plants, and the tropical atmosphere was positively intoxicating. The view was really unbelievable and she admired house after house nestling the Hollywood Hills. 
 
   Dani lay down on one of the cushioned lounge chairs and noticed a number of small remote controls. What were these for? She hit the power button on one and nearly fainted when an awning began to appear above her, shading her from the strong sun. Very cool. After a little experimenting, she determined the other remotes controlled the hot tub, the outdoor sound system, and the lights. 
 
   “Dani?” Mark stepped onto the deck. “You doing okay out here? I wanted to make sure the housekeeper remembered to leave you enough towels. The bathroom is stocked with shampoo, soaps, weird skin polishers, and all that stuff you girls like. Do you need anything else?” 
 
   “I can’t think of anything else I could possibly need. Do you want to sit down?” She gestured to some chairs and sat down.
 
   Mark sprawled out on a lounge chair, put on his sunglasses, and handed her one of the bottles of water that had an unpronounceable name. “Tomorrow we’ll go shopping for whatever you want. I know some really great stores. Listen, we have to do a stupid interview with Celebrity City tomorrow, too. I’m sorry about that. Hopefully the press will get their story and leave us alone. I promise it will be quick. The show is sending someone here in the afternoon, and we’ll give them what they want and then kick them out. Sound manageable? Is it too much for you? Say the word, and I’ll cancel it.”
 
   Dani was slightly nauseated at the thought of being on television, but she supposed Mark was right. There was no way to avoid dealing with the press, and her father was certainly more of an expert in this arena than she was. Besides, Sam was nuts about Celebrity City, and she would throw a fit if she ever found out Dani refused do the show. “Yeah, I can do that.”
 
   “And I’ll get you signed up at Waves tomorrow, too. You’ll like it there.”
 
   “Waves?” Dani asked.
 
   “That’s the Malibu beach club I belong to. I’ll just add your name to my membership, and you can charge whatever you want. I called a producer I know, Evan, who belongs there. His daughter Kayla is also fifteen, and I thought maybe the two of you could hang out together. She can give you the lay of the land better than I can. How about the day after tomorrow?”
 
   “That’s nice of you. Thanks, Mark.” 
 
   “Sure thing. Hey, don’t forget to call your mother and let her know you’re alive.”
 
   “You’re right. I did promise her I’d stay in touch. Practically every hour,” Dani said, rolling her eyes. “Is there a phone upstairs? Or a computer? I could just email her.”
 
   “You have a new computer in your room. Didn’t you see it? But you can use your phone or whatever.”
 
   “Um…I don’t actually have any of those things, but the computer will be great.” 
 
   Mark sat bolt upright in his chair and pulled his sunglasses off. “You don’t even have a cell phone?” he asked, looking dumbstruck. Dani shook her head. “How are you supposed to know what your friends are doing? Good God. Consider it done. We’ll hook you up tomorrow. And, do you need a tan or what? I’ll have someone come to the house to spray you.” Mark checked his watch. “Dammit. Look, I have a date tonight. You’ll be fine by yourself, right? The fridge is packed, or I could order you take-out. I have to leave soon, so I better get going. You good?”
 
   “Yup, I’m all good.” Dani said, feeling some disappointment. “Mark, do you have a girlfriend?”
 
   “A girlfriend?” Mark said. “No, no girlfriend. Tonight I’m going out with a woman who was on some reality show. I can’t remember which one, but it had a bunch of women vying for a musician’s attention.”
 
   “Holy crap! Rock of Love?” Dani clapped her hands together, and her face lit up. Watching Poison’s Bret Michaels live with a group of crazy, bikini-clad groupies was about as fun and sleazy as TV got. “Who is it? Which bikini babe?”
 
   “I don’t know. They all have show names like Fantasy or Misty. One of the blondes with humungous…well, you know.” 
 
   This was too fricking weird! Her dad was dating one of the Rock of Love chicks? “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Me and the Jacuzzi have plans, so I’ll be busy, too.”
 
   “All right. Later.” Mark returned to the house through the French doors.
 
   Mark was leaving Dani alone on her first night here, but at least she could hang out in this unbelievable suite. And at least he wasn’t forcing their relationship. Mark’s attitude was obviously more of a take-it-as-it-comes approach. Let things happen naturally. 
 
   Dani lay back down in her chair, savoring the afternoon sun. Tomorrow was going to be majorly fun. Shopping in L.A.? Signing up at a beach club? Dani wiggled her toes and pictured herself walking down Rodeo Drive, her hands clutching overstuffed bags. If Mark wanted to spoil her, then she certainly wasn’t going to refuse his generosity. That would just be rude! 
 
   But what the heck was that thing about someone spraying her?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   “We’ll take it in the pale blue, the red, and that black swirl pattern.” Mark pointed to a collection of beach bags on a display table. 
 
   Dani watched in awe as her father pointed around the boutique, sending young girls flying about to retrieve whatever she wanted to see. Dani already had a bag filled with clothes that would drive Leila crazy, but not as much as the bikinis. Besides, it’s not like Mark had bought her two tiny triangles to paste over her chest and a skimpy thong. There was some actual material involved here—some reasonable coverage.. 
 
   Mark leaned in to Dani and whispered in her ear. “Sorry the shopping today has been kind of mainstream, but we’re on a time limit because of the interview.”
 
   “I’ve never been in any of these stores. But I did bring clothes with me, you know. Mom has miraculously kept me dressed for fifteen years. I mean, there was period of time I had to go to school without pants, but it was only that one year.”
 
   “Oh, my God, you couldn’t afford pants!” Mark said.
 
   Dani looked seriously at Mark. “Times are hard. You have to make sacrifices with today’s economy being what it is.”
 
   Mark exhaled, concern clouding his face. “I had no idea.”
 
   “Mark, I’m kidding!” Dani laughed.
 
   “That wasn’t funny.” Mark smiled. “Oh, good, here is that dress you liked. It would be perfect for the interview.” Mark took a printed sundress from one of the shop girls and held it up to her. “What do you think?”
 
   “I love it, but it costs more than everything else you’ve already bought. This isn’t necessary, Mark,” Dani protested, but she gazed longingly. 
 
   “Not an issue, kid. It looks great.”
 
   Mark handed the dress back to the store employee and took another swig of his energy drink. Dani noted that this was his third so far today. “You sure you don’t want one of these?” Mark lifted his can in Dani’s direction. “I’m not used to being up this early.” 
 
   “No, I don’t need a Red Bull. And it’s one o’clock.”
 
   “I know,” Mark said with a nod. “Like I said, it’s early.”
 
   “In some parts of the world, it’s not unheard of for people to wake up before lunchtime,” Dani said. “Very odd, I know, but it is acceptable.” Mark laughed.
 
   “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” Mark started, as he moved to the register, “I made arrangements for you tomorrow with Kayla Dodd to go to the beach club. She and her brother and sister are going to swing by and pick you up tomorrow at ten. By the way, the club has kick-ass crab cakes with wasabi guacamole. And take this.” Mark handed a credit card to Dani. “I’m sure you’ll need things while you’re here, so just charge whatever you want.”
 
   Dani had a credit card in her mother’s name to use only in extreme emergencies, but this card obviously wasn’t just for dire situations. Dani took the card hesitantly. She certainly wouldn’t use this unless absolutely necessary. Absolutely, completely, no-other-choice necessary. “Thanks, Mark.”
 
   The brunette behind the counter finally finished ringing up the purchases and announced the cost. Dani gripped the counter. “Whoa! Miss, I think you’ve made a mistake with the zeros.”
 
   “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Mark said, reassuring the young brunette. Dani watched in awe as Mark simply pulled out a roll of cash from his pocket and counted out hundred dollar bills. “Actually, I was expecting more.”
 
   Dani noticed some paparazzi on the sidewalk looking into the boutique. But instead of getting annoyed, she was excited. After all, she was with Mark. Her father took the bags and held out his arm for Dani to loop hers through his. The two marched out of the store, and the paparazzi went wild.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   “Are you nervous? Don’t be. Barry Kinch is okay. Most of the time. But he might try to get you to cry, so watch out for that.” The stylist that Mark hired pulled Dani’s hair and clipped sections into large rollers. Despite the fact that he had dropped thousands of dollars on new clothes for Dani this morning, Mark insisted that the stylist bring a rolling hanger full of more outfits for Dani to try on. “Have you ever been on television before?” she asked. 
 
   “Only if you count being videotaped while opening my Christmas presents.”
 
   “Okay, let’s let your hair set for a while. Take off your clothes.” The stylist looked expectantly at Dani.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “It’s time to tan. Strip down to your undies, my friend.”
 
   “Uh, I don’t think I have time to go tanning right now.” 
 
   “Spray tan, Dani. You’ve never had one? All you do is stand in the tub in your underwear and I’ll spray. You’ll glow like you’ve lived your entire life on the beach. You can just pull your bra straps down and tuck them under your arms.”
 
   Dani gripped the sides of the swivel stool. “Nope, not going to happen. You are not spraying me down like you’re sealing a deck.”
 
   “Look in the mirror. Right now you’re fair-skinned, but on TV you’ll look like Anne Hathaway’s long-lost ghost. You’ll thank me for this.”
 
   A few minutes later, after more examples of pale celebrities who shouldn’t venture onto the red carpet without a tan, Dani stood still in the Jacuzzi tub while the stylist sprayed her and declared that Dani was now “radiant, youthful, and healthy.” 
 
   When her tan dried, Dani sat back down in front of the mirror, refusing to open her eyes and see her color. She was probably neon orange. “Fine. I’ll do your makeup, finish your hair, and then can open your eyes. Agreed?” the stylist asked.
 
   “Agreed.” 
 
   Aside from the strange tanning experience, Dani had to admit that it was incredibly fun to be pampered. She could feel fake eyelashes being pressed onto her eyelids and eyeliner being applied. 
 
   “I’m doing dark eyes and natural lips on you. With the dress we chose, this will be perfect.”
 
   “I’m just going to trust you,” said Dani. She was crazy about her outfit. A plum-colored Marc Jacobs bubble dress paired with navy blue Jimmy Choo pumps with a purple toe. Leila wouldn’t mind the shoes, but the short dress was sure to invite comparisons to teen pop stars if her mother was polite, and prostitutes if she wasn’t.
 
   The stylist finished Dani’s hair and then pushed her off the stool and into the bedroom to get dressed. “Don’t peek until you have the whole outfit on. I want you to soak in the new you all at once!”
 
    Once she had put on her new clothes and the simple earrings and bracelet, Dani took a look at herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirror. Wow. It was a lot easier to feel confident about the impending interview now that she looked like this! She ran her hands through her hair, enjoying the feel of the soft curl that added the fullness she had always wanted. She admitted to herself that the outfit was tighter than what she usually wore, but the way it clung to her thin waist and the curve of her hips was definitely flattering. 
 
   “Say something!” the stylist begged. “God, don’t tell me you hate it, because you were supposed to be downstairs ten minutes ago. And I know your foundation looks twenty times too dark, but it’ll read perfectly on camera.”
 
   “I love it,” Dani said as she ran her hands over the expensive skirt. “I don’t hate it at all.” 
 
   “That’s what I want to hear. Are you ready?’
 
   Dani nodded and mentally reviewed the interview instructions that Mark’s publicist had given her earlier. (Look relaxed, don’t fuss with your hair or touch your face, and keep your legs crossed at all times. All times! You’ll be wearing underwear, right? Answer Barry Kinch’s questions honestly, but don’t unlock doors for him to throw open. Don’t lie or he’ll catch you. Short answers.) 
 
   “Ready.” Dani shook her hands to relieve her nerves. She would present herself and let Mark make a few statements to set the record straight. Then the media would leave them alone. 
 
   Dani went to the top of the staircase that overlooked the living room. Lighting equipment and cameras surrounded one of the leather loveseats in the living room. She hadn’t realized there would be so many people for one interview, and the spacious room was crowded. 
 
   The stylist grabbed her by the shoulders and whispered in her ear. “Repeat after me. I am a bronze goddess! I am a bronze goddess!”
 
   Dani suppressed a smile but obediently declared, “I am a bronze goddess!” before making her way down the stairs.
 
    
 
   **********
 
    
 
   Mark Ocean gave Barry Kinch his best camera angles and proceeded to deliver the Celebrity City audience exactly what they wanted. The last time this show had wanted to interview him had been over three years ago, and he was not going to blow this opportunity. The stylist had transformed Dani into a strikingly attractive young woman, and he was thrilled that his daughter hadn’t turned out to be some nerdy, scraggly dork. He was impressed at how well she was holding up as Barry asked them questions. Mark affectionately put his arm behind Dani on the back of the couch. 
 
   Barry Kinch leaned his face full of pancake makeup forward, squinted his eyes with false sincerity, and asked, “Mark, tell me, what is it like to, overnight, have a teenage daughter in your life?”
 
   Mark pursed his lips together as if deep in thought. “It’s indescribable, Barry. Very emotional, obviously, but I’m absolutely overjoyed to welcome Danielle into my life. She is incredibly bright and charming. And she’s obviously beautiful.” Mark leaned his head into Dani and shrugged slightly, as if incredulous at his good fortune. 
 
   “But how did you feel when you found out that your ex-lover had kept this colossal secret from you for all these years? Did you feel betrayed? Dani’s mother, Leila, covered up her daughter’s paternity every single day for the past fifteen years.” 
 
   The look on Barry’s face told Mark that he was desperately hoping Mark would criticize Leila. But he wasn’t falling for it. “Dani’s mother made difficult choices in her life, and I fully believe she had the best of intentions. I’m just happy to have my daughter now.” Mark paused and held a clenched fist up to his mouth, as if suppressing emotion. “I just want to show Dani my world. Show her who I am. And hopefully see who she is.” Mark looked wistfully at Dani. “I’m embracing the idea of fatherhood. I’m so excited that I want to rush out and take my kid to the zoo and the aquarium, but I suppose she’s a little past that stage now, huh?” Mark laughed. “We have a lot of catching up to do.” 
 
   Barry nodded vigorously. “Mark, when this story first broke, you insisted that you were not Danielle’s father. Tell us why you denied your daughter.”
 
   “I’m quite ashamed of my behavior, Barry.” Mark bit his lip. “I was in shock. I had never pictured myself as a father and couldn’t fathom that this stunning girl was mine. Was a part of me. I’m embarrassed, but it took a little time for me to take it all in.” Mark’s eyes glistened, and he knew that the effect was magnificent. “All I can do now is apologize to Dani and do everything I can to make it up to her.”
 
   “And Dani? What on earth was it like to learn that your biological father is this man here?” He gestured enthusiastically at her father, as though he were the Dalai Llama. “The incredible Mark Ocean himself?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know that it was different than it would be for anyone who learns who their real father is. True, he happens to be a movie star, but I just wanted to meet him and find out what kind of man he is.” Dani answered smoothly.
 
   “So, tell me, what kind of man is he?” Barry asked.
 
   “I’m just getting to know him.” Dani said. “But he’s really nice.”
 
   Mark resisted the urge to frown. Nice? Nice was not going to cut it. For an honor student, she should have come up with something significantly more descriptive than nice. “I’ll tell you what kind of man I am, Barry.” Mark struck a thoughtful and somber pose. “I’m just a man like any other man. A man sitting beside a daughter that he wants to know and love.” Okay, it was a little Notting Hill, but it did the trick because Barry looked like he was about to cry.
 
   The Celebrity City crew and Barry Kinch finally cleared out. The interview had gone very well. Mark checked his watch. The segment would air at seven. 
 
   Mark went into the kitchen and pulled an energy drink from the fridge. He’d done it. That one interview had started the transformation. He and Renna had a phone date to watch Celebrity City tonight, and then he was going to celebrate with the blonde reality-TV girl for a late dinner. She would love the media frenzy that was about to unleash. Speaking of dinner, it occurred to Mark that Dani would need to eat. He rifled through the kitchen for take-out menus. He set them on the counter and headed outside for a swim. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Dani stood in front of the refrigerator hoping to find something for breakfast besides the leftover Thai food from the night before. Mark had a year’s supply of Red Bull, but nothing remotely resembling eggs, toast, or cereal. She had only fifteen minutes until Kayla was coming to pick her up for the beach club. Dani was wearing one of her new bikinis and had stuffed one of her new bags with towels and sunscreen. She also had the credit card from her father and her new iPhone, which Christopher had given her last night. 
 
   Dani shut the fridge and decided that she’d have to get something to eat at the club. 
 
   “Oh, I didn’t know anyone else was up. You must be Dani. I’m Bridgett. Is there coffee?” 
 
   Dani spun around to see who belonged to the sleepy voice. No way! There, right in front of her, stood the Rock of Love girl! Her name definitely wasn’t Bridgett on the show. The Brett Michael’s reject had on a sheer spaghetti-strap tank top and a purple thong. 
 
   Dani bit her cheek to keep from laughing at the sight of this girl in her father’s kitchen. “Nope, no coffee, although there is plenty of Red Bull in the fridge.”
 
   “Yay! That’s perfect!” The bubbly, busty young woman—who couldn’t have been much older than twenty—skipped over to the fridge and helped herself to a can.
 
   Dani put on her most casual voice. “So, you were on…”
 
   “Yup. Made it to the top five.” Bridgett proudly wiggled five fingers at Dani. “Brett kicked me off when I got wasted on tequila and barfed on his cowboy hat. He said I partied too hard even for him.” 
 
   Dani couldn’t help herself. She had to ask. “So, is Brett Michaels a good kisser? He looks a little tonguey, if you ask me.”
 
   “He’s very good. I mean, compared to your father—”
 
   “No, no!” Dani stopped her, immediately regretting her question. “I don’t want to hear about anything about Mark and his romantic talents or lack thereof.” 
 
   A cell phone rang and Dani wondered where Bridgett could have stashed it on her body.
 
   “Hon, your purse is calling.” The blonde shook her high ponytail in the direction of Dani’s bag.
 
   “Oh! My first call.” Dani rushed to her purse and answered. “Hello?”
 
   “Dani, why haven’t you called me?” It was Leila.
 
   “Hi, Mom,” Dani said happily. “Well, I did email you three times. How did you get this number? And don’t blame me for the cell phone. Mark gave it to me. Did you see the interview last night? Can you believe I was on television?”
 
   “Mark’s assistant, Christopher, emailed me your cell phone number, and, yes, I did see the interview. I think you handled yourself nicely. It was much less awful than I imagined.” 
 
   Dani had watched the show alone in her room. Well, watched might be a generous term. She had buried her head under a pillow and peeked out occasionally. The show’s staff had procured her high school yearbook picture, the paparazzi photos of her and Sam, and the footage from her shopping trip with Mark. There had even been a clip shot outside the airport, although she hadn’t noticed any cameras then. 
 
   “Did you see what I was wearing? Wasn’t it cute? And Mark had someone do my hair and makeup, so you can’t throw a fit because they said that I needed all that in order not to look freakishly pasty on camera, so—”
 
   “You looked wonderful,” Leila said. 
 
   “Yeah, you looked totally hot,” Bridgett piped in.
 
   Dani held a finger to her lips to quiet her father’s date. She didn’t want to explain to Leila why a semi-nude woman of questionable legal age was in Mark’s kitchen. 
 
   “So you and your father are getting along well?” Leila prompted.
 
   “Yeah, it’s going fine. This house is fantastic, Mom. He took me shopping yesterday, and I’m leaving in a minute to go to a beach club with the daughter of a friend of his. Oh, there’s the horn outside, Mom. I’ll call you later.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   Leaving the house, Dani walked smack into a gorgeous redhead, who smiled at her. “Sorry, I told Pete not to beep the horn. It’s totally rude.” 
 
   “No problem. You must be Kayla?”
 
   “Kayla Dodd at your service. Ready and willing to corrupt a Michigan transplant and introduce you to West Coast life.” She winked at Dani. 
 
   Kayla’s thick, shiny hair fell over her shoulders and Dani was filled with envy. She did still have some curl left over from yesterday’s professional styling, but it was impossible not to be overwhelmed with insecurity while in front of this modelesque beauty. Kayla’s skin glowed, and Dani had no idea redheads could tan so nicely. She silently thanked Mark for having hooked her up with such fashionable beachwear, since Kayla’s low-cut sundress and high-heeled sandals were stylish enough for a cocktail party. 
 
   Kayla took Dani’s hand and pulled her down the stairs to the curved driveway, where a white Range Rover sat idling. “Come on. Come meet everyone.”
 
   Dani followed Kayla into the back seat and hadn’t even put on her seatbelt when Kayla began the introductions. “Everyone, this is Dani, the infamous long-lost love child of the one and only Mark Ocean. My sister Ava is the prima donna in the front seat, and our driver today is her boyfriend Pete.” 
 
   Pete and Ava turned and gave a little wave. Ava was on her cell phone, berating someone. “I said one-of-a-kind gown! Not some off-the-rack freak show creation. You better not screw this up or I’ll make you wish you’d never been born,” Ava threatened, before tossing her cell into a Coach bag. “Idiot. Total frickin’ idiot.” Ava pulled a pair of red sunglasses down onto her eyes and turned back to Dani. “Sorry. I’m having my seventeenth birthday party at the beach club in a few weeks and it’s impossible to get anything done properly.”
 
   “Oh, do you have a party planner?” Dani asked.
 
   “An event planner,” she corrected. “But that was my father on the phone. He actually suggested that I buy my dress from a store. Like that’s going to happen. Can you imagine me showing up at my own party wearing a dress that anybody could go out and buy? I’ve told that man ten times that I’m wearing an original design. I mean, how hard can it be to make a few phone calls?” Ava flipped her brown highlights to one side and shook her head in disgust. 
 
   “Babe, you know you’ll end up with the perfect dress and the perfect party. You know how to get what you want, right?” Pete put a hand on his girlfriend’s leg as he accelerated. 
 
   Dani leaned forward to look across Kayla at the guy sitting in the back seat. Kayla waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, that’s just my older brother, Nathan. Apparently he’s my biological brother, although without DNA proof, I refuse to accept that. I apologize in advance for any dorkiness you are forced to endure.”
 
   “Good to meet you,” Nathan said. “And I apologize in advance for any bitchiness you have to put up with from Kayla.” He wrapped an arm around his sister, forcibly pulled her in for a hug, and rubbed the top of her head, messing up her hair. “She just pretends to hate me, but deep down she is proud as peaches of her doting brother.”
 
   “Let me go, you infantile jackass!” Kayla wrestled herself out of Nathan’s grip and ran her hands through her hair. “I swear to God you better start behaving, or Dani will run screaming back to Michigan.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, too, Nathan,” Dani said, laughing. 
 
   Nathan’s soft brown curls fell over his ears, and Dani immediately liked his ruddy appearance. If it weren’t for him, Dani would have considered the possibility that all California teens were of a distinctly different breed from Michigan teens. The group’s flawless appearance was moderately unnerving, so Nathan’s casual surf attire and friendly smile helped put Dani at ease. 
 
   “I saw your interview last night,” Kayla said. “Was that your first one?”
 
   “Was it that obvious?”
 
   “I think you did really well.” Nathan said. 
 
   “I could barely watch the segment on television. I hope it was my first and last interview. It was probably awful.”
 
   “I swear to you it wasn’t bad at all,” Kayla said, as she studied Dani’s face. “You have very good bone structure for television. I should know. Have you seen me on the soap Shorelines? I have a recurring guest spot as the barista at the coffee shop. I’m perfectly symmetrical, you know.” Kayla lifted herself up so she could admire herself in the rear view mirror. “That’s why I part my hair in the middle. To accentuate the even alignment of my features. You could fold my face in half and everything would match up exactly. It’s very rare.” 
 
   “Oh,” Dani said not knowing how to respond to an announcement of facial symmetry. “Very remarkable.”
 
   “Yeah, there’s a lot of remarkable things about my sister,” Nathan added.
 
   “Most people have minor flaws, but our mother used to be a supermodel, so Ava and I have an advantage over the rest of the population. Poor Nathan, as you can see, somehow missed out.”
 
   Dani thought he was pretty cute no matter what dominated his genetic make up. He had kind of a younger Joshua Jackson look that she liked. 
 
   “Oops, here we go, kids. Paparazzi at three o’clock.” Pete glanced out of the passenger’s seat window. “Our guest today is attracting attention.”
 
   Dani’s stomach dropped as she looked to the right. “Where did they come from?” A silver Acura had pulled up next to the Land Rover and was matching their speed. The back window rolled down, and a photographer stuck his upper body out while he aimed a camera at Pete’s vehicle. 
 
   “Is that Sanchez?” Kayla asked. “Ava, wave hello!” Ava dutifully waved, and both the driver and photographer waved back. 
 
   “You got Dani McKinley with you today?” the driver hollered.
 
   Ava looked back at Dani questioningly, but she was unsure what to say.
 
   Before she could make a decision, Kayla had whipped out her phone and was texting. A moment later, she had an incoming message. “Okay, we can make a deal with them. They can get shots of us as we arrive at the club, and then they’ll back off.”
 
   “You just texted the paparazzi?” Dani asked. “I thought we were supposed to ignore them and keep our heads down.”
 
   “Good luck with that,” Pete said sarcastically. 
 
   “Dani, I have about ten seconds to text him back,” Kayla explained. “Take the deal or else they’ll get into the club and haunt you for the rest of the day.”
 
   Dani wasn’t sure what to do, but Kayla obviously had experience with the paparazzi. “Okay, whatever you say.”
 
   Kayla sent out a message, and the photographer started snapping photos as they approached the beach club gates.
 
   “Watch it, Pete, or you’ll miss the valet!” Ava shrieked.
 
   “I’m not going to miss the valet, babe. You think I’d make a delicate creature like yourself walk?” Pete teased his girlfriend.
 
   For a moment, Dani wasn’t sure they were at a beach club at all. Had they made another stop? The sprawling club was unlike any place she’d been to in Michigan. Dani’s jaw dropped as she hopped out of the car and followed Kayla to the cobbled path that led to the main entrance. While Pete handed the car over to a valet, Kayla looped her arm through Dani’s.
 
   “Look pretty for the camera,” Kayla instructed. “I promise you it’s worth giving them a few shots.” Kayla flipped her red hair to the side and gave a practiced look. 
 
   Dani flashed back to the day in front of her high school when she and Sam had been barraged. But Kayla knew how to handle these lunatics. Ava hung back with Pete, and Nathan had already disappeared ahead of them into the club. Dani smiled weakly back at Kayla and swung her purse over her shoulder, trying to imitate the pose.
 
   “Sanchez, this is Dani McKinley.” Kayla flirted with the photographer. “And you better play nice with her. Don’t be a dick, got it?”
 
   The photographer emerged from behind his camera. “You think I’d do anything to piss you off, beautiful?”
 
   Sanchez kept clicking away as Kayla changed her poses with Dani until he nodded, indicating that he had what he wanted. “You’re gorgeous, Dani. Great shots.”
 
   They entered the clubhouse, and Dani marveled at the expansive reception area. She silently trailed behind Kayla as they walked through the airy room to reach a marble front desk. “This is where you check in,” Kayla said. 
 
   “Welcome, Ms. McKinley. Here is the key to your suite. Mr. Ocean has given you full-access status, so please charge whatever you’d like to the account. Is there anything we can do for you right now?” 
 
   “I don’t think so,” Dani answered numbly. A suite? 
 
   Kayla directed Dani outside to a long section of the building. “You’re suite two-fourteen? Good, you’re only a few doors down from us. Since we have our suits on, we can go straight down to the cabana. They should have our towels and chairs ready. Don’t worry, my monstrous sister and her boyfriend will sequester themselves far away from us.”
 
   “Why do I have a suite?” Dani asked.
 
   “You can shower and change there. Order lunch or dinner inside, if you want. You can schedule a massage in your room or have one in the cabana. And if you get lucky with one of the hottie lifeguards, you can hole up there for a little afternoon delight.” Kayla raised her eyebrows suggestively. “This is an incestuous little group here, so you’re sure to fall prey to one our local boys soon enough. Oooh, Chelsea and Violet are here already!” Kayla waved happily at two girls lazing in cushioned lounge chairs next to a large white tent. “I can’t wait for you to meet them. Come on!” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   “I kid you not,” Kayla’s friend Chelsea insisted as she sipped a papaya spritzer. Chelsea had just finished filling Dani in on the perks of having a mother who owned the country’s most-watched home shopping network. “Believe me, my mother could spend hours telling you how any one of her contraptions would change your life. If you ever need a gold lamé purse, an outfit designed by Beyonce’s mother, or an automatic stainless-steel vacuum-sealer, I’m your girl. Don’t be shy.” 
 
   “I’ve always had a deep interest in vacuum-sealing, so I may take you up on that.” Dani smiled, adjusted her bikini bottom, and stretched her arms above her head, relaxing in the sun. 
 
   “So, Dani, what do you think of California so far? Is this your first time out here?” Violet looked around, trying to signal a waiter for more drinks. 
 
   Violet had the quintessential California-blonde look. Her golden hair ran down her back, nearly reaching her waist, and was streaked with perfect white highlights. She’d told Dani that she was also fifteen, but Dani found it nearly impossible to reconcile her age with her very shapely figure. Dani’s first impulse had been to hate this beautiful girl, but she was so friendly—and seemingly oblivious to her beauty—that it made it impossible not to be drawn to her. Her father was apparently a highly paid motivational speaker who traveled the country lifting the spirits of the depressed wealthy.
 
   “This is my first trip to L.A., and so far it’s been great. The circumstances are a bit unusual, but I’m loving it,” Dani said.
 
   “Do you have some fun plans with your new father?” Kayla asked.
 
   “I’m going to Mark’s premiere for The Clone Faction in a few days, so that should be cool.”
 
   “Fantastic! I don’t suppose you’ve hit the red carpet before, huh? Do you have a dress yet?”
 
   “Mark said he is arranging for one. I have no idea what it looks like.”
 
   “Do you know who the designer is?” Violet asked. “That’s all that matters.”
 
   “Um, I have no idea. He did say Carrie Underwood had worn one like it…”
 
   “Oh, God. This could go either way,” Chelsea said with alarm. “If the dress blows, call us and we’ll help you out.”
 
   “Absolutely.” Kayla said with excitement. “And don’t worry. We won’t let Chelsea do your hair.”
 
   “Shut up,” said Chelsea. Her black hair was streaked with strips of electric pink. “This hair makes my mother so insane that I can’t stop dyeing it. I think I have an addiction. Last winter, these pink strips were blue. It drives her crazy. Same deal with my clothes and makeup. You’ll never catch me wearing some perfectly tasteful Diane Von Furstenberg dress.”
 
   Violet’s eyes widened. “Yeah, you should have seen her mother when she saw what Chelsea was wearing to the fall formal at school. Black army boots with a sheer, shredded, Courtney Love-inspired masterpiece of a design. And the leather arm cuffs didn’t help your poor mom, either!” 
 
   “I hate all this black stuff,” Chelsea moaned. “Half the reason I come to the beach club is so I can wear a bathing suit and get out of that junk.” 
 
   “One day you’ll have tortured your mother enough.” Kayla turned to Dani. “So, what’s your beach club like at home?” 
 
   Dani sat up and surveyed the gorgeous ocean and even more gorgeous people around her. “We don’t exactly have a beach club. There is a lake nearby that I go to in the summer. My best friend Sam is working there this year at the canteen, but she’s hoping to get a lifeguard job when she’s old enough. Our lake doesn’t begin to compare with this. Or with the lifeguards…” Dani’s voice trailed off as she eyed a tan guard in low-rise orange trunks.
 
   “It’s true. Our lifeguards are none too shabby,” Kayla agreed. “And speaking of none too shabby, check out who’s here today.” Chelsea and Violet immediately rolled their heads to check out a muscular, dark-haired god who was coming out of the ocean. “Jason, Jason, Jason. Who knew anyone could look so hot at sixteen? God help me, but that boy gets me every time,” Kayla crooned. 
 
   Dani could see why. As Jason neared the group of four girls, Dani took in the wet hottie. Totally buff body, deep green eyes, and tremendous smile. None of the boys at her high school looked like this.
 
   “Hello, ladies,” he said smoothly, interrupting the business of admiring him. “How is everyone today. Ah, a newcomer. Who is this lovely woman?”
 
   Dani’s mouth got dry, and she couldn’t prevent the blush that crept over her face. 
 
   “This is Dani McKinley,” Kayla said. “Mark Ocean’s daughter. She is here from Michigan for a week. And Dani, this is Jason Young. His father plays for the Dodgers.”
 
   Dani noticed that everyone here was introduced by what his or her parents did. She shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Jason.” Where had her awkwardly seductive voice suddenly come from?
 
   “It’s beyond pleasurable to meet you.” Jason took her hand and raised it to his lips. 
 
   “God, Jason, do you ever stop?” Kayla laughed, but it was clear that Jason was undeniably charming.
 
   “Aw, Kayla, don’t tell me you’re jealous?” Jason teased as he sat down on her lounge chair. “You’ll always be my favorite California girl!” Jason lay his wet body on top of hers, eliciting squeals from Kayla.
 
   “Jason, you’re freezing! Get off me!”
 
   “You love me, baby, cold and wet or hot and dry.” Jason kissed her affectionately on the cheek. “Where’s that loser brother of yours? Surfing with his loser friends as usual?” Jason sat up and reached for one of the neatly stacked beach towels.
 
   “Yeah, I saw him out there a few minutes ago. But don’t start anything today, okay? Dani doesn’t need to witness a smack down.”
 
   “For you, my dear, I’ll restrain myself from kicking your brother’s ass.” Jason turned to Dani as he toweled himself down. “So Miss Dani California, what’s on the agenda while you’re in town?”
 
   She was sure she looked repulsive in her bikini next to Kayla, Chelsea, and Violet, but she couldn’t exactly throw a huge towel over herself now. “Not much. I was just telling them that I’m going to my father’s premiere on Saturday.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. The Clone Faction, right? It looks good.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. It looks terrible,” Dani said.
 
   “Okay, true. It does look terrible,” Jason admitted, “but you’ll have fun anyway. If you want, I could come by and give you a training session before you go. A lot of people around here do a last minute workout before they go in front of the cameras. Not that you need much enhancing, mind you,” Jason said softly. “But if you’re nervous, it might help you to work out and de-stress beforehand.”
 
   “Jason wants to be a celebrity trainer,” Kayla explained. “He’s actually really good, Dani. You should take him up on it. My trainer is more interested in checking out my ass than sculpting it. Have Jason come by, Dani. He’ll have you jacked up in an hour, and you’ll great.”
 
   “Okay, sure,” Dani agreed. It couldn’t hurt to work out before the premiere. 
 
   “Cool. I’ll get your address from Kayla later. How about I come by at noon on Saturday?” Jason asked.
 
   Dani faced Jason, presenting what she hoped was a flattering pose. “Great. Thanks.”
 
   “God, I’m starving. Are you ready for lunch?” Nathan showed up behind Jason, wearing an unzipped wet suit and holding a surfboard. “Jason, what’s up, man?” Nathan held out his hand. 
 
   Jason ignored Nathan. “Dani? I’ll see you Saturday.”
 
   Nathan eyed Dani with surprise and then changed the subject. “So are you all hungry?”
 
   “Famished.” Kayla said, rubbing her flat stomach. “Nathan, can you grab a menu for Dani?”
 
   “You bet.” Nathan brought the menu from the cabana and handed it to Dani. He gave a friendly wave to a nearby waiter. “I’d like to place an order for the Dodd account.”
 
   “I want the Moroccan couscous salad,” said Violet, running her fingers through her long blonde tendrils
 
   “Mahi mahi in a whole wheat wrap,” Chelsea decided. “Extra fennel slaw.”
 
   “And I want the crab and artichoke panini,” Kayla added. “How about you, Dani?”
 
   At least these tiny girls ate. Dani had been afraid they would order scented water and steamed vegetables. Dani flipped through the pages, confused.
 
   Nathan leaned down and turned a page for her. “This is the one you want,” he explained. “One is a hangover menu, one’s a relaxation menu, and one’s a carb-free, fat-free, and gluten-free menu. Also taste-free, if you ask me. This is the normal one. I recognize that it’s idiotic, but welcome to the lifestyles of the rich and spoiled.” Dani could feel his warm breath on her ear, and cool drops of ocean water fell from his body onto her chest.
 
   “Um, is there just a sandwich of some kind?” Dani scanned the page for something resembling a normal turkey club or a BLT.
 
   “How about this?” Nathan reached his hand over Dani’s shoulder, grazing her shoulder, and pointed to a harmless-sounding chicken wrap. Dani nodded, thanking him for the help. 
 
   “And I’ll have the veggie burger, please.” Nathan spoke politely to the waiter.
 
   “How manly,” Kayla said, her voiced loaded with sarcasm. “Will you be getting a whipped smoothie with that?”
 
   He ignored his sister. “I’m going for a quick swim. And Dani? Watch out for Jason.”
 
   “Oh, my God!” Kayla said. “Are you flirting with Dani?” 
 
   Embarrassed, Nathan jogged away.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Dani defended Nathan.
 
   “Seriously, you cannot possibly find my dorky brother in the least bit attractive. Can you?” Kayla pulled off her sunglasses.
 
   “There was not even the illusion of anything more than a normal, friendly exchange between me and your brother. And he’s not dorky.”
 
   “Jason is one thing. But Nathan? Ick.” Kayla shivered at the thought.
 
   “Oh, leave her alone, Kay!” Chelsea raised her eyebrows and gave Dani a sympathetic look. “She has limited time here, so she’s got to pack in as many boys as she can. A girl after my own heart,” she said, pleased.
 
   “You’re fitting in already,” Violet said approvingly. “Hey, Dani, you should come over tomorrow night. I’m having a slumber spa with the girls.”
 
   “A slumber spa?” 
 
   “Yeah, a slumber party and a spa night all in one. You’ll love it.”
 
   “Sure. Let me check with Mark, but if it’s okay with him, I’ll come.” 
 
   “Give me your phone, and I’ll add my info.”
 
   Dani got her phone out of her purse. “I’m not even sure how to use this thing.”
 
   “Aw, your first iPhone? I’ll help you.” Violet sent the device into a flurry of beeping noises as she tapped away at the tiny keys.
 
   Kayla rummaged through her Birkin bag and sighed with aggravation. “Have any of you seen my phone? I just had it in the car. This is the second one I’ve lost! I’m ordering two this time so I can have a backup.” Kayla leapt off her chair. “Girls, that’s enough vitamin D for the day. We don’t want revolting tan lines marring our décolletage, do we?” She handed tubes of SPF 60 around. “Dani, you’ll come tanning with us after this, right?”
 
   “Aren’t we tanning now?”
 
   “No, silly. Spray tanning. Right now we’re just showing off our previous spray tans and adding a hint of natural color.”
 
   “Oh, right. Sorry.” Dani was getting a real education today. Four different lunch menus? Fake tanning after lying out in the sun? Sons of professional baseball players offering up their training services? Cabanas with plush towels and private suites with showers and bedrooms? 
 
   Kayla moved off her chair and began applying sunscreen to Dani’s back. “Don’t worry, new girl. We’ll take care of you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Mark opened his front door to find his daughter teetering in a pair of high-heeled sequined shoes and clutching a fistful of shopping bag handles. “Didn’t I give you a key?”
 
   “Well, no. I guess I forgot to ask you for one.” Dani’s cheeks were pink from her day in the sun, and her eyes sparkled with happiness. “Sorry, I should have remembered to get one.”
 
   “Here, let me take your bags. How was the club? Did you get along with Kayla? I see she took you shopping.” Mark walked through the foyer and into the living room, where he set the bags onto one of the sofas. “What’d you get?”
 
   “About that…” Dani pressed her lips together and flashed him an apologetic face. “Kayla, Chelsea, and Violet insisted I go shopping with them after we left the club, and they swore they’d impale themselves with the heels of these shoes if I didn’t get them. According to the girls, I now look leggy and statuesque?” She raised a foot in the air for him to see, nearly throwing herself off balance. “And the shoes were apparently inseparable from this dress,” Dani said, as she pulled a yellow garment from one of the bags. “And when Kayla watched me try on the dress, the poor thing almost collapsed at the state of my…of my…delicates.” Dani squeezed her eyes shut with embarrassment. “So she yanked me into Stella McCartney and made me buy a year’s worth of replacement, um…items,” she stammered. “I feel like I belong at the Playboy mansion! I’ll pay you back for everything, I really will. I just didn’t know how to stop them. They were on spending autopilot! Then they took me tanning and then to some organic beauty product place where I got covered in jojoba oil and slathered in chemical-free eye shadow. Seriously, I could eat everything they put on my face and not keel over. It’s all plant-based. That’s bag number three.” Dani pointed hesitantly to a cloth shoulder bag. “I had to buy the hemp bag to carry my purchases because they don’t use plastic bags there. I’m fully aware that this is all insanely superficial and materialistic, but…” her voice trailed off. “I’m so sorry, this stuff cost an unearthly amount of money.”
 
   “It sounds like you had a great time, and there is no way you are paying your own father back for anything. So, tell me about the girls. I gather Kayla took good care of you?”
 
   “She was so nice! They all were.” Dani bubbled. “Even though Kayla informed me that I would be a candidate for social disgrace if I didn’t smell like banana-mango-basil oil, and so then she forced me to buy a vat of the perfume. Oh, Violet is having a slumber party at her house tomorrow night, and she wants me to come. Would that be all right? And I’m sorry I didn’t call you earlier, but I didn’t know how late it had gotten. I’m usually much more responsible.” 
 
   Mark wondered if the kid was going to stop to breathe. “Kayla is going to be there, too?” he asked.
 
   Dani nodded.
 
   “Of course. You can do whatever you like. How about you go change, and we’ll go out to dinner.” Mark wanted to take her to eat at small Italian restaurant. They were sure to be photographed there, but it was a less desperately obvious choice than others. “And I’m glad you’re making some friends here,” he said. Dani startled him by leaning in to him for a moment before she went upstairs to shower. 
 
   Mark went into his study and Googled himself on his laptop. He was relieved when he saw the picture of himself and Dani on Perez Hilton. Perez was finally softening up on him. He browsed through more search results and bookmarked some of the better shots. Mark smugly noted that he really didn’t have a bad side—all the pictures of him were pretty spectacular.
 
   He was glad that his daughter was making friends with Kayla. Now he just needed to get closer to Evan Dodd. But, God, there was hardly any time to do what needed to be done. He needed to find a way to connect more deeply with his daughter. And he needed her to stay in California longer. Long enough so that he could take advantage of her budding friendship with Kayla. Sure, Dani had been temporarily hypnotized by the lure of beach clubs and Fred Segal but she needed to admire him.
 
   What could he do to entice Dani to stay with him? 
 
   Mark began rifling through a file cabinet that held old audition pieces that he used years ago when he’d had hopes of landing meaningful roles. Within a few minutes, he had pulled out a few scripts that he stacked neatly on top of his desk.
 
   These should do the trick.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   Dani wiggled her toes in the soapy water and inhaled the aroma of apricot that emanated from the bubbling foot spa. She leaned back into the cushion of the oversized armchair and watched her new friends, who were spread across Violet’s living room, all enjoying various sorts of pampering. Chelsea lay on her back on a massage table, a towel draped over her, while a masseuse rubbed her calves. Violet’s face was soaking up the benefits of an avocado mask.
 
   Dani had attended more sleepovers than she could count, but this one at Violet’s house was in a completely different league. The woman in charge of beautifying her toes was removing her feet from the foot spa and toweling them off in preparation for a full pedicure.
 
   “Dani, I can’t believe you won’t get the carp pedicure.” Kayla leaned forward in her chair and pointed down at the large tank where tiny fish swam, nibbling her feet. “It’s the absolute best way to get all that dead skin off. You won’t believe how smooth your feet feel afterwards.” 
 
   Dani had forced herself not to laugh when Kayla had first explained this trendy beauty treatment. There was absolutely no way Dani was allowing fish—even supposedly toothless ones—to snack on her feet. “Um, maybe next time. This is my first pedicure, so I thought I’d start off with something more traditional.”
 
   “It doesn’t hurt, if that’s what you’re worried about. Actually, it tickles.” 
 
   “Maybe next time,” Dani said doubtfully. As it was, she was still trying to adjust to this lavish slumber party.
 
   Without considering the possibility that an innocent invitation to a night at Violet’s meant she should dress to the hilt, Dani had thrown her hair into a ponytail and left the house without a stitch of makeup. She’d been mortified when she’d shown up at Violet’s wearing sweatpants and a big T-shirt. Kayla, Chelsea, and Violet looked like they’d already spent hours primping for the evening. Much to Dani’s delight, Violet had provided wonderfully soft camisole-and-shorts sets as gifts to her guests, so Dani now coordinated perfectly with the other girls. Even Chelsea had whipped off her black clothes, removed her heavy eye makeup, and put on the required eveningwear. “Don’t tell my mother about this!” she threatened the other girls. “But, God, how cute do I look?”
 
   Violet was now slipping into a plush robe. “By the way, Dani, if you meet my parents, don’t mention anything about the food tonight. We’re only supposed to eat organic and vegan stuff, but I have a connection to the chef at Crustacean, and he agreed to sneak us some real food. Thank God my parents are away this weekend. They’re environmental nuts so all my clothes are made from hemp and other weird stuff. And, in case you’re wondering, no, it’s not the same thing as pot. You can’t get high off my clothes. Just ask my cousin. He made a fire with three of my shirts and attempted to inhale the fumes. All the more reason for me to sneak off to Wilshire Boulevard and buy some real clothes.”
 
   An hour later, after the spa people had left, Dani was seated on the floor when Kayla sat herself on the couch behind her and began running her fingers through Dani’s hair. “No offense, but you really need a new haircut. Where do you get yours done?” 
 
   “Just a small place back home. I know, my hair is too thin and straight.” Dani reached for more of the crusty shrimp mousse and topped it with a dab of kiwi sauce. Alan would love all this food, especially the trio of dumplings that had been served earlier. Dani stopped herself from thinking about Alan right now; she was having too much fun. 
 
   Kayla leaned over, her silken red hair falling out from behind her ear, and studied Dani’s face shape and hair color with a critical eye. “No, you’ve got a good start, you just need some major highlights and some more shape in the front. Violet, go get the hair pieces and we’ll poof her up!” Kayla clapped her hands excitedly. 
 
   Within minutes Kayla was pinning thick, dark hair into the top of Dani’s head. “So tell us about life in Michigan. What’s your friend Sam like? And how did you find out that Mark was your father? Who leaked that whopper to the tabloids? You must be pissed, huh?”
 
   “Ouch!” Dani winced as Kayla fiddled with the hairpiece but then answered all of her new friend’s questions. “And Sam is awesome. You would love her. We’ve been friends since we were little kids.” As Dani continued to describe Sam with all the warmth she felt for her best girlfriend, she thought about how much Sam would adore this luxurious evening. She would have to call her tomorrow and fill her in without sounding like she was bragging about her California trip.
 
   “The funny thing is,” Dani continued, “Sam has been a huge fan of Mark’s for ages and he turns out to be my father!” She detailed the unpleasant paparazzi attack outside of her high school and the subsequent discussions with her mother. “Sam is the one who really encouraged me to come out and see Mark.”
 
   “I’m glad she did. But someone must have spoken to the tabloids. Who do you think it was?” asked Chelsea.
 
   “Honestly, I can’t imagine.” Dani shook her head. “My mom swears that practically no one knew. I’m not sure that I’ll ever find out. It’s pretty twisted, though, that someone would do this to me. I mean having my paternity revealed on E!, Entertainment Tonight, and Access Hollywood wasn’t particularly delightful.”
 
   “Wow,” Violet said. “Talk about monumental news, huh?”
 
   The doorbell rang, and Violet hopped up to see who it was. She returned with Nathan. 
 
   “Oh, baby brother, you brought me my new phones!” Kayla reached her hand out. 
 
   Nathan shot his sister an irritated look and gave her the phone. “I’m a year older than you.”
 
   “Whatever. You’re just so immature that I keep forgetting.”
 
   “I’m so glad I showed up to be abused by a tyrannical princess.” He looked down at Dani. “Hey, Dani. Hope the girls haven’t corrupted you too much yet. Oh, God, Kayla, what are you doing to her?” He groaned. “There was nothing wrong with her hair, and now you’ve got her wearing that rat’s nest on her head. Leave the poor girl alone. She doesn’t need all that junk. She looks good the way she is.”
 
   “This, coming from a boy with the fashion sense of David Arquette?”
 
   “That’s my cue to leave. Have a good time, Dani.” Nathan turned and let himself out the front door. 
 
   “Someone’s got hearts in his eyes,” Chelsea sang.
 
   “What do you mean?” Dani asked.
 
   “Please. He totally wants you,” Violet said.
 
   “He does not. He’s just being nice.” Embarrassed, Dani changed the subject. “So, I have to ask you guys a question. I don’t mean to sound stupid, but why do the paparazzi photograph you? I mean, you’re not really celebrities, right?”
 
   “Honey,” Kayla said with an theatrical flair in her voice, “we’re practically royalty out here! Of course they want our picture.”
 
   “But…why?” Dani asked.
 
   “Because we’re rich,” Chelsea said unapologetically. “Or rather, our parents are rich. Very rich. And that makes us famous. Kay’s mom is an ex-supermodel, and her dad is a highly respected film producer, so she is the daughter of two legitimate celebrities.”
 
   “We’re all basically spoiled socialites,” Violet explained and then popped a bite of yellowtail sushi into her mouth. “Things could be worse.”
 
   “I love it,” Kayla said unabashedly. “The more times I get my picture taken, the better. And don’t forget that I’m on Shorelines,” Kayla added. “I’m an actress.”
 
   Chelsea rolled her eyes. “You’re the coffee girl on a soap opera, Kayla! You’re on, like, once a month! Don’t count your Oscars just yet, darling.”
 
   “So? That’s just for now. I’m sure my dad will cast me in something when he finds the right part for me.” 
 
   “Kayla, have our fathers ever worked together?” Dani asked.
 
   Chelsea did her best to suppress a smile, and Violet gave her a friendly nudge to shut her up.
 
   Kayla cleared her throat. “No, they haven’t worked together. Your father has his niche, and my father has his. And I’m guessing that never the two shall meet.”
 
   “Mark’s not that bad.” Dani suddenly felt surprisingly protective of her father.
 
   “No, not at all.” Kayla attempted to backpedal. “I just mean that he is strictly known as an action star, which is fine. It’s just that my father works with …well, different people. Have you even seen your father’s movies?”
 
   “Well, yeah.” Dani understood Kayla’s point but she didn’t like it. “But,my mother told me that Mark was very good before he started doing action.” Dani stood up to check out her hair in the mirror. “Whoa, look at me!” Dani said, distracted. “I’ve got Victoria’s Secret hair!” The addition of the hairpieces had given Dani beautiful locks that billowed over her shoulders. “Kayla, you’re a hair genius. I might never get used to the paparazzi, but I could definitely get used to this hair.”
 
    “Hey!” Kayla had stopped bouncing around the room and was glaring in the direction of the foyer. “Where the hell are my shoes? I left them right there. A pair of Roger Viviers don’t just strut their classic selves out of here. Ugh, someone give me their phone. I have to order another pair immediately or I’m going to die!”
 
   Violet adjusted one of the hairpieces on Dani’s head. “You have to wear this for the premiere tomorrow. And for Jason.” She moved to stand next to Dani. “You don’t have a boyfriend, do you? It’s way too dangerous to be near Jason if you have any hope of being faithful to someone back home.”
 
   “Nope.” Dani shook her head, admiring her reflection. “No boyfriend back home.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Jason couldn’t be any hotter. It quite simply was unimaginable that there was another human being roaming the earth whose utter deliciousness could come close to his. Dani was forty-five minutes into her pre-premiere training session with Jason, and she had barely heard any of his exercise instructions. She was in the middle of attempting some sort of newfangled pushup and was balancing on her palms while her upper body wavered on top of an exercise ball. Dani’s arms quivered, and she silently cursed her lack of upper body strength. 
 
   Here she was, working out in the sunshine by Mark’s perfect blue pool and rock waterfall, dressed in a super cute sports bra and skintight workout shorts, and all she could do was struggle to keep up with even the simplest of moves. To top off her humiliation, Jason had shown up early and caught her shaking her stuff to Britney Spears. She cursed Mark’s fantastic sound system that pumped music outside! Dani listened to all kinds of music, but why couldn’t Jason have found her listening to The Red Hot Chili Peppers? His “Dani California” reference hadn’t escaped her. Or maybe a dirty Kid Rock anthem pounding in the background? Anything but Britney! Come on. That’s what you listened to privately when you could lip synch and perform for an invisible audience in your bedroom.
 
   “Sorry,” Dani said as she fell to her elbows, causing her lower body to roll off the ball. “Are you ready to give up on me yet?” Dani flipped onto her back.
 
   “Not even close.” Jason lay down on his side next to Dani, and she admired his muscular chest. 
 
   How was it possible for a sixteen-year-old guy to look so perfect? He obviously had some genetic abnormality that made him so freakishly attractive. 
 
   Jason brushed Dani’s sweaty hair off of her cheek. “You’re actually in good shape. Obviously you’ve got a great body. You just need a little toning.”
 
   Dani lifted herself up and eyed him skeptically. “How can you possibly think I’m in good shape after that terrifically awful set of pushups?”
 
   “Nah, you’re fine. Those are tough to get the hang of. Come on, let’s do a few crunches.” Jason patted her stomach and then moved by her feet, holding her ankles firmly in his hands, and pushing her legs into a bend. “Hands behind your head, and curl up toward me.” 
 
   Dani figured she could do crunches ‘til the cows came home if she got to stare into Jason’s green eyes the entire time. Countless crunches later, she was still mesmerized by him. 
 
   Jason was staring back at her, watching her move up and down, his lips curled in a supportive smile. “Exhale on the way up. Good.” Jason said. “Okay, that’s enough or you’ll be hurting later.” Dani collapsed back onto the foam mat and stretched her legs out in front of her. “How does that feel?” Jason knelt down next to her and rubbed her stomach with his hand. 
 
   “Good,” Dani managed. “That feels good.” Despite the heat, goose bumps appeared on her arms. “Are we done?”
 
   “Unfortunately,” he said with a smile. “Where is your dad?”
 
   “I don’t know. He said he’d be back around five.” Dani pulled off her sneakers, praying her sweaty feet were not emitting any toxic odors that might make Jason run off.
 
   “Too bad. I’d like to meet him.” His hand was still on her stomach. 
 
   “Um, so, what about your parents? What are they like?” she asked, trying not to pay attention to his distracting touch.
 
   “From the little I know about them, they’re not earning any parent of the year awards. My father is gone most of the time, either for baseball games, training camp, publicity appearances, handling endorsement deals. That sort of thing. And my mother, the ultimate stereotype of a trophy wife, is right along with him, smiling and patting his back. When they are home, it’s only for a few days at a time.” Jason shrugged. “But there are perks to having the house to myself and not having parents on my case all the time.” A wry grin spread across his face. “You know what, Miss Dani California?”
 
   Dani laughed. “What, Mr. Jason Young?”
 
   “I can think of one more thing we need to do,” he said, not trying to hide the glint in his eye.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   Jason took Dani’s hands in his and pulled her to a stand. Before Dani knew what was happening, Jason had scooped her up in his arms and was heading toward the pool. “Actually, I can think of two more things.”
 
   “Jason, what are you doing?” She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. “No, way, Jason! Don’t!” she begged halfheartedly. 
 
   “You can’t stop me now,” he said as he took a few running steps and jumped into the crystal water with her.
 
   Dani held on to Jason as she went under the surface and felt his arms tighten around her as he pushed his feet off of the bottom and sent them back up for air. Jason tossed his dark hair out of his eyes as he pulled Dani to shallower water, her body still cradled in his arms. “You’re crazy,” she teased. Jason set her down on the steps that descended into the pool and moved to kneel on a lower step, facing her.
 
   “That’s what they tell me.” He splashed her playfully.
 
   “So that was one thing. What’s the second?” she asked flirtatiously.
 
   “Oh, well, the second thing,” he said with mock seriousness, “is very important. It’s something that you really can’t go without.” He placed his hands on Dani’s legs and pulled himself closer. “Or maybe it’s just something I can’t go without. I guess we’ll see.”
 
   “And that is…?”
 
   “Something I’ve been wanting to do from the moment I saw you,” 
 
   Dani forced herself to breath as Jason slid one hand slowly up her back until it rested on the back of her neck. He leaned in, brushed his lips against her cheek, and whispered in her ear. “This.” He moved his mouth along her jaw line, kissing her softly. Dani turned her head to meet his mouth, but he was working his way down to her neck. Dani rested her hands on his biceps and tilted her head back, momentarily delirious while she enjoyed the feel of his kisses. He kissed her neck confidently and firmly and just when she thought she might fall into a permanent state of bliss, Jason’s mouth found hers.
 
   Dani might not have kissed that many boys before, but she knew enough to appreciate that Jason was good. Gentle yet firm, light kisses interspersed with stronger, deeper ones. She had to will herself to keep kissing him and not break out into a giddy smile. She was making out with the dreamiest, hunkiest, yummiest, most kissable…
 
   “I should probably go,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
   “Huh?” Dani opened her eyes and shook herself out of her kissing stupor. “Yes. Absolutely. I was just about to say that. You should probably go.”
 
   “You were not going to say that,” he said, calling her on her lie.
 
   “Okay, fine, you’re right.” This time Dani splashed him. “But I have to get ready for tonight anyway.”
 
   Jason took her hand and helped her up from the steps of the pool. “I wish you were going to be here longer.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.” She unconsciously raised her fingers to her lips. “But I’m glad we had today together.”
 
   “Bye, Dani.” Jason gave her one last quick kiss and then walked past the pool toward the path that would lead him to the side of Mark’s house and out of her life. She quickly grabbed her phone off of a small table and flipped it open, aiming at Jason. This must be the reason they built cameras into cell phones, she thought as she admired Jason’s backside.
 
   Without warning, Jason turned around and caught her with the phone raised out in front of her. “Are you taking a picture of my ass?” He flashed her his sexy grin.
 
   “No.” Dani held his look with her eyes. “Yes.”
 
   Jason laughed. “You want me to hold still for a second?”
 
   “Yes.” Dani aimed and snapped the perfect shot. Sam would flip out when Dani sent this to her. “Got it. You can go now.”
 
   When Dani was sure he was out of hearing distance, she let out a yell and cannonballed into the pool. She swam the length of the pool underwater and emerged at the far end. She leaned her head against the edge of the pool, closed her eyes, and replayed her steamy interlude with Jason for the first of what she knew would be a thousand times. God, was he adorable! And the way he’d been kissing her neck had been so eager and sensuous. Dani wasn’t in the habit of making out with guys she barely knew, but she’d only had one shot with Jason, she reasoned, so she had to make the most of it. And she didn’t regret it one bit.
 
   Her phone beeped, and Dani got out of the water to check it. There was one text message.
 
   Nice cannonball.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   “Dani, don’t get your hopes up about The Clone Faction,” Mark said through his red-carpet smile. “And by the way, you look very pretty tonight.” He took Dani’s hand and waved at the crowd that was pushing against a metal gate that separated him from his fans. “Christopher, can you hurry things along?”
 
   Mark’s personal assistant had been simultaneously shuttling Mark and Dani from one spot to another, texting contacts at lightning speed, and coordinating and confirming all of the post-show events through a headset. Multitasking was obviously Christopher’s strength, since he hadn’t broken a sweat yet, and he was just as tightly groomed and organized as ever. “Of course. If you would just give Extra a minute, then you can be done here.” 
 
   Dani felt utterly spoiled and glamorous this evening and didn’t mind playing to the photographers and interviewers. Mark had picked out the perfect dress for her—a long, silky navy dress with a short train—and the stylist had come to the house to do her hair and makeup and to redo the manicure and pedicure she’d just had done last night. 
 
   The noise and blinding camera flashes were daunting, but Dani just followed Mark’s lead as Christopher moved them from one interview to another. The constant calling of her father’s name was beginning to blend into one continuous chant for Mark to turn this way or that way so that each media representative could get a perfect shot. 
 
   “I’m sure the movie is going to be great. We’re going to have fun.” Dani tried to reassure Mark. Her father looked especially handsome in his designer black tux, but she could tell he was nervous. “Thanks for this dress. I’ve never worn anything like it.” Dani looked up at her father, watching the strobe flashes lighting his face. 
 
   “It suits you perfectly, and you make me look good. Oh, excellent, Renna is here. Dani, I want you to meet my agent. Renna Martin, this is my daughter, Danielle McKinley.” 
 
   Dani had met more people than she could remember and shaken so many hands that she’d lost count at this point. All the names and faces were jumbled together. She had been introduced to most of the cast, all the high-ups from the studio, and a few people from Rumble Liquors who were sponsoring the premiere and hocking Vitarum (which was a vile-sounding blend of rum and vitamins designed to prevent a hangover.) But Renna Martin was not someone Dani would forget. The woman’s enormous glasses covered most of her face, and her layered purple outfit hung so low off of her arms that Dani wondered if the woman might take flight at any moment.
 
   “It’s very nice to meet you, Ms. Martin.” Dani held her hand out, but Renna bypassed the offer of a more formal greeting and threw her arms around Dani, swallowing her with her arms. 
 
   “Darling, I can’t tell you what a pleasure it is to finally meet you. I’ve been hearing about you all week. Your father cannot stop raving about what a gorgeous, intelligent, delightful young lady you are. Mark, you’d better keep an eye on her. With looks like that, a casting agent might snatch her up, and you’ll never see her again! Oh, it’s time to go in. This is your moment, Mark. It’s your night. Enjoy it all.“ Renna put her arm around his waist and rubbed his back supportively, all to the delight of the photographers. She patted Mark’s cheek like a proud parent. “Let’s go, kids! Christopher! Where’s Christopher?”
 
   Christopher appeared from behind Renna and extended his arm, showing Mark where to go. “I’ll see you afterwards,” he said and immediately began reprimanding some poor soul on the receiving end of the headset. Christopher’s tone of voice was perfectly warm and calm, but his words caused Dani to turn back and stare at him in horror. “I swear on my dead mother’s grave that I will ruin you and your entire family if you do not get this done.” Christopher paused and casually stared off into the crowd while the recipient of his threats presumably begged for his or her life. “Oh, good. I’m glad you can accommodate Mr. Ocean.” Christopher sounded pleased. “Thank you for your help.” He caught Dani’s eye and gave her a thumbs up as she continued following her father.
 
    They were ushered to their seats by a pair of serious young men in tuxedos. Mark chatted for a few moments with several stylishly dressed people who all offered their congratulations. The lights began to dim, and Mark, sitting between Dani and Renna, took each of their hands in his. “Here we go. I don’t know what I’d do without my two favorite women by my side.” Dani caught him winking at Renna.
 
   Dani had to admit she was excited to be here. She was at a celebrity-studded event with her famous father, wearing a sexy gown, and she was going to be a pillar of support for the surprisingly nervous Mark Ocean. The movie couldn’t possibly be that bad.
 
   Two hours and twelve minutes of meandering plot and inane dialogue later, Dani knew she was wrong. Mark’s character had been cloned so many times that Dani knew even Sam would have been sick of the actor’s face. At one point, there were sixteen Marks, all occupying the screen. 
 
   Dreadful. The movie was undeniably dreadful. 
 
   Dani glanced at Mark. He’d barely moved throughout the film and was still frozen in his seat. What was she going to say to him? There had been some interesting computerized special effects…
 
   A round of enthusiastic applause echoed through the room as the credits began to roll, and thunderous techno music filled the theater. Renna patted Mark firmly on the shoulder and then stood up, resuming her wild clapping. “Fantastic!” she called loudly to all those around her. She practically lifted Mark out of his seat and gave him what Dani saw was her customary publicity hug. Mark hugged her back stiffly. 
 
   He turned to Dani and whispered, “I’m so sorry you had to see that. What am I going to do, Dani?”
 
   He was panicking, and even Dani knew there was no worse place to have a meltdown than at your own movie premiere. “It’s okay, Dad.” Dani faltered for a moment at calling him Dad. “It’s not the end of the world.” Dani was interrupted when a burly man clapped his hand onto Mark’s back. 
 
   “You’ve done it again, my friend!” The man’s deep, rough voice cut through the noise, and Dani remembered that he was one of the movie executives she’d met earlier. “Fantastic, Mark. The studio is flipping out. The box office is going to blow everyone away.”
 
   Mark beamed. “Thank you so much. You’re too kind.”
 
   Renna threw her purse over her shoulder. “Wasn’t he spectacular?” She turned to Mark. “Baby doll, I’ve got to take off. You go live it up at the after-party, okay? I’ll call you tomorrow, and we’ll chat. Agreed? And Dani, if I don’t see you again, enjoy the rest of your stay in California.” She air-kissed Mark and rushed off, her purple garment flowing dramatically behind her. 
 
   “Let’s get to the party. Sound good?” Mark asked Dani.
 
   The after-party at a downtown club was being catered by Nancy Silverton from Mozza. Kayla, Chelsea, and Violet were meeting Dani there since Mark had insisted she invite some friends along.
 
    As they entered the club, Mark mumbled to Dani. “Oh, no. That’s the producer, April Reznik, and the rest of these people are from the studio.” 
 
   A woman with a sequin gown, flanked by several other studio people, glided over to the pair. “There he is! Mark Ocean, sweetheart!” said April. “The man of the hour!”
 
   “April, how are you?” 
 
   “Mark, it was fantastic. You were fantastic. We really did it, didn’t we?” 
 
   “We won the audience over, that’s for sure.” Mark said diplomatically.
 
    Dani looked in awe at her father. He gave no indication whatsoever that he knew how awful the movie was. 
 
   “I agree completely with April.” A man with unruly eyebrows stepped closer to Mark. “You looked great, too. Better than you did ten years ago. Not everyone can handle those close-ups. Am I right? Am I right?” he chortled. “You got the looks and the talent. What a gift we have here, people, huh? I told you, Mark, didn’t I? I knew you’d bring what we needed to the film.” 
 
   Person after person complimented Mark. He was surrounded by coddling, pampering liars, and the insecurity he’d shown earlier had vanished. He was celebrating now, the attention consuming him. 
 
   Dani wanted to pull her father from the crowd—protect him somehow—but it was painfully clear how much Mark craved this adoration, real or not. Mark had said in the Celebrity City interview that he wanted to show Dani his world. Well, she had seen it now!
 
   Dani took a firm step back from the group that encircled her father.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   Mark stretched his legs out on the couch in his living room and set a few scripts onto his lap. “Hey, Dani. There you are.” Mark leaned his head back on the couch. “How you doing?” 
 
   “I’m good. What do you have there?” Dani flopped into an armchair. Mark noticed that she had on one of the cute sweater sets they’d picked out together.
 
   “Oh, this is just work stuff,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “Boring.” 
 
   “Well, what is it?” Dani picked up one of the copies. “Are you auditioning for something?”
 
   “No, I’m just looking through old scripts, trying to remember what it was like when I actually worked with good material.” He smiled sheepishly. “I thought I’d run through some of my old parts and get myself into the right frame of mind.”
 
   “The right frame of mind for what?”
 
   “Kayla’s dad is producing a movie that I’m hoping to be in. It’s completely different than all the crap I’ve been doing for the past few years. The working title is Truth or Fiction. It sounds good.”
 
   “So you have an audition set up?” Dani asked.
 
   “No. I wish.” Mark let out a deep breath. “I’m just hoping Renna can convince Kayla’s dad to consider me. He already has some actors in mind for the lead, so I don’t know what my odds are. But I did used to be a real actor,” he joked. 
 
   “You are a real actor. You just haven’t had the opportunity to showcase your thespian gifts recently,” Dani said theatrically. “Here, I’ll help you.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Mark asked. “It might be kind of boring for you.”
 
   “No, I want to,” she insisted. “I’ll pick a good one.” Dani took the scripts and began flipping pages. “Um, maybe this one,” she said thoughtfully, setting one aside before picking up another. She was quiet for a few moments. “What’s this?” Dani asked as she continued skimming the middle of a spiral-bound script that was thinner than the others.
 
   Mark craned his neck to see what she was reading. How did that get in there? “Oh, my God, no, Dani. Not that one. That’s not, um…” Mark flew off the couch and tried to grab the pages, but she was too quick for him and had already crossed the room. Mark stopped and dropped his hands to his side. Dammit. This was not something he wanted her looking at.
 
   “What is this?” Dani asked. She flipped a page, reading quickly.
 
   “Dani, please don’t.”
 
   She looked up at her father. “Did you write this?” 
 
   “Just forget it. Please. I wrote that a long time ago, and you weren’t supposed to read it. Just give it back to me.” He was unable to control the tremble in his voice. “It’s private, and I don’t want you reading it, Dani. Give it to me.” He made a lunge for the script, but Dani took a step backward and looked at him, a mix of confusion and sadness in her eyes. He didn’t know what to do. How could he not have noticed that he’d pulled that out of his office drawer? Stupid, stupid.
 
   Dani glanced down at the page. “This phone call. Did this happen?” she asked. 
 
   Mark didn’t respond.
 
   Dani read from the script. “It’s good to finally hear your voice,” she prompted. “Say your line, Mark.”
 
   “Come on, Dani, I don’t want to get into this.”
 
   ”It’s good to finally hear your voice,” she repeated.
 
   Mark didn’t need reminding. He knew the script word for word. “It’s good to finally hear your voice. I’ve been trying to reach you for three months now. I finally got your new number from Eddie. He told me you had moved off campus into an apartment.”
 
   Dani kept reading. “Sorry. I’ve been so busy with school and everything that I didn’t realize I’d forgotten to tell you.”
 
   “It’s just…I’ve missed you. I’ve been in L.A. for eight months now, and it’s still strange being without you. I had to call you. I got a part in a movie. It’s not a big deal. I mean, it’s a nothing role. But it’s a start.” Mark paused, biting his lip. “What’s that sound in the background? Is that a kid?’’
 
   “What? Um, I’m just babysitting. Trying to make some extra money.” Dani shook her head slowly as she read. “I’m so happy for you. You’re doing it.”
 
   “It’s really happening. And I wouldn’t be here without your encouragement. But I feel…I feel guilty. I’ve been wanting to talk to you a lot recently. To say thank you.”
 
   “Thank you for what?”
 
   “Thank you for everything. You’re the one who pushed me to get involved in drama. You taught me to fall in love with acting. The language of the theater, the characters, the emotion. I found something I was good at, something that finally fulfilled me. I bet you didn’t know you were creating a monster, huh?”
 
   “You’re not a monster. You discovered you had a passion in life. Not everybody has that.”
 
   “But my passion drove us apart. I knew I needed to come to L.A., but I also knew that you didn’t want to come with me. I don’t want you to think it was easy for me to go.” Mark closed his eyes. “Enough, Dani.”
 
   “Say it.”
 
    Mark rocked uncomfortably. “Why did you say no? Why didn’t you want to be with me?”
 
   “I did want to be with you. But I knew that you didn’t need me. I had to say no. You had bigger plans for yourself, bigger dreams, and I wasn’t going to fit into the life you wanted for yourself. I would have held you back.”
 
   “I was thinking about that time we drove to the reservoir and parked the car by the dam. God, the light from the moon was incredible that night. You were incredible.” Mark tucked his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Do you remember our song? I heard it on the radio the other day when I was driving. I could practically feel you sitting next to me.” 
 
   “Of course I remember. We wore out the CD and had to buy another.”
 
   “‘In the House of Stone and Light.’ It’s about spiritual rebirth, you know. A cleansing. A fresh start. Things are different here, but that’s what I’m doing. I’m changing, I want to start over with you. I miss you so—”
 
   “Don’t. Don’t.”
 
   Mark hung his head as he delivered his line, his voice loaded with emotion and pain that he could not control. “Do you miss me? Do you want to be with me now? Please.’’
 
   “No, I don’t. And I think you know that we aren’t right together. Our relationship was wonderful, and I adored you, but we weren’t going to last forever. But make me proud. Make yourself proud.” Dani dropped the script to the floor. “Is this what happened? Is this true?”
 
   Mark met his daughter’s eyes and nodded. He couldn’t speak. 
 
   “This is you and Mom. That was me crying in the background when you called,” she said with understanding.
 
   He nodded again. 
 
   “And you wanted Mom to go with you to California? She said you wouldn’t want me. I thought you just left her and never looked back.”
 
   “No, Dani. It wasn’t like that. It took me a long time to get over your mother. She loved me so much that she was willing to sacrifice our relationship for my sake. She pushed me away so that I could chase my dream. If I’d known I had a child…” Mark threw his hands up, at a loss. “I don’t know what I would have done. I don’t know that I could have left.” He spoke slowly, the words excruciating on his tongue. “And now I’ve let her down. I haven’t accomplished what I set out to do.” 
 
   “What do you mean?” Dani asked. 
 
   “Come on. Leila expected more.” Mark didn’t want to say any more. He’d already said too much, and he couldn’t stand the choking feeling that was taking over.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t know this is the way things happened.” Dani took a few steps forward toward Mark, and he involuntarily took a step back. “You didn’t want a family back then, did you?”
 
   “I don’t know. No, I guess I didn’t.” Mark ran his hands through his hair. He hated these kinds of conversations. “Leila was right. She knew me better than I knew myself.” 
 
   “The question is, do you want one now? Do you want me now?”
 
   Mark was surprised by the simple question. And he felt like a teenager asking a girl out for the first time. “Don’t leave yet. Stay for the summer.”
 
    
 
   **********
 
    
 
   Mark stood in the shower. He’d just gone for a long run, and his legs burned. He put his face under the spray of water and shook his head. He was disarmed and vulnerable. Painfully torn apart. Had he actually been crying? He hadn’t thought about that script in ages. He’d written it over ten years ago. Nobody had even seen it, and then he stupidly let Dani get hold of it. And now his mind was flooded with memories of Leila—the way he had pleaded with her to take him back—and the career decisions he’d made. Most of all, he couldn’t forget the sound of a baby crying during that phone call. God, he was coming to pieces. He’d just have to shake this off. Refocus. 
 
   Mark turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. He had a Rascal Flatts’ song running through his head. What was it called? “Bless the Broken Road”? He didn’t even like country music. 
 
   His cell rang, and he picked it up.
 
   “Mark.”
 
   “Hi, Renna. Did you have a good time last night?”
 
   “No, I did not have a good time last night.”
 
   Mark sighed. “What am I going to do, Renna?” He walked to the large window overlooking the pool. Dani was out there dangling her feet in the water. 
 
   “What are you going to do? You’re going to get that part in Evan Dodd’s Truth or Fiction, and you’re going to show everybody that you are more than the sorry actor I saw on screen last night. Are you working on Dani?”
 
   Mark watched Dani as she jumped into the pool. “Yeah,” he mumbled.
 
   “Hello?” Renna barked at him. “Are you taking this seriously Mark? I said, are you working on Dani?”
 
   “Yes, Renna,” Mark said, astonished at the anger in his voice. “I’m doing it. She’s staying for the summer. It’s done. Are you happy?”
 
   “I don’t know what is going on with you, but don’t you get pissy with me,” Renna warned.
 
   Mark set the phone down and looked back out the window.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   “Can you see me? Where are you?” Leila’s face moved awkwardly across the computer screen. “This is not normal. Why couldn’t you just call me?”
 
   “I’m here, Mom, and yes, I can see you.” Dani sat down at the computer in her room and positioned herself in front of the web cam. 
 
   “I don’t see why this is necessary. You’re coming home tomorrow anyway. My God, are you okay?” Leila asked. 
 
   “What are you talking about? I’m fine, Mom.”
 
   “You look like you have some sort of horrible skin ailment. What happened?” Leila clasped her hand over her mouth in concern.
 
   “I certainly do not have any sort of skin ailment. I’m tan, Mom.”
 
   Leila crossed her arms and assessed Dani through the monitor. “You’re not tan, you’re orange. And are you…?” Leila leaned in and peered critically at Dani. “Are you wearing a wig?” she gasped.
 
   Dani tossed her hands up and sighed. “It’s not a wig. It’s a very expensive hairpiece. It comes off, so don’t go ballistic. Everyone out here wears them. Besides, I like it.” Dani swung her full mane back and forth. “See? It’s cute.”
 
   “I guess it’s not so bad,” her mother relented. “So, is Christopher going to send me your flight information?”
 
   “Actually, Mom, I need to talk to you about that.” Dani clasped her hands tightly together in her lap. 
 
   “Oh, did you change your flight? I can’t wait to see you, because I have something to tell you.”
 
   “Yeah. I kind of did get another flight. Before I say anything else, Mom, I miss you. I really do.”
 
   “Uh-huh…And?”
 
   “Mark asked me to stay for the rest of the summer. And I said I would.” Dani waited for the yelling and protesting.
 
   Instead, Leila pursed her lips and glanced off to the side. It was hard to read her expression, but Dani thought that she looked more pensive than furious. Leila looked back. “Tell me why.”
 
   “First of all, I’ve hardly had a chance to get to know Mark. I’m having a great time, but I still don’t know much about my father. Second—and I don’t really want to get in the middle of this—but I talked to Mark a bit about the two of you. About the past. It’s just, I think he used to be different from the way he is now. For some reason, I think he needs me. I don’t really know how to explain it. I know you think he’s a jerk, but you don’t know him anymore. And you used to care about him, right? You had a chance to know him, but I haven’t had that yet.”
 
   “That’s true.” Leila took a deep breath, and Dani could tell her mother was struggling to appear calm and understanding. “Hon, I know everything out there must be new and exciting and vastly different from what you’re used to in Michigan, but I don’t know that spending the entire—”
 
   “Please don’t fight me on this,” Dani begged. “This is what I want.”
 
   Leila smoothed her hair with her hands, and Dani could hear her tapping her foot anxiously on the floor. Neither of them spoke for a few moments. 
 
   “Alan says to say hello.”
 
   Dani didn’t appreciate the change of subject—or the dig. “Tell him I say hello, too.” She leaned back in her chair. She could wait her mother out. 
 
   At last Leila nodded. “If this is what you want, then okay. You’re old enough to make this choice.”
 
   “I’ll tell Mark to call you.”
 
   “And you will continue to stay in touch with me? Email, phone calls, the works. And send me more pictures?”
 
   “Definitely,” Dani agreed. 
 
   “Speaking of pictures,” Leila started, “is there a reason you sent me a picture of a boy’s backside?” 
 
   Oh, God. She’d sent the entire batch of pictures from her phone’s camera to Leila. She could not believe she’d emailed a picture of Jason’s ass to her mother.
 
   Dani stuttered countless times before Leila let her off the hook with a wink. “That’s what I thought. So the question is, which dark-haired male is the real reason you want to stay there for the summer?” 
 
   “Mom! It’s not like that…I mean, yeah, Jason is good looking, obviously, but…I must have accidentally taken that one…well, you see…”
 
   “Please. Back in the Stone Age, I was fifteen, too.” Leila said. “I’m sure this Jason is a very nice boy and understands that your father will be supervising every encounter you two ever have in this lifetime? And that this boy will look at you with nothing but platonic thoughts?” She smiled, giving herself away.
 
   Dani played along. “Of course, mother.”
 
   Before she got off the video call with Leila, Dani promised to report in on every waking second of her life in California. It had come as a shock that her mother had been relatively easygoing about the whole thing, but Dani knew that she had probably taken advantage of Leila’s guilt. And she remembered belatedly that she never got a chance to hear her mother’s news. 
 
   Dani tried to reach Sam but got the voice mail. She left a message begging her friend to call her back. 
 
   The next call she made was to Jason. 
 
   After all, if she was staying, she might as well have a trainer for the summer. 
 
    
 
   **********
 
    
 
   Mark pulled on a clean shirt and searched around the bedroom room for his wallet. He was going out again tonight, and he didn’t think Dani would mind. He knew she had called Kayla and had made plans to do something. Mark and Dani had plenty of time now anyway, right?
 
   Mark had done his best to appease Leila when he’d spoken to her the other day about having Dani stay for the summer. He hadn’t been dying to call her or hear her voice, but Leila had been cordial and business like, and he’d been polite and reassuring. He’d thought the room had been spinning, but that might have been the scotch before dinner.
 
   It had taken a few days for Mark to refocus after the script-reading episode. Renna was right; he just needed to concentrate on his career. But tonight he wanted a distraction. And a few vodka martinis with the belly-ring girl was just what he needed. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Dani pulled on the bikini strap that was knotted at her neck. Kayla would never let her hear the end of it if she got tan lines. She considered jumping into the pool, but then she’d have to remove Violet’s hairpiece. She had to laugh at herself, aware that she was growing unnaturally attached to the thing. Instead of a full-on plunge into the pool, Dani stepped delicately into the water and roamed the shallow side of the pool, careful not to splash away her makeup or wet her hair. 
 
   It had been two weeks since she’d decided to stay in California for the summer, and she had fallen into a comfortable routine. Mornings by the pool or at the beach club, afternoons shopping or at the spa, and evenings with the girls. And then, best of all, there were the training sessions with Jason. Not that they’d held onto much pretense of exercising, but Dani still dutifully put on work-out gear. So far, and much to the delight of her new friends, she and Jason had made out two more times in the pool, once on the deck off of her room, and twice on the well-cushioned couch in the living room. Kayla seemed happy that Dani was having a summer fling with Jason, a guy who was the best eye candy around. Sam loved all the details about her new romance and always demanded more pictures of the gorgeous boy. Dani always timed her visits with Jason so that Mark wasn’t around, which wasn’t too difficult considering how often he was gone. Not that she and Jason were running around the property naked or anything, but she really didn’t want to be caught canoodling in the Jacuzzi any time soon.
 
   Twice a week, or so, she and Mark would go to eat a delicious, over-priced meal at a trendy restaurant where waiters would hover over the pair, not allowing water glasses to approach empty, and confirming that all traces of Mark’s loathed cilantro were removed from his food. But most nights he was out with a woman, and so far Dani had not heard the same date’s name mentioned twice. It creeped her out, but he didn’t pester her about her personal life, so how could she question his?
 
   Mark always slept in late, and Dani was usually gone by the time he got up. Considering he’d been the one to ask her to stay, she thought they would have been spending more time together. Of course, Dani knew that she had been so busy, too, but at some point they would really need to get their schedules coordinated and fit in some father-daughter time. 
 
   Dani stepped out of the pool and pulled a plush towel around her waist. She headed to the veranda and through the French doors that led to the living room. A strong floral aroma permeated the room, and she knew Mark must have arranged for another floral delivery. She looked around the room and found three bouquets of perfectly shaped roses. Pinks, reds, whites, all leafless and tightly bound together in formal-looking displays. They were beautiful, certainly, but stuffy. She headed into the dining room, where more sculpted arrangements had been placed. Why couldn’t Mark have some flowing, whimsical bouquets? Like the ones Alan got for her mother? 
 
   Alan. She still wasn’t ready for that. Leila continued to try and get her to talk about their strained relationship, but Dani refused.
 
   Dani saw a business card sticking out of one of the vases. Olivia’s. A street address and phone number were listed for the flower shop. Well, she would just ask Mark’s driver take her down to the shop, and she could tweak the standing order to include some displays that didn’t look like centerpieces at a royal wedding. 
 
   An hour later, after showering and forgoing what had become her standard beauty routine, Dani stood in front of the flower shop. She prayed she wouldn’t run into anyone she knew in her disheveled state.
 
   Considering the upscale location of the shop, Dani was pleased when she opened the doors to find that this florist was noticeably unpretentious. In fact, the place felt rather disorganized. Large plastic buckets sat in tiers on wire shelving, each overloaded with different kinds of flowers. There were a number of puddles on the cement floor, and stems and cuttings littered the counters. 
 
   “Hello. Can I help you?”
 
   Dani looked up from a woven basket filled with sunflowers. The woman in front of her was considerably un-Beverly Hills looking. She had to be at least a size six—practically obese by local standards—and wore a loose-fitting off-white dress. Dani guessed she was in her early thirties, but you never knew around here. She could be much older. 
 
   “Yes, hi. I think my father has a weekly delivery order here, and I was wondering if I could make a few changes to it.” Dani stepped over to the counter while the woman retrieved a thick file folder from a shelf.
 
   “Sure. By the way, I’m the owner, Olivia. What’s the name on the account?”
 
   “Ocean. Mark Ocean. And I’m his daughter, Dani.”
 
   
  
 
“Oh, yes. Him. He is definitely a client here.” Olivia made no attempt to hide her disdain. She slumped dramatically onto her elbows and cradled her chin in her hands. “What’s wrong this time?”
 
   Dani noticed that Olivia blew her bangs out of her eyes the same way Dani did. Her shaggy blonde hair appeared natural, without the fake golden and white tints that most blondes around here had. “Nothing is wrong at all. I just wanted to see about getting some variety in the arrangements.” Dani leaned in. “I gather my father is not your easiest customer?”
 
   “No one around here is easy, but Mark Ocean lives in a permanent state of dissatisfaction. What do you want me to change this time? Bows not strangling the roses enough for him? Did a gerbera daisy have one too many leaves?” 
 
   Dani watched as the florist flipped to Mark’s page in her folder. “He’s never said anything to me about being unhappy with the flowers. I just thought it might be nice to have something that wasn’t quite so put-together. Something softer and more fun. Like some wildflowers, maybe?”
 
   Olivia popped her head up from the account page. “Really?” she asked, suddenly enthusiastic. “I’ve been waiting for someone like you to come in here for the past three years! If I have to jab stems into one more piece of that disgusting floral foam or put together one more funereal arrangement, I…Let’s just say this would be a much-needed change.” She dropped a pen and hurried toward the buckets in the back of the store. “I’ll put together a sample bouquet right now, okay?”
 
   “Sure,” Dani said, somewhat taken aback.
 
   “This is great. Nobody ever buys these poor flowers. They sit in the back, all alone, while their glamorous friends are sent home and showcased in crystal vases for wealthy jerks.” Olivia cheerfully selected a few poppies. “Oh, sorry,” she said apologetically to Dani. “I’m sure your father is a very nice man. Not a jerk at all.”
 
   Dani watched as Olivia amassed an armful of Canadian lilies, butterfly weed, columbine, and forget-me-nots. “Have you met my father?”
 
   “Nope. His assistant does all the ordering.”
 
   “I’ve only known him for a short time,” Dani said, smiling. She briefly explained how she’d come to learn that Mark was her father. “It’s just beautiful in here. How long have you owned this shop?” 
 
   “Almost three years. My parents ran it for ages, but after they both died in a car accident, I felt an obligation to take over. I’d just finished getting my master’s in psychology, but I became a florist.”
 
   Dani wrinkled her face in confusion. “You went to all that trouble in graduate school, and you never wanted to use your degree?”
 
   “There, what do you think?” Olivia held up the collection of flowers and then answered Dani’s question. “God, no. I could never be a therapist. Sitting around listening to people complain to me for eight hours a day? I don’t know how people do it. But it’s an interesting field. All those personality disorders? Fascinating. I also have a master’s in English lit. That was just a good excuse to spend two years reading.” Olivia pointed happily to the bouquet in her hand. “So, is this what you had in mind?”
 
   “Exactly.” The bright wildflowers reminded Dani of home. “It’s just perfect.”
 
   Olivia began wrapping the wildflowers in thick paper. Dani liked her. She was smart, genuine, and outspoken. And didn’t have a wedding ring. 
 
   “So, do you have a boyfriend?”
 
   “Nope. And I can’t imagine I’ll find one in this town. I’m not into the whole Beverly Hills scene, but the shop is here.” She snipped a long stretch of linen ribbon. Dani marveled at how quickly her fingers tied an intricate bow. “Why do you ask?” Olivia looked suspiciously at Dani. 
 
   Dani barreled ahead. “Have you ever been on a reality show?”
 
   “What?” Olivia gasped. “No, I most certainly have not.”
 
   “Do you wear thongs or see-through shirts?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   So far, so good.
 
   “What do you know about my father?”
 
   “I know he is another actor making more money than he probably deserves. What is this all about?” Olivia placed her hands on the counter and squinted her eyes at Dani accusingly. 
 
   “I just think you’re interesting, and maybe you and my Dad could go out sometime.”
 
   Olivia shook her head. “No. I don’t date actors. Or anyone in the business.”
 
   “He’s nice. I think you two would really hit it off,” Dani encouraged. “That’s probably why he’s been so grouchy about the flowers. He’s lonely. But he is really cool. Smart, funny, handsome, considerate…not at all what you’re picturing.” 
 
   Olivia was precisely the kind of person her father should be dating. She didn’t have the forced glamour of Mark’s usual dates, but she was pretty in an understated way.
 
   “You want me to date a movie star? I don’t think so.” Olivia shook her head, but Dani could tell she was considering. “It’s nice that you’re looking out for your father, but I wouldn’t fit in with his crowd. I can’t imagine we’d be right for each other.”
 
   “Don’t you at least want to see a picture of him?” It was a little gross, but she didn’t mind pimping her father out for a good cause. 
 
   Olivia crossed her arms and sighed. “I cannot believe this. Fine. Show me a picture.” 
 
   Dani rummaged through her purse until she found her phone. She scrolled through the pictures and held out the small screen for Olivia to see: a gorgeous photo of Mark and Dani together. 
 
   Olivia stared at the screen and didn’t change her studious expression. “Okay, I’ll go out with him.” Before Dani could clap her hands together, Olivia stopped her with one finger held up in the air. “But one date only. I’ll have to see for myself what an ass he is.”
 
   Now it was just a matter of convincing Mark. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
   “You told her what?” Mark could not believe what his daughter had done.
 
   “Now don’t spaz out on me yet. She’s really nice. Please?” Dani begged.
 
   “I may not have been a father for very long, but even I know not to fall for those sad eyes and pout.”
 
   “Okay,” Dani said. “But what’s the harm? You could at least meet Olivia.”
 
   “I have a certain type of woman I prefer to go out with, Dani. I’ve been managing my own personal life for quite some time now, you know.”
 
   “Well, she is blond. Shoulder-length hair. Pretty.” 
 
   Mark looked at Dani. She was so hopeful. One date wouldn’t kill him, would it?
 
   “Is she old?” he asked.
 
   “Just because she has a cane and a few signs of dementia, does not mean this couldn’t work out.” 
 
   “Seriously, how old is she?”
 
   “Probably thirty or so.”
 
   “She’s old.”
 
   “She is not. You’re what? Thirty-five?” 
 
   “Fine, I’ll think about it,” Mark said, hoping to get Dani to drop the subject. 
 
   “Come on! You’ll like her. She’s very straightforward.”
 
   “That sounds titillating,” Mark groaned.
 
   Dani rolled her eyes. “I think you’ve had enough titillating to last you a lifetime.” 
 
   “Very funny. What was she wearing when you saw her?”
 
   “I don’t know. Just a dress. Sort of a peasant dress. It was nice on her.”
 
   A peasant dress? Mark mouthed in disbelief.
 
   “And she’s very bright.” Dani kept talking, but Mark tuned out. This woman was not sounding very promising to him. But maybe Renna would ease up on him if he went out with someone ordinary and boring. Who knew? Maybe she would be a hot soccer mom type that let her hair down at the end of the day. Or one of those women with a sultry librarian vibe… 
 
   “…and then her parents died and she took over the flower shop.” Dani was still yammering on about Olivia’s many fascinating traits. “Now, don’t take her to some showy restaurant. I think she might prefer to eat at a more low-key, out of the way place—”
 
   “I’ll call her.” Mark couldn’t help giving in to Dani, and her face absolutely lit up at his words. God, this kid was easy to please, and he liked to see her happy. “One date. That’s it.”
 
   Dani looked at Mark. “That’s what she said.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
   Mark turned off the ignition to his Mercedes and eyed Olivia’s front door hesitantly. Why had he listened to Dani? He did fine on his own. He checked his reflection in the rear-view mirror and walked up the path to the condo complex. He rang the buzzer and leaned casually against the archway. He looked in and saw Olivia coming down the stairs. There was not a chance in hell he’d ever go out with her again. 
 
   Olivia was wearing a blazer and pants, of all things. How was he supposed to tell what kind of body she had? She didn’t wear makeup. Yes, her hair was blond, but her waves were unruly and frizzy. There was nothing striking about this woman. Actually... Mark had to admit that she had the most spectacular blue eyes he’d ever seen. 
 
   The door to the building swung open. “Hello. I’m Olivia. Are you Mark?” She stuck out her hand.
 
   Mark realized that she didn’t recognize him. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said automatically. “My car is parked right out front.” Mark held the car door open. 
 
   “Oh. You’re a Mercedes kind of man,” Olivia said as she slipped into the passenger seat. 
 
   Mark got behind the wheel and started the car. “Is that a problem?”
 
   Olivia sidestepped the question. “Dani told me you’re an actor, correct?”
 
   “Yes. You don’t know who I am?” He pulled the car into traffic and headed for the restaurant.
 
   “No. I do my best to avoid anything Hollywood. Forgive me.” She smiled apologetically and brushed a wild curl out of her face. “I’ve lived here all my life, and I know what Hollywood can do to people. Of course it’s impressive that you’re an actor, but I bet you’re not the same person that you were when you started out in the business. Mark, do you know that you’re not required to drive this thing as fast as possible?”
 
   Mark eased up on the gas. “So why do you still live here?”
 
   “This is my home. As much as I don’t fit in here, I wouldn’t leave my parents’ flower shop. Silly, huh?”
 
   Mark glanced at her. “No, I can understand that.” 
 
   Mark listened to her talk about her business, but he noticed that Olivia wasn’t staring at him the way most of his dates did. 
 
   Olivia startled him by reaching over and turning up the radio. “Hey, I love this song! This sound system is incredible.” She began singing along, oblivious—or uncaring— about her tuneless voice.
 
   When they got to the restaurant, he left the car with the valet, and he and Olivia were seated at a table in the back of the room. Mark did everything he could to be charming, but by the time they had finished their first course, Olivia still didn’t seem to be intoxicated by his presence. Mark wasn’t used to not being wanted, chased after, and fawned over. Maybe he’d win Olivia over just to prove a point. 
 
   He took a large drink from his wine glass and flashed her his most flirtatious look. “This is one of my favorite restaurants. I hope you’re enjoying your meal. I’ve been coming here since they first opened, and the owner always reserves this table for me. It’s nice and private, don’t you think? There is nothing more irritating than being interrupted during dinner by someone asking for an autograph. The price of celebrity, I guess. But when you’ve starred in movies with the people I have, it’s unavoidable.” 
 
   “Yes, this restaurant is very nice, Mark, and my meal is delicious,” Olivia said. She paused and looked at him intently. “I don’t suppose you’ve had a real relationship recently.” 
 
   “What makes you think that?” Mark asked, annoyed. 
 
   Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Just a guess. But I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
   “I’ve had plenty of girlfriends.”
 
   “Yes, well, your definition of having a girlfriend is probably different from mine.”
 
   “What about you, Olivia? Have you had a string of long-term relationships?”
 
   “No, not at all. In fact, I’ve been pretty lonely.”
 
   Mark cleared his throat. He didn’t know how to respond to such an honest declaration.
 
   Maybe changing the subject would help. “Do you know that I only met Dani a few weeks ago?” Mark explained how he found out about his daughter. “She’s amazing. It’s incredible having her in my life.”
 
   “Yes, she seems like a wonderful girl. And very persistent,” Olivia said with a smile. “Although being a father must make it harder to pull off the sexy bachelor image.”
 
   Aha! Olivia did think he was sexy! Not that he cared, because she was completely not his type. 
 
    “So, Mark,” Olivia began, as their main courses arrived, “what is it that you do for fun?”
 
   “I work out quite a bit, as you may have guessed. Swimming, running, lifting at the gym, that sort of thing. I take vacations. Hawaii, usually. And, of course, my career takes up most of my time.”
 
   “But do you spend time with friends? Visit family? Read the newspaper? Books?”
 
   “Well, what is it that you do, Olivia?” Mark snarled. “I don’t know where you get off with this judgmental attitude. Most people would kill to trade places with me.”
 
   “Would you trade places with yourself?”
 
   “I certainly would,” he spat back. 
 
   Olivia reached for the wine, but Mark snatched the bottle himself and refilled her glass. “You were probably a gorgeous kid, great at sports, and unbearably popular, right? No wonder you love this town,” said Olivia.
 
   “You couldn’t be more wrong.” Mark stared at her. “I was a scrawny, ugly kid who was teased mercilessly because I couldn’t catch a baseball or lift even half of my body weight. My best friend was a math geek who was a bigger loser than I was. I went stag to the prom and didn’t have my first real date until I was in college. Happy now?” he said angrily.
 
   “No. I’m sorry. I never would have guessed. It seems we have more in common than I thought.” She peered at him curiously. “You’re quite interesting, you know?”
 
   “And you’re quite odd.”
 
   “I’ll give you that.” She grinned. 
 
   Mark got through dessert and coffee with Olivia and then promptly drove her home. He slammed the car into park and got out. 
 
   “Thank you for dinner, Mark.” 
 
   This was normally the part of the date in which he would kiss the girl, ask her out again, or even go upstairs. Obviously he wasn’t going to do any of those things. She couldn’t possibly want to go out with him again, either. “Well, I guess this is good night. Sorry you had to put up with me,” he said. “It must have been torture.”
 
   Olivia tucked her hair behind her ears and smiled at him. “You surprised me.” 
 
   “Well, okay, then.” 
 
   He still didn’t like Olivia, of course, but a clear thought popped into his head: Renna would love her. In fact, he thought with a cringe, Olivia was not entirely unlike Renna. For the sake of his career, maybe he would ask her for a second date.  
 
    Olivia unlocked the front door. “I think we should go out again. Would you like to?”
 
   “Oh.” Mark said, taken aback. He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Sure. I guess we could.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
   Dani wrapped her arms around the back of Jason’s neck and pulled him in closer. She liked kissing this boy. She had ten minutes until she had to leave for Kayla’s house, and she was going to make the most it.
 
   Jason curled his fingers, running them down the length of her back, and then tucked his hand underneath the rim of her jeans. He pulled his lips from hers and moved to her neck, doing that delicious thing he did with his mouth. Dani leaned her head back and let Jason’s weight push her down onto the couch. 
 
   “Are you sure you have to leave? Kayla can wait,” he murmured in between kisses.
 
   “She wants me to help her pick out her dress for Ava’s party, and she’s got the whole afternoon planned out.” Dani rubbed Jason’s back. “You’re going to the party, right?”
 
   “Hm? Oh, yeah.” He raised himself up onto his elbows and kissed Dani’s cheek.
 
   “So, maybe I’ll see you there?” she asked. Now that she was staying for the summer, Ava had insisted she come to the party.
 
   Jason grinned flirtatiously. “Are you asking me to be your date?” 
 
   “Maybe,” she teased. 
 
   “Are you asking me to do something besides fool around on your father’s couch?”
 
   “It is a thought.”
 
   “I’m not big on official dates, Dani.” He wrinkled his nose. “But I’ll make an exception for you.”
 
   “Oh, gee, don’t do me any favors,” she said, smacking him lightly on the arm. 
 
   She was sure she could get Jason to behave like a normal boyfriend. Even Mark was going out on regular dates with Olivia now. Apparently her matchmaking had been successful, since Mark and Olivia were seeing each other regularly. Mark hadn’t brought Olivia to the house yet, but he often asked Dani’s advice about what to wear on his dates. His closet was well stocked for fancy dinners and nights at trendy clubs, but Mark never knew what to wear when dressing for a day of extreme sports or antiquing with Olivia. Dani didn’t care what they did on their dates—she was just happy that her father was with someone his own age, someone who was smarter than his usual conquests. Mark hadn’t said much about how he felt about Olivia, but he kept seeing her.
 
   Dani heard the front door open and close and hurriedly pushed Jason off. “Get up! Get up!” She ran her fingers through her hair and smoothed her clothes.
 
   “Hi.” Olivia stood in the entrance to the living room, one eyebrow raised, and a big grin on her face. “Whatcha’ doing?” 
 
   “Hi, Olivia,” Dani blushed. “It’s nice to see you again. Um, this is Jason.”
 
   “It’s nice to see you again, too. Good afternoon, Jason. Nice to meet you. Is your dad upstairs, Dani?”
 
   “Yeah, I think so. I didn’t know you were coming over today.”
 
   “Obviously, or you wouldn’t have been rolling around on the couch with your boyfriend, would you?” She winked. “I’ll go see if I can get Mark moving, because I suspect that I could be here all day waiting for him to finish styling his hair.”
 
   “Where are you guys going this time?” Dani asked. 
 
   “Well, I’ve already taken him rock climbing, landboarding, and parasailing, and I’m amazed he survived. His idea of exercise is to strap himself into one of those shiny weight-lifting machines. He’s been a trooper. But we’ve also gone to my favorite bookstore and a museum exhibition. Anyhow, today is Mark’s day to pick what we’re doing, and so we are going—ugh, I can hardly believe I’m saying this—but we’re going to a wine tasting.” She opened her mouth wide and stuck a finger in as if this outing might be the most nauseating idea she’d ever heard of. “I agreed only on the condition that we go hiking in the Mojave National Preserve tomorrow. I thought we could go camping, but your father didn’t want anything to do with that.”
 
   “Oh, I love camping.” Dani looked at Olivia wistfully. “I’ve gone a bunch of times with my mom and her boyfriend.”
 
   “Really? I’ll work on Mark and see what I can do about that.” She turned to leave and then stopped. “Hey, is what I’m wearing okay for a wine tasting? I’m feeling a little nervous about being around that crowd.”
 
   The simple dress was noticeably more fitted than what she’d been wearing at the flower shop, and Dani could actually see her figure. “You look really pretty,” Dani said. “I’m glad you and Mark are having fun.”
 
   “We are. I’m not really sure why we are, though. Do you know that he has Dolce and Gabbana on speed dial? But I like him.” She shrugged and headed up the wide staircase.
 
   Dani flopped back down onto the couch and beckoned Jason closer with one finger. “We’ve got four minutes left.”
 
    
 
   **********
 
    
 
   Mark tasted his eighth wine. The host of the tasting insisted that this was one of the best wines California had ever produced. They had tasted pretty much the same to Mark. He, Olivia, and thirty other people were an hour outside of L.A., milling around the cavernous wine cellar that sat beneath the gargantuan house. It was dark in the stone-walled room, and the air was heavy, practically suffocating him. Mark usually loved mingling with crowds like this one, but something was off today. He took another sip of his wine. It was a good thing Olivia had driven, because he had definitely had too much to drink.
 
   He scanned the room and found Olivia standing with three statuesque women. She had managed to find some common ground with this high-powered, expensively dressed, well-traveled crowd. People seemed to really like her. 
 
   Mark watched as Olivia touched the arm of the woman next to her. “Come by the shop anytime, and we’ll put together a beautiful arrangement for your party,” she said.
 
   The woman smiled broadly. “It’s wonderful to see you and Mark together. You’re quite a change for him.” 
 
   Olivia was the one who had resisted the whole idea of coming to a wine tasting, and there she was having fun while Mark was having a crummy time. He caught Olivia’s eye, and she excused herself from the group. She walked over to him and slid her hand into his. They’d been dating for two weeks, and they hadn’t even so much as kissed. Not that he had gone out of his way to kiss her yet, but she hadn’t given him much opportunity. Was he supposed to make out with her while clinging to a rock wall or balancing on water skis? And every time that he drove her home, she practically flew into the house. Olivia kept going out with him, though, so he must be doing something right. Nonetheless, behaving like platonic friends was not going to help his image. 
 
   “Do you want to go outside for a minute?” he asked her. “I could use some air.”
 
   “Sure.” She followed him up the stairs and out of the house to a long garden path. “This is stunning! It must have cost a fortune, but look at the gardens here!” Olivia whirled around, admiring the many flowers and exotic plants.
 
   “Yeah. Beautiful,” Mark grumbled.
 
   Olivia touched a flowering shrub. “Mark, what do you know about Jason?”
 
   “Who the hell is Jason?” he asked.
 
   “Jason is the young man at your house who was draped across your daughter.”
 
   “Oh, him. He’s okay.”
 
   “You might want to pay some attention to them,” she said. “You know what? This party is much less awful than I expected. Are you having a good time, too?” 
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Why are you so grouchy today?” 
 
   Mark let go of her hand and glared at her. “You want to know why I’m grouchy? I want to know why you won’t kiss me.”
 
   Olivia froze. “What?”
 
   “I want to know why you won’t kiss me,” he repeated. “We’ve been going out for two weeks, and nothing. I’ve gone on all your exhausting day-long excursions and I’m tired and I would like to know why you won’t kiss me.” 
 
   “Oh. I just thought we were taking things slowly.” Olivia looked at him shyly. “I didn’t realize that you wanted to kiss me.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t.” Mark turned and walked farther down the path. Suddenly he stopped and spun back around. “Or maybe I do.” 
 
   Mark surprised himself by rushing forward. He was going to get this kiss over with. He hesitated and then pressed his mouth to hers. Without realizing it, his hands were cradling her face as he moved his lips against hers, and Olivia was pressing her body into him and running her fingers through his hair. 
 
   Mark abruptly pulled away. “There. Now I’ve kissed you.”
 
   “Yes.” Olivia’s voice shook. “Yes, you did.”
 
   Mark took her hand. “Let’s go back inside.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
   Dani was forty-five minutes late to Kayla’s, and she blamed Jason. It wasn’t her fault that he was so yummy, and with her father gone at the wine tasting, she hadn’t been in a rush to kick him out. Although Dani had been spending a lot of time with Kayla and her friends over the past few weeks, this was the first time she had been to Kayla’s house. Dani walked past a reflecting pool, through lush plantings, and past some abstract sculptures. She rang the bell. She’d thought Mark’s house was huge, but his place didn’t begin to compare to the Dodds’. The housekeeper answered the door and pointed her up the stairs, but she should have handed Dani a map. The modern house was dominated by sculptural lines and disappearing glass walls that accented the city-to-ocean views. Dani headed tentatively up the wide staircase and stood at the top of the stairs. She had no idea if she should turn left or right, both long hallways offering many doors that could be her friend’s. “Kayla?” Dani called. “Kayla!” Dani walked past what must be a screening room with plush reclining chairs, past a fully stocked library, and then into a bathroom that could have passed for a private salon.
 
   “Kayla?” Dani hollered. “Where are you?’ 
 
   “Thank God you’re here!” Kayla stuck her head out a door from the opposite end of the hallway, and Dani made the long walk to her bedroom. Not surprisingly, the room was beautiful. “I need your help. Where have you been?” Kayla threw a pile of dresses onto the gargantuan bed. “By the state of your neck I’d say you were with Jason. You’ve been thoroughly taken in by the city’s most eligible vampire, I see.”
 
   “What?” Dani clapped her hand to her neck. 
 
   Kayla disappeared into her walk-in closet. “Yes, he’s sort of known for his neck fetish.”
 
   “How very Twilight of him,” Dani said, embarrassed.
 
   “Yeah, he’s a regular Edward Cullen without the eternal loyalty and devotion.” Kayla emerged from the depths of her closet with a second pile of dresses. “Don’t get too attached, Michigan girl. Jason may be fun and all, but he’s not boyfriend material.”
 
   “You never know,” Dani said. “I think he’s kind of into me.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Kayla replied.
 
   Dani frowned.
 
   “I’m sorry!” Kayla gasped. “I thought you knew! It was nothing. It’s serious ancient history, though, so don’t worry.”
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “God, yes! He’s all yours. Enjoy yourself. For now. But don’t say I didn’t warn you about him. And I do mean enjoy, because he is totally hot, isn’t he?” Kayla pulled Dani out of the chair. “Help me choose a dress. My sister practically had an aneurysm when I said I wanted to get something new for her party, because she is afraid I might find a dress that will compete with hers. So, I’m stuck recycling one of these. What about this one?” She held up a glittery red dress.
 
   “It’s beautiful.” Dani reached out to touch the fabric. “Or what about that black one?”
 
   “Hm. That’s not a bad idea,” Kayla thought aloud, taking the dress from Dani and holding it up against her.
 
   Nathan popped his head into the room. “I’m going out, Kay. Can you tell Mom or Dad? I can’t find them.”
 
   “Hi, Nathan.” Dani waved hello. She hoped the red splotches on her neck had disappeared. 
 
   “Hi, Dani. What are you two doing?” he asked, eyeing the mess of dresses that covered the room. 
 
   “Helping Kayla decide what to wear to Ava’s party.”
 
   “Don’t remind me. I can’t wait until that night is over and she stops torturing everyone around here. Do you know she nearly ripped Dad’s head off because he couldn’t get some singer she wanted to perform at the party? But you don’t have to worry about choosing a dress anymore.”
 
   “Why? The party is now clothing optional?” asked Dani.
 
   Nathan laughed. “Close. She decided that she wants the theme to be ‘Beach Paradise.’ Dad already canceled the sunken ships and cannons. That was for the pirate theme.”
 
   Kayla moaned. “So what’re we supposed to wear? Bathing suits?”
 
   “Pretty much.” Nathan slid a hand into his shorts pocket. “Dani, did you ever get an invitation?”
 
   “No, Kayla just gave me the date and time.” Dani brushed her hair back. 
 
   “I’ll bring one by next week. You are coming, right?” he asked hopefully.
 
   “I wouldn’t miss it. Where are you off to now?” Dani asked.
 
   “Just meeting up with the guys. We’ll probably go surfing or something. I’ll, uh, I’ll see you later.” He caught Dani’s eye for a second before leaving the room. 
 
   “Now I need helping choosing a bathing suit!” Kayla slammed the dresser drawer shut. “Better yet, a new bathing suit and a sexy wrap to go with it. And shoes!”
 
   “I gather we’re going shopping?” Dani asked.
 
   “Let me see if our driver is still here.” Kayla looked out her window. “He’s here. I guess Nathan isn’t using the car. He’s so strange.” She shook her head as she watched her brother.
 
   “He’s not strange, Kayla. I think he’s cool.” Dani hadn’t failed to notice that surfing had left Nathan’s arms deeply tanned. And the sun had started to lighten his brown locks just a hint....
 
   “You are truly bizarre, and I think he’s up to something. Abigail Jamison’s housekeeper told our housekeeper that she saw Nathan waiting for the bus by her apartment.”
 
   “Unless you’re planning on hiring a private investigator, I guess you’ll just have to let it go.”
 
   “But I want to know,” she said.
 
   “Well, you could always get your paparazzi friends to do it for you,” Dani suggested jokingly.
 
   “Dani, you’re brilliant!” Kayla grabbed her phone and punched in a message. “They owe me a few favors. Besides, it was your idea so don’t look at me like that.” 
 
   “I was kidding!” Dani said, horrified.
 
   “We’ll just wait and see,” Kayla said, undeniably pleased with herself.
 
   “You are bad!” Dani scolded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
   “Kayla?” A male voice rang out from down the hallway. 
 
   “In here, Daddy!” 
 
   “There you are!” Evan Dodd leaned against the door frame. “Oh, hello. You must be the famous Dani McKinley I’ve heard so much about. Nathan and Kayla talk about you all the time. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 
 
   “It’s very nice to meet you, too, Mr. Dodd.” Dani held out her hand. 
 
   “You have to call me Evan, and if you don’t I’ll have to call you Miss McKinley.” He shook her hand warmly.
 
   Dani liked Evan immediately. Considering that he was a prestigious producer, she’d imagined he would be like those horrible people she’d met at the premiere of The Clone Faction. Instead, he had a very casual and sincere way about him. He had on loose-fitting jeans, a Gap shirt, and bare feet. Dani liked the way his eyes wrinkled at the corners when he smiled, and she was happy to see that he didn’t dye his handsome salt-and-pepper hair.
 
   “Kayla, your sister would like to consult with you about her party. Something to do with the guest list. I’ve given up trying to keep track of what that girl wants,” he said, shaking his head.
 
   “Don’t make me talk to Ava,” Kayla begged. “She’s even scarier than usual these days.”
 
   “Just keep your head down, agree to her demands, and you’ll survive. If you’re not back in ten minutes, I’ll come make sure you’re still breathing.” Evan held up his wrist and pretended to set a stopwatch. “Go! Ten minutes and counting!”
 
   “Back in a few, Dani.” Kayla glowered.
 
   “I hope you’ve been having fun out here this summer?” Evan asked. 
 
   Dani nodded. Evan was easy to talk to, and she soon found herself telling him what it was like to spend the summer with her father and how everything was so different from back home. 
 
   “Life here can be a blessing or a curse.”
 
   “It helps having Kayla. She’s been such a good friend to me from the moment I met her. Do you and my dad know each other well?”
 
   “Not really. We run into each other now and then.”
 
   “I didn’t know what to expect when he asked me to visit him, but he’s been really great to me.”
 
   Evan’s pocket beeped, and he retrieved a slim cell phone from his jeans. “Excuse me, let me see who this is.” He grimaced as he read a text message. “We’re in pre-production for Truth or Fiction,” he explained, “and we don’t even have the lead yet. Don’t ever become a producer, Dani,” Evan warned her lightheartedly.
 
   Truth or Fiction? Wasn’t that the movie Mark was hoping to audition for? And they didn’t have a star yet? “Um, Evan, this might be sort of inappropriate, but…” Dani fumbled. There was nothing to do but just ask. “Do you think maybe my dad could audition for you? For the lead? I know he’d be interested.”
 
   “I hadn’t thought of him,” Evan said, clearly trying to be polite. “I’m not sure that he is quite what I had in mind—”
 
   “I know that most of the movies he’s been in are…well, let’s just say they aren’t remarkable.” Dani looked at Evan. “Okay, they’re bad. But just because the movies are seriously noxious doesn’t mean he is.” 
 
   Evan rubbed the light stubble on his cheek. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings by saying this, but it would be a huge risk to even think about putting someone like Mark Ocean in this role.” He looked apologetically at Dani.
 
   Dani gave him her most sincere look. “Maybe he just needs a chance. Couldn’t he at least try out for the part?”
 
   “You’re persistent, I see, huh?” Evan chuckled. 
 
   Kayla flew into the room. “I’m back. So why are you two so serious?”
 
   “Nothing.” Dani waved her hand dismissively. “Nothing important.”
 
   “Actually,” Evan said slowly, “I was just about to tell Dani that I’d like her father to audition for Truth or Fiction.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
   Dani was awake early, and she couldn’t wait to tell Mark about her conversation with Evan. She headed down the spacious hallway to her father’s room and hesitated before she knocked, fearing that Olivia might have chosen to stay the night for the first time. She pressed her ear to the door. The only sound was her father’s rattling snore. Dani cracked the door open and peeked in. Whew. No naked bodies sprawled across the bed. Just her father, his head buried under a pillow, sound asleep.
 
   It was almost noon. Dani frowned. Well, she certainly had a good reason to wake the sleeping prince. She bounced across the room and threw herself on the bed, jumping up and down like a little kid. “Wake up! Wake up!”
 
   Mark groaned and rolled over, keeping the pillow over his face. “Are you for real? It’s the crack of dawn.”
 
   “Trust me. You’re going to want to wake up for this one. And if you don’t, I’m going into your closet and rearrange all your clothes.”
 
   That did it. Mark pulled the pillow off of his face and looked sleepily at Dani. “You will do no such thing.” 
 
   Dani could barely contain herself. “How would you, Mark Ocean, like to audition for the starring role in the one and only Evan Dodd’s Truth or Fiction?”
 
   Aha! Now he was most definitely awake. 
 
   “What did you just say?” he whispered.
 
   “You heard me. You’ve got the audition. Isn’t this beyond cool?” After all the things Mark had done for her—well, bought for her might be more accurate, but whatever—now she had done something for him.
 
   Mark propped himself up on his elbows. “Are you joking? Did he call?”
 
   “Not exactly.” Dani described her conversation with Evan, leaving out the more unflattering details.
 
   Mark rose slowly out of the bed, wearing pajamas only, and paced back and forth. 
 
   Why wasn’t he saying anything? Dani watched and waited.
 
   Without warning, Mark threw his arms around her and hugged her awkwardly. “You did it! I mean, I can’t believe you did this for me! We have to celebrate!” He seemed to be talking to himself. 
 
   “Dinner out?” Dani guessed.
 
   “Better,” Mark said triumphantly. “We are going camping!”
 
   “We are?” Olivia must have mentioned to Mark that Dani loved camping. “Where?”
 
   Mark yelled, “Christopher! Christopher!”
 
   Mark’s assistant—calm, collected, and impeccably dressed as always—materialized in the doorway, phone in hand. “Yes, Mark?” He brushed an imagined stray hair back into place. 
 
   “We’re going to Colorado for a few nights. Would you set up the travel and start packing? I want the first flight out tomorrow.” He turned back to Dani. “You are going to love it there, kid.”
 
   “Colorado?” Dani asked, stunned. 
 
   Camping for Dani normally meant throwing belongings into a car and driving into the woods, but it would be fun no matter where they went because they were going some place together.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
   Dani and Mark settled into the sky-club lounge to wait for their flight. They were finally going to have some real time together. It was fine to take their new relationship slowly, but she loved that her father wanted to take her on a camping trip—just the two of them. 
 
   Dani put on her headphones and listened to music. She glanced at the clock and was happy to see that their flight left in only thirty minutes. She tapped her feet in anticipation and wondered what the camping area would be like. She had only packed one bag. It was a relief not to bring her new collection of makeup, beauty products, hair appliances, and designer clothes. As much as Dani loved her glamorous new look, it was exhausting. Despite Christopher’s best efforts, the paparazzi had mercilessly pursued them to the airport, but now she was safely hiding out in the lounge with Mark and wouldn’t have to bother about her appearance for three whole days! 
 
   Dani looked up and was shocked to see Mark hugging Olivia, who waved to her excitedly. Dani waved back meekly and cranked up her music. What was she doing here? Dani could feel her eyes start to sting with tears. 
 
   Olivia plopped down next to her. She stared blankly as Olivia tried to talk to her through the headphones that were blasting music. Mark appeared, and Dani finally took off the headphones. “Is something wrong, Dani?” he asked.
 
   “No. I’m fine. Just nervous about flying, I guess.”
 
   “You’ll be fine. Besides, it’s against the law to throw up in first class,” he teased. 
 
   Dani stood up. “I’m going to the bathroom.” 
 
   “Are you all right? Do you want me to come with you?” Olivia asked.
 
   Dani ignored her and walked away. She found an empty departure gate and sat down. She called Kayla.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be bundled up in a sleeping bag or checking for poison ivy right about now?” Kayla asked.
 
   “We’re leaving in a few minutes.”
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Olivia is here,” Dani said, and she burst into tears.
 
   “Yeah, so? What’s the problem.”
 
   “I didn’t know she was coming. I thought this was supposed to be time alone for me and Mark.”
 
   “He didn’t tell you that he was bringing Olivia?”
 
   “No. He spends so much time with her already, and I thought it was my turn. Now it kind of feels like he’s afraid to be alone with me.” 
 
   “That’s ridiculous. You father isn’t afraid of you. It’s better this way, believe me. The last thing I’d want to do is spend an entire weekend roasting marshmallows and bonding with my father. You’re lucky that Olivia is there.”
 
   “I don’t feel lucky,” said Dani.
 
    
 
   *********
 
    
 
   The “camping area” was a five-bedroom, four-bathroom private ski lodge with hardwood floors and thick beams. There was in-floor heating. God forbid anyone might need a pair of socks! The kitchen had two dishwashers, two ovens, and two subzero refrigerator-freezers. There was a theater room with satellite TV and surround sound. The dining room could seat sixteen and was warmed by one of several massive stone fireplaces. Dani’s bedroom had a king-sized bed with a puffy down comforter and a built-in big-screen plasma TV. Christopher must have called ahead for a complete wardrobe to be delivered, because the closet and drawers had been filled with clothes for her. 
 
   Outside, Dani saw spectacular mountain views, a large fish pond with a waterfall, a Jacuzzi, and a meditation platform. Dani could smell fresh focaccia being baked in the kitchen. Even if Olivia hadn’t tagged along, she and Mark still wouldn’t have been alone. A private chef was cooking dinner while a housekeeper turned down their beds.
 
   “Can you believe this joint?” Olivia snorted.
 
   “What do you mean? You don’t like it?” Dani asked.
 
   “Of course I like it. But, come on. It’s a bit excessive.” Olivia pushed her unruly curls behind her ear. “Although I have to admit that it’s very relaxing here.” She set her book down and pulled an Indian-patterned blanket over her legs. She tapped the cushion next to her. “You want to sit?”
 
   Dani curled up on the end of the plush couch. 
 
   Olivia leaned over. “Do you know that this area is called Bachelor Gulch?” She covered her mouth to prevent her laughter from echoing throughout the house. “Can you think of anything more appropriate for your father?”
 
   “It is not. Is it?” Dani asked dubiously. 
 
   “Didn’t you see the signs as we drove in here? Anyhow, tell me what’s going on with you.” Olivia smiled. “You and Jason are joined at the hip, huh? Or maybe I should say joined at the lips?”
 
   “Olivia!” Dani blushed. “He’s pretty spectacular.”
 
   “What’s he like? What do you talk about?”
 
   “Oh, um, I don’t know…” Dani trailed off. She and Jason didn’t spend much time conversing. The truth was, outside of his kissing skills, she didn’t really know much about Jason. But she had to give Olivia something. “His father is a baseball player, and so his parents travel a lot. He spends a lot of time on his own. His dad must be getting toward the end of his playing career, though, so maybe they’ll be around more for him.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I think that is the case for a lot of children with highly successful parents. They’re raised by nannies because the parents won’t take time away from work and travel and shopping to be bothered with them. I thought Mark would be the same type, you know? But he’s not like that.”
 
   “What do you think he’s like?”
 
   “You know. You live with him. Don’t the two of you talk?”
 
   Dani shrugged. “Not really. I mean, he’s been wonderful, but we don’t sit down and analyze each other. When we go out to dinner, we mostly talk about the places he’s traveled, his work, restaurants. That sort of thing. I’m not sure he knows what to do with me,” Dani said with embarrassment. “Or that I know what to do with him.”
 
   “It’s not your job to know what to do,” said Olivia. “He’s the grown-up. But he is a man, so that gives him a significant disadvantage in the communication department. He should be asking you about yourself, about school, your friends. He should know what’s going on with Jason.”
 
   Dani spoke slowly. “I’m not sure he’s interested in hearing all that.”
 
   “Well, he should be interested. He does need pushing, though. Your father is a much more complicated person than you might think. There is a good man underneath all that fame. If you reach out to him, I think he’ll reach out to you.”
 
   “Yes, but I don’t even know where to start. I don’t think he even knows when my birthday is!”
 
   “Oh, God, did he miss it? Was it this summer?”
 
   “No, it’s September ninth. I’ll be sixteen.”
 
   “Sixteen, huh? It’s a great age. Will you have a birthday party?”
 
   “My mom and Alan always do something fun for me. Alan is a chef, so he’ll make me whatever I want for dinner, and then we’ll go bowling or something goofy like that. I’ll probably have a sleepover with my best friend, Sam, and a bunch of girls from school. We’ll stay up late and talk about boys and eat junk food all night.” As great as the sleepover at Kayla’s had been, Dani longed for a relaxed, easier time with her friends from home—they wouldn’t peek at her toenails to see if she’d kept up with her pedicures, check her hair for split ends, or notice which designer made her pajamas.
 
   “Oh, that sounds fun!” Olivia was genuinely enthusiastic. “I loved sleepovers when I was a kid. So you won’t be whisked off for a posh vacation in the mountains then?” she asked sarcastically, gesturing grandly to the luxurious living room.
 
   “Yeah, right. No, I’ll be at home. This house is fantastic and all, but I totally thought we were going camping. With actual tents and sleeping bags.”
 
   “Can you picture your father in a tent?” Olivia laughed. “I wonder if Brunello Cucinelli makes camping equipment? Oh, I shouldn’t make fun of Mark. He’s just forgotten how normal people live.”
 
   “Olivia, you told my father that I go camping with Mom and Alan, didn’t you? That’s where he got the idea?”
 
   Olivia nodded. “Yes, I did. He wanted to do something that you would enjoy.”
 
   “Of course I enjoy it. It’s just different from what I’m used to. Alan always makes a huge bonfire and cooks a pot of chili in a cast-iron pot. Mom and I make s’mores, and he plays the guitar. Not very well, but he plays anyhow. And Alan always does this stupid thing where he pretends to be a bear. Mom and I get into our sleeping bags, and Alan stomps around outside, growling and roaring that he’s hungry. One time he even cut out a bear shape from paper, glued it onto a Popsicle stick, and used it as a shadow puppet on the tent.”
 
   Olivia reached out and rubbed Dani’s arm. “You miss them, huh? Your mother and Alan?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess I do.”
 
   “You should call them more often. And your friend Sam.”
 
   “I know. It’s just that I haven’t spoken to Alan since I left Michigan. We sort of had a huge fight right before I got on the plane.”
 
   “From what you’ve told me about Alan, he doesn’t sound like someone who would hold a grudge. Are you?”
 
   “Maybe I am,” Dani admitted. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
   Mark put all his weight onto the metal stake and pushed it into the ground. He was going to put up this miserable tent if it killed him. He’d heard Dani and Olivia’s entire conversation. He’d made one phone call to Christopher, and within a few hours an SUV had pulled up at the house to deliver an obscene assortment of camping equipment. The delivery person had offered to set up the tent for Mark, but he’d refused. He grabbed another stake and pushed it through a metal loop before driving it into place. 
 
   Thank God that Olivia was here, otherwise he wouldn’t have known Dani hated this trip. Okay, maybe she didn’t hate it, but obviously he had disappointed her. And he really did want to do something nice for her. If she wanted to sleep in a tent and smell like bug spray, then he was going to pitch a tent. Albeit a rather lopsided tent.
 
   Mark stared at the directions again. He’d done something horribly wrong. Christopher had ordered the largest tent available, which made it even harder to pitch.
 
   He marched into a wooded area in search of rocks to make a fire pit—even thought there were four fireplaces in the house. He slapped his arm, killing a mosquito. He didn’t like bugs. He found a few rocks and started back to the house. Mark stopped and stared. The oversized tent looked ridiculous pitched next to the big house. Mark sighed and continued gathering rocks and setting them in a circle. Now he just needed wood. He was going to make the biggest, baddest fire Dani had ever seen.
 
   He had to give Olivia credit because she hadn’t asked to sleep in the tent with them. He couldn’t believe he’d continued to see Olivia. She wasn’t his type at all. But he was starting to like rock climbing, and Mark had to admit that she looked good in her spandex shorts. 
 
   Not that it mattered, he told himself. Mark was creating a low-key, regular-guy image. And it was working. Pictures of the couple were still making their rounds in the media. Olivia turned away every time a photographer approached them, but she was learning to put up with it, and the media seemed pleased with them. In fact, most of the blurbs by the photos were comments wondering if the notorious bachelor was looking to settle down. Hah! Like that would ever happen. Olivia hadn’t even spent the night with him. Again, not that it mattered. It wasn’t as though he was lusting after her constantly. Sure, she was a pretty good kisser, and the truth was, he wanted to kiss her and hold her more than he liked to admit. 
 
   Mark tossed a bundle of kindling into the fire pit. Now he just had to blow up the air mattresses and find sticks for roasting the marshmallows. He hadn’t done that since he was a kid.
 
   Forty-five minutes later, Mark was ready. “Dani! Dani! Come on out here!” He couldn’t believe how excited he was. It wasn’t like he was giving her a Porsche or anything. It was just a stupid tent and fire.
 
   “I’m here. What’s going on?” Dani emerged from the house onto the spacious deck with sweeping views of the Colorado Mountains. “I was wondering what you were doing out…” She caught sight of the crooked tent. 
 
   “I just thought you might want to rough it for a night,” he said dismissively. 
 
   “It’s wonderful.” She walked slowly to the tent and popped her head in. “Are forty of us going to be sleeping in here?” she called, her voice muffled behind the nylon. 
 
   “Sorry. Is it too big?” he asked. Had he screwed this up already?
 
   His daughter whipped her head out and rushed over to him. “Are you kidding me? This is beyond awesome! And we’re cooking out, too?”
 
   “Hot dogs. I know it’s not chili, but I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t want to eat anything I made.”
 
   Dani threw her hands on her hips and asked him playfully, “You were eavesdropping, weren’t you?”
 
   “I couldn’t help it,” he said, chagrined. “You want to help me fix the tent? I’m sure you’re much better at this than I am.” 
 
   “I think it’s amazing just the way it is.”
 
   “Yeah, it has character, right? Not everyone can enjoy the pleasures of a Mark Ocean original.”
 
   She laughed warmly. “Exactly.”
 
   “How about we go for a walk, and then we’ll start the fire?” Mark rubbed his hands together. 
 
   “Sure. We probably have time before it gets dark. You’re not going to get us lost, are you?” she teased.
 
   “Very funny. Actually, if I remember correctly, there’s a trail that leads to a beautiful view.” Mark pointed off to a narrow clearing through the dense trees. “If we hurry, we might be able to catch the sunset. I’ve got flashlights, so we’ll be okay getting back.” He picked up a small backpack that held the flashlights, plus bottled water and a blanket.
 
   As they made their way silently into the woods, Mark realized that he hadn’t walked this trail since his first visit here after he bought the house. Most other visits had been indoors with a date. He held a branch off the trail so that Dani could get by. 
 
   Dani wasn’t chattering like she sometimes did to fill the silence with Mark. In fact, she seemed perfectly comfortable with the lack of conversation and hummed to herself as they walked. 
 
   The odd thing, Mark thought, was that as much as he enjoyed the quiet, he found that he wanted to talk to her. He thought about what he had heard Olivia say. He was the parent, and it was his responsibility to reach out to his daughter. Maybe he had forgotten how normal people live. 
 
   They soon reached a clearing and it was even more spectacular than Mark remembered from his walk here years ago. The sun was just beginning to set, casting a glow across the mountains. 
 
   Dani stood next to him. “Wow,” she breathed in a whisper.
 
   “Look, they’re still here. I can’t believe it.” Mark pointed to two red Adirondack chairs sat next to each other. 
 
   Dani plopped herself down in one of them. “Well, grab a seat.”
 
   Mark sat down and turned to Dani. The light from the setting sun illuminated her face. Tonight she had on jeans and an old sweatshirt, and she looked happier than he had ever seen her. 
 
   And he was happy, Mark realized with a start. He was actually happy right now. And peaceful. It was in this moment, with the light so remarkable and Dani so…so there, that he understood that his life wasn’t about pleasing his agent, or the suits from the studio, or even Evan Dodd. 
 
   Something, or rather somebody, came before everything else.
 
   It was suddenly clear that he had a connection with this kid—young woman, really—that made him happy.
 
   And she needed him.
 
   “Pretty cool view, huh, Dad?”
 
   That was the second time she’d called him Dad. 
 
   “Pretty cool,” he agreed. “Pretty cool, indeed.”
 
   Dani placed her hand in his, and he held it tightly. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Dani.”
 
   “Sorry for what? Everything is great.”
 
   “Nah, it’s not great. But it will be.”
 
   They sat together until the last of the sun was barely visible. 
 
   “I guess we should head back?” Mark asked, terrified to break the moment and let go of her 
 
   “Yeah, I’m getting hungry. You, too?” Dani stood up. “Good thing you brought the flashlights, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, good thing,” Mark said. He fumbled through the backpack. “Here you go. Don’t trip, it’s getting dark.” He started back down the trail, but Dani fell into him.
 
   “Oops, too late. Sorry,” Dani said.
 
   Mark took her hand again to lead them home. “We’ll just take our time. There’s no rush.”
 
   As they made their way through the dark, Mark and Dani talked easily. She described her house in Michigan, raved about walking through fresh fallen snow on the way to school with her friend Sam, and complained about the pre-calculus class she was starting in the fall. She loved Indian food and bird watching, and hated jazz music and documentaries. 
 
   After they’d lit the fire and roasted hot dogs, Mark darted into the house to retrieve his guitar. “It’s a campfire tradition, right? Singing horrible songs? I bet I could do ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ or some Cat Stevens.” He sat down on the blanket and began to play. 
 
   Dani covered her ears, giggling. “Who is Cat Stevens?” She pulled a blanket up over her shoulders and scooted closer to her father. “I didn’t know you played the guitar.”
 
   “Not very well. I forgot I had this here, and it needs a little tuning.” 
 
   “What else do you know how to play?” Dani pulled her knees up against her chest and rested her head down on them.
 
   “How about some jazz?” he joked. 
 
   “Maybe not,” she joked back
 
   They were quiet for a moment..
 
   “Dani? I think you should call Alan,” Mark said. Dani stayed quiet, thinking, and Mark fiddled with the guitar strings. “Hey, what was that song you were humming earlier?”
 
   “Was it totally annoying?”
 
   “No, not at all. It sounded familiar. Do it again.”
 
   Dani hummed, and Mark wracked his brain. “Ah, I know!” he cried triumphantly. “That’s an old Blues Traveler song. ‘Precarious.’” 
 
   It took a few tries, but Mark eventually got the chords right, and Dani lifted her head up. “Yeah, that’s it. Mom always hums that, but I never knew what it was. I don’t even know the words.”
 
   “It goes like this.” Mark began singing gently and then paused.
 
   “Why did you stop? What’s wrong?” Dani asked.
 
   “Nothing is wrong. Everything is right,” he said before finishing the song.
 
    
 
 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
   “Hi, Alan.” Dani gripped the phone. She lay back on her bed with her arm over her eyes, hoping it might somehow make this call easier. They had returned from Colorado a few days ago, and she had finally summoned the courage to call Alan. “How are you?”
 
   “Hi, sweetheart!” Alan practically sang into the phone. “It’s so good to hear your voice.” He paused. “Oh, you probably called for your mother. Let me go see if I can find her. She’s in the garden, lost among the tomato plants, I think. Hold on.”
 
   “No, wait.” Dani curled her toes tightly. “I didn’t call for her. I called for you.”
 
   “You did? I’m glad. I’ve missed you, kiddo. Tell me about California. How’s it going with Mark?”
 
   “Everything is good,” Dani answered. “Mark took me to Colorado for a few days. Camping. Alan…I didn’t think you’d want to talk to me. I thought you, sort of, hated me.”
 
   “Aw, Dani. People have fights, and that’s okay. I always want to talk to you, but I thought you might need a little space. I’m sure you have a lot going on in your life right now. There is nothing you could do or say that would make me hate you. Ever.” Alan’s voice was gentle and reassuring.
 
   Dani took her arm away from her face and blinked against the sunlight that poured into her room. “Really? Because I owe you an apology for my behavior. So, I’m sorry.”
 
   “Water under the bridge. It’s done and over, okay. Hey, did you know I spoke to your father on the phone the other day? He couldn’t stop talking about you and what a fantastic and amazing young lady you are.”
 
   “I didn’t know he called you.”
 
   “He called to check in with your mom, actually, but she was out, so I ended up speaking with him. He’s obviously crazy about you. But how could he not be?”
 
   “Yeah, it turns out that Dad—” Dani stopped herself as a hard pang of guilt took over. 
 
   Alan finally spoke. “So you’re calling him Dad? I think that’s great, Dani.”
 
   “You do?” she said, surprised at the relief she felt. 
 
   “Of course. Were you worried I’d be mad?”
 
   “No. I mean…No.”
 
   “Because I’m not. Kiddo, I know I’m not your father. And just because I’m not your father doesn’t mean I care about you any less. We have our own thing going, right? Nothing will mess with that. Even if, for instance,” he said, pausing, “I was to marry your mother.” 
 
   Dani sat up. “What? Does this mean…?”
 
   “I asked Leila to marry me, and she said yes!” Alan said happily. “I know she wanted to tell you herself in person, but apparently I can’t keep my mouth shut.”
 
   “Oh, my God! This is awesome! I’m so happy for you!” Dani bounced around the room. 
 
   “I’m sorry you weren’t here, but the time was just right. Business at the restaurant really picked up, and I was finally able to pay for a ring. Once I had the ring, I just couldn’t wait.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that. I’m so happy for you guys. I really am.” 
 
   “I’m happy for all of us, Dani.”
 
   She told Alan about the camping trip and Mark’s lopsided tent, and then she told him all about the party that Mark was throwing for her on her last night in L.A. Mark had presented his idea on the flight back from Colorado and was so enthusiastic about it that she couldn’t say no. He’d insisted that she write out a guest list right then, and he promised to invite some of his friends, as well. Mark had suggested a winter theme and was already busy making calls to secure a great location.
 
   When she’d hung up with her stepfather-to-be, Dani gleefully walked downstairs to find Mark. She stopped at the top of the stairs. 
 
   She heard Olivia say, “I like the way you read it the first time better. I think it suits the character more, don’t you?”
 
   Dani leaned over the banister. Mark and Olivia were on the couch together reading from a script, and it bothered her. 
 
   “You think?” Mark asked his girlfriend. “I can’t tell anymore. I don’t know what Evan is looking for. Maybe I shouldn’t even be trying out for this part,” he said as he tossed his script down. 
 
   “Babe, you’re doing great. Really.” Olivia moved closer to Mark and then lay down, resting her head on his chest. He ran a hand through her hair and kissed the top of her head. Olivia peeked up at him. “Don’t give up now. You still want this, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course. It won’t be the end of the world, though, if it doesn’t work out. But you’re right. I’m not going to give up.” He leaned over and retrieved his script. “Okay, can we try that scene again?”
 
   Dani pivoted around and tiptoed back to her room. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 37
 
    
 
   There was a knock at Dani’s door. “Dani? Can I come in?”
 
   “Nathan?” Dani jumped up in a panic and checked out what she was wearing. Gross. She had on pajama bottoms, a black tank top, and worse, she hadn’t even brushed her hair yet. Great. So much for keeping up her image. To make matters worse, Nathan looked perfectly adorable in his cargo pants and sleeveless shirt.
 
   “Your father said it would be okay if I came up.”
 
   “My dad is awake?” Dani glanced at the clock. It was just past nine in the morning. 
 
   “Yeah. He’s in the kitchen making breakfast, but you might end up starving to death. There’s a strange smell coming from the skillet,” he warned, cracking a smile.
 
   “Ew. Thanks for the heads up.” Dani smoothed out her bangs, which she was sure were standing up on end. “Sorry, I’m sure I’m a total mess.”
 
   “Not at all. You look beauti—I mean, you look fine. You always do.” Nathan tucked his head down. “Oh, here. It’s the official invitation to Ava’s party next week. You’re coming, right?” He handed Dani a large rectangular envelope with her name embossed on the front in orange lettering.
 
   “I’ve already got my coconuts ready to make into a bikini,” she said. 
 
   “Nice. I’m still waiting on the arrival of my grass skirt. I don’t know what I’ll do if the shipment is delayed.” He feigned distress and lifted the back of his hand to his forehead. 
               Dani opened the envelope. She’d have to find the perfect thing to wear for Jason. She put the invitation on the desk and plopped herself down on the bed. 
 
   Nathan squinted his eyes, catching sight of something through the window. “Hey, is that a tanager?” He crossed the room. “It is! It’s a Western tanager. You don’t see too many of those around here.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A Western tanager. It’s a cool bird with red, orange, and black. I saw one at the Botanical Gardens once.”
 
   “Come out on the deck.” Dani rose and beckoned to Nathan. “We can probably see better out there.”
 
   Nathan followed her outside. The pair leaned over the stone wall to watch the bird at the feeder. 
 
   “I didn’t even know there were feeders out here. I don’t think they were here before…” Dani bit her lip as she stared into the tree. “Wow, that bird is really beautiful. She’s so colorful.”
 
   “Actually, that’s a male. The females don’t have such bold colors. That’s how it is in nature,” he smirked. “I guess the males have to work harder to get noticed by the females.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were a bird-watcher,” Dani said. “I have lots of feeders at my house in Michigan, but I’m just starting to identify birds. All those different sparrows look the same to me.”
 
   “I go to the arboretum a lot and walk around,” Nathan admitted. “I’ve even taken a few classes there. But you can’t tell anyone that I’m secretly such a nerd, okay?” He gave her a nudge with his shoulder.. “Oops, there he goes.” The bird flew away.
 
   Dani noticed how close she was to Nathan. Their arms were touching. Dani knew she should move away. What was she doing, standing so close to him? She swallowed. “Um, so what are you up to this weekend?” 
 
   “That’s the other reason I came by. My parents are having a barbecue tomorrow. They’re hoping you and Mark will come by. Six o’clock. Do you think you can come?”
 
   “I don’t see why not. That sounds fun.”
 
   “My dad was hoping to barbecue, but my mother insisted on having a caterer take care of everything. I’m sure we’re in for herb-encrusted tuna kabobs and truffled egg salad.”
 
   “I’ll force it down.” Dani grinned. “I’m beginning to understand that no one around here does anything without professional help. And speaking of elaborate parties, you should be getting an invitation to the one my father is throwing for me on my last night here. A going-away party, I guess.” Dani shrugged. “I don’t even know who is on the guest list, so you’ll have to come so I have somebody to talk to.”
 
   “Of course I’ll be there.” Nathan looked out across the lawn. “I can’t believe you’re leaving. It’s too bad you can’t stay longer.” Still shoulder-to-shoulder with Dani, he turned his head and locked eyes with her.
 
    Instead of moving away, she held his gaze. “I know. I can’t believe how quickly the summer is going by.” 
 
   Nathan reached up and gently placed one hand on her cheek, stroking her face. He tilted his head slightly and cautiously leaned in. Nathan’s lips touched hers. He kissed her slowly, tentatively at first, and then Dani found herself pressing her lips hard to his. This was so different from the deep, assertive way Jason kissed her, like he always wanted more. Jason’s hands were constantly in her hair or roaming her body, pulling her against him, his breath hot on her neck. But Nathan was tender and precise…and somehow more provocative than Jason…
 
   She pulled away slightly. “I shouldn’t do this.” Dani whispered more to herself than to Nathan.
 
   “Oh,” he breathed. “I didn’t think…I didn’t know you and Jason was still going on.”
 
   “Well, yeah.”
 
   Nathan took his hand off of her cheek and took a step back. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have…”
 
   “No, it’s okay. I, uh, I have to get ready. I’m going out with Kayla. Your sister. Yes,” Dani spluttered. “So thanks for bringing the invitation over.”
 
   Nathan inhaled loudly. “Yes. The invitation. The reason I came over here. I have to go, too.” Nathan retreated. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”
 
   “We’ll be there.” Dani tried to look nonchalant and waved casually as Nathan left. 
 
   What had she just done?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 38
 
    
 
   “There you are. I just texted you.” Kayla tucked her hair behind her ears and clicked a heel on patio. 
 
   “You texted me from fifty feet away?” Dani asked. “What did I miss?”
 
   The Dodds’ party was in full swing. Dani had barely seen Kayla, who had been busy flirting with a young actor. 
 
   “Turns out that Nathan has been up to no good.” Kayla smiled smugly.
 
   Uh-oh. Did she know? “What, what do you mean?”
 
   “Remember when we sent Sanchez to find out where Nathan was going?”
 
   Dani breathed a sigh of relief. “Yeah.”
 
   Kayla pulled her phone from her tiny purse. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement. “According to this photograph, my brother has been slumming it. They couldn’t figure out what he was doing.”
 
   Dani looked at the screen. Kayla was right. Nathan was walking up the steps of a crumbling apartment building. Internet headlines asked if the son of a famous Hollywood producer was involved with drugs. 
 
   “I think my brother has become a gang-banging druggie,” Kayla said with satisfaction. 
 
   “No, Kayla, that can’t be it,” Dani said quickly. “Your brother is not like that.”
 
   “And how do you know what my brother is like?” 
 
   Dani ignored her implication. “I can’t believe that these pictures are all over the Web. Does Nathan know? Can’t you get them taken down?”
 
   “Why are you so upset? This was your idea. Mom and Dad will probably ship him off to rehab! I can’t find my father anywhere, though. If you see him, tell him that I’m looking for him.” Kayla practically skipped away. 
 
   Dani saw Olivia standing under an umbrella. She worked her way down the wide steps, past the martini bar. “Do you know where my dad is?’
 
   Olivia shook her head. “I’m not sure. This is a nice party, isn’t it? The Dodds are really friendly, and Evan in particular is very down to earth.”
 
   “I’m going to look for my dad. You know how it is. I’m sure one of the models here has snagged his attention by now. Men, huh?” 
 
   Dani knew that Mark would know what to do about the Nathan situation. She headed inside the house to find her father and stopped just outside the kitchen. She could see that Evan was at the sink rinsing dishes, while Mark leaned against a counter talking, a dishcloth flung over his shoulder. Dani smiled. She was about to step into the room when Mark spoke to Evan.
 
   “I’ll admit I was not ecstatic when I found out I had a daughter. You know how it is, right? You’re in the business. I like my life, and I didn’t want a kid interfering.” Mark chuckled. “Finding out you have a teenage daughter makes you feel older overnight. I told everyone that Dani wasn’t my kid, but then I told my agent about her. She’s the one who suggested a daughter could be good for my career.”
 
   Dani’s heart pounded.
 
   “Let me guess,” Evan said. “If I know Renna, she said to use Dani. And so you did.”
 
   “You know it. Renna said this was the perfect moment to become a devoted family man. And then I hooked Dani up with Kayla, and here we are.”
 
   Dani silently turned and ran. 
 
   Mark sighed. “I did every underhanded thing I could think of to get what I wanted,” he said bitterly. “So it should be easy to send Dani back to Michigan, right?”
 
   Evan frowned. He shut off the water and picked up a beer. “In theory, yes.”
 
    “Except something happened.”
 
    “What was that?” 
 
   “After all the scheming and manipulating, I fell for the kid. I’m crazy about her.”
 
   “You woke up.”
 
   “Yeah,” Mark said nodding. “I woke up.”
 
   “Hurts, doesn’t it?” Evan said gently. “I know. Come with me. I want to show you something.” Mark followed Evan into his study. “Look at these pictures.”
 
   There must have been thirty photographs of Evan’s family: a vacation on the beach, pictures of the kids at different ages, Evan’s wife wearing a witch costume on Halloween. Mark picked up a beaming husband-and-wife photo from Evan’s wedding. He set it down and looked at a photo of Evan and a young Kayla. 
 
   “That was Kayla’s first day of kindergarten. Do you notice my pink socks? Kayla insisted that I coordinate with her pink dress. Even at that age she was headstrong.” Evan laughed. “I wouldn’t trade those memories for anything.”
 
   “Well, clearly you were meant to have a family.”
 
   “No, I wasn’t. This life almost didn’t happen.”
 
   Mark turned to Evan. “What do you mean?”
 
   Evan smiled. “I don’t mind saying that I was a pretty successful bachelor. There are a lot of perks, right? It’s fun, it’s easy, and I could be there today. I could be alone. But I got smart. I woke up.” He winked at Mark.
 
   Mark looked back at the photos. “Listen, I’m sorry about my motives for introducing Kayla to Dani and about trying to get an audition. I haven’t handled anything right.” He slumped into a chair. “Evan, what am I going to do about Dani? She’s leaving me, and it’s going to break my heart.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 39
 
    
 
   Dani flew through out the front door, wiping away her tears, and plowed into Nathan.
 
   “Dani?”
 
   “Sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you. I have to go.” Dani kept her head down and tried to step around him.
 
   He reached out and grabbed her. “I’m glad I found you. I wanted to explain about the picture.” Nathan stopped, bending down to get a good look at Dani’s face. “Hey, what’s wrong? What happened?” he asked gently.
 
   “Nothing.” Dani wiped her face. “Nothing that matters.” She looked up at him. “Can we get out of here?”
 
   Nathan brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Yeah. I’ll get you out of here.” 
 
   He took her by the hand and led her to the driveway. Nathan called to the family driver and touched the small of Dani’s back as they slid into the back seat. She leaned her head against Nathan.
 
   “Are you all right?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine. Where are we going?” 
 
   Nathan leaned forward and gave the driver an address. “I want to show you something.”
 
   Dani shut her eyes. She didn’t really care where they were going as long as it was away from Mark.
 
   They rode in silence until Beverly Hills was long gone. The limousine drove through grimy streets, past old apartments. Finally, Nathan spoke. “We’re almost there. Kayla told me she showed you the photo. I don’t care what she thinks, but I do care what you think. There,” he said pointing to a building. 
 
   “Why were you down here?” Dani asked.
 
   “Have you ever noticed that Kayla misplaces an awful lot of her stuff?”
 
   “Yes, I have, actually,” she said.
 
   “I volunteer at an organization that puts together birthday parties for kids whose families are too poor to do it themselves.” Nathan kept looking out the window. “Kayla has too much junk. Some of these kids, Dani, they’re eleven years old, and they’ve never had a party. I know it’s not much, but you should see the look on a kid’s face when they blow out the candles on a Spiderman cake and unwrap an iPod.” 
 
   Dani looked at him apologetically. “This is all my fault. I’m the one who suggested that Kayla—”
 
   “This is where that picture was taken. My backpack wasn’t full of anything illegal. It was full of streamers, and horns, and paper plates. They could have gotten a picture of me holding twenty helium-filled balloons, right? But those aren’t the pictures the media likes. No one brings balloons on a drug deal,” he said, smiling. “My dad already knows about my volunteer work. We didn’t tell my mother because she’d freak to know I was coming to this area.”
 
   Dani noticed her hand was on Nathan’s leg, and she quickly removed it. “Okay. But I’m still really sorry. I never thought you were doing anything wrong. I wasn’t thinking when I suggested Kayla call—”
 
   “Shh,” Nathan said. “Stop. You ready to go home?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “How about we drive around for a while?” he asked.
 
   “That would be nice.” Dani lay back against the seat. 
 
   She looked out the window as the limo drove on. The sky was dark, and she watched the lights outside. They must be in L.A. now. She had no idea how much time had passed. Half an hour? An hour? Without realizing it, Dani leaned into Nathan. His arm was around her now, and he gently stroked her hair. It was soothing. She didn’t move away. 
 
   “You know you can talk to me about whatever happened,” he whispered. “I swear I won’t call the tabloids.”
 
   “Thanks, but I think I should just go home.”
 
   “Whatever you want.”
 
   When the limousine pulled up in front of Mark’s house, Dani turned to Nathan. How could he be so understanding after what she had done to him and what had happened on her deck? She leaned over and hugged him. “I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   “Relax. Everything is fine.” He held her.
 
   Dani raised her head up and, just as she was about to make another mistake with Nathan, she saw someone leaning against Mark’s front door. 
 
   Jason stood with his arms crossed and grinned as the driver opened the door. Dani pulled herself away from Nathan. “I have to go. I didn’t know he was going to be here. Listen, Nathan,” she started, but he waved her words away.
 
   “Yeah, sure. If he makes you happy then… I’m glad.” He nodded his head toward Jason. “Go on.”
 
   Dani got out of the car and approached Jason. “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
   “Waiting for you,” he said, throwing an arm around her. “I stopped by the barbecue, but you were gone. Your father is still at the party.”
 
   “Good. He can stay there as long as he likes.” Dani unlocked the front door and then suddenly kissed Jason hard. His breath was hot, and his arms felt good wrapped around her. She practically dragged him up to the second floor. 
 
   “We’re going to your room?” 
 
   “Why not? No one is home, right?” she said.
 
   “So what do you want to do?”
 
   Dani knew exactly what she wanted to do. The house was empty, and Jason was here. She dropped her purse and pulled off her shoes.
 
   “How was the barbecue? How come you left without your father?” Jason asked.
 
   “Stop talking.” She pulled Jason against her and wrapped her arms around his neck as she started kissing him. Dani could feel her breathing quicken as she slid her hands down his chest and stomach. She grabbed his shirt and pulled it up over his head.
 
   “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I’m not complaining.” He kissed her back, responding to her insistence, and guided her onto the bed. 
 
   Dani didn’t want to think. She let Jason lay his weight on top of her while he continued kissing her mouth, her neck. She ran her hands through her own hair as she let him move down to her stomach.
 
   What the hell was she doing?
 
   Dani tried to pull Jason up, but he resisted, continuing to run kisses across her stomach. “Jason, stop.” 
 
   “What’s the problem?” he whispered, while one hand tried to move up under her shirt. 
 
   “I said stop it,” she insisted. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be doing this. This isn’t what I want to be doing.”
 
   “God, Dani, are you kidding me?” Jason got off the bed and exhaled deeply. “You can’t do that to me. Seriously, we’ve been doing the same thing all summer and finally you drop the whole tame routine and then push me away? What am I supposed to think, huh?” Jason angrily snatched his shirt off the floor and yanked it over his head.
 
   “Can you not make a big deal out of this, please?” Dani pleaded. “I’m sorry. Can’t we just pretend this didn’t happen?”
 
   Just as Jason was about to respond, the door to Dani’s room flew open. “You are home. I tried your cell…” Mark stopped and took in the scene. “What is going on here?” He glared at Jason. 
 
   “Nothing is going on,” Jason said, eyeing Dani. “I’m leaving.”
 
   “That’s right you’re leaving,” Mark growled. Jason tried to brush past him, but Mark reached out, stopping him with one strong arm thrown across Jason’s chest. “Don’t you dare show up at my house again,” Mark threatened. “Ever. Understood?”
 
   Jason left the room without saying a word. Mark turned to Dani. “Are you okay? Did he…did he hurt you?”
 
   She was seething. “What is wrong with you? I’m fine!” she exploded. “I can’t believe you just did that!”
 
   Mark looked astounded. “Hon, you cannot be alone in your room with a boy. Especially that one.”
 
   “Says who? Why do you even care?” Dani shouted.
 
   “Hey, I care more than you’ll ever know.” 
 
   “Get out of here!” Dani threw a pillow at her father’s head. “Leave me alone!”
 
   “Pick up your cell phone when I call and let me know where you are from now on.” Mark was furious. “I was worried. You’re only fifteen.” He dodged Dani’s next pillow and slammed the door.
 
   Dani stomped across the room. “Fifteen? I’ll be sixteen in a month,” she snarled.
 
   “Not until September ninth!” Her father’s voice echoed down the hall.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
   “I have to tell you something.” Kayla floated next to Dani in Mark’s pool. “I’ve been putting it off because it really blows.” 
 
   Dani took a sip of her pineapple and seltzer. She peeked at Kayla, envying her metallic orange Dior swimsuit. “You already apologized for what you did to Nathan. We’re still buddies.”
 
   “That’s not it. But I’ll admit that even for me, I went too far. I even apologized to Nathan. No, it’s something else.”
 
   “What is it?” Dani lazily dangled her fingers in the water.
 
   “It’s not good.” Kayla reached over and held Dani’s float. “I don’t want to upset you, but I think you have to hear this.”
 
   Now what? Dani thought. She was still in a rotten mood about everything that had happened last night. She hadn’t spoken to Mark today, and Jason hadn’t answered her cell calls yet. And then there was Nathan…
 
   “I know who leaked the story about you and Mark to the press.”
 
   “What?” Dani was completely surprised. “What do you mean you know? How? Who did it?”
 
   Kayla put her hand on top of Dani’s. “It took a little while, but I had someone find out.”
 
   “Who was it, Kayla?” Dani demanded. 
 
   “Your friend from Michigan. Sam.”
 
   No, no, no. That wasn’t possible. Kayla had to be wrong. There was no way Sam could have known, and even if she found out that Mark was Dani’s father, she wouldn’t betray her best friend. “Kayla, that can’t be right. Sam wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “She did. She called a guy named Brian Harper who works for one of the major tabloids.” Kayla pulled off her sunglasses.
 
   Dani’s heart sank as she thought about the possibility. Sam was the one person who had pushed Dani to embrace having a famous father and to take advantage of all that he could give her. Sam was the Mark Ocean fanatic. “Do you know how she found out?” 
 
   “Apparently she overheard your mom talking to her boyfriend one night.”
 
   “I can’t believe she did this to me. Do you know how close we are? Do you know how often she would stay with us because things sucked so badly at her house? What a total…total…”
 
   “Bitch?” Kayla finished for her.
 
   “Yes,” Dani said coldly. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, but I had to tell you,” she said.
 
   “No, I’m glad I know.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   Dani thought about all the times that she had talked to Sam this summer, never suspecting that her best friend had been so disloyal. “No, I don’t want to talk to her. I don’t want to hear her voice. I don’t even want to think about her. We’re done.”
 
   “Really? You’re not going to have a huge blowout over this?” 
 
   Dani shook her head. “No. She’s not worth it. She’s not worth anything. I’ll send her an email. In fact, I’m going to do it right now.” 
 
   Kayla paddled to the edge of the pool and retrieved Dani’s phone. “Here.”
 
   “Can you write it for me?” Dani didn’t want to look at the words she was going to have to say.
 
   “Yup. Okay, I got her address. Shoot.”
 
   “I know what you did,” Dani started, “ Don’t call me, don’t write me. Stay away from me and my mother.”
 
   “Are you sure you want me to send that?” Kayla asked. “Maybe you should try and talk to her first. See what she has to say?”
 
   “No. Send it. There is nothing she could possibly say that will excuse what she’s done. Sam isn’t my friend anymore. Maybe she never was.”
 
   “Look, I haven’t known you that long, but this doesn’t sound like you.” Kayla said. “It sounds like me.”
 
   “It’s me now,” Dani said. 
 
   “Hi, girls!” Olivia’s voice trilled across the pool area.
 
   “God, she’s here again?” Dani muttered as she waved. 
 
   “Mark and I are going sea kayaking in a few hours. You want to come?” 
 
   “No, thanks.” Dani floated away from Olivia.
 
   “Okay. We’ll be inside for a while if you change your mind.” Olivia didn’t conceal the disappointment in her voice.
 
   “Maybe another time,” Dani called over her shoulder. After Olivia had gone inside, Dani said, “You know what? I want to invite a friend over.”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   “Bridgett. She’s actually a friend of Mark’s, but I think she’d like to come swimming with us.”
 
    
 
   **********
 
    
 
   Mark stared at the two women in front of him: Olivia, in her long khaki shorts and T-shirt, and Bridgett, in her red bikini and Chanel shades. Too bad he and Olivia hadn’t left earlier so he could have avoided this awkward meeting. Olivia, at least, looked amused as she eyed Bridgett’s voluptuous curves, but Mark was nervous and confused. What the heck was Bridgett doing here? Had he made plans with her?
 
   “Oh, my God, Mark!” Bridget bubbled. “I’m so happy to see you! Where have you been hiding yourself?” She flung herself forward and hugged him tightly, bouncing on her toes with excitement. 
 
   “Um, Bridgett,” Mark said as he extricated himself from her grip, “this is Olivia. Olivia, this is Bridgett.”
 
   Olivia held out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said politely.
 
   “You, too. Are you Mark’s sister or something?”
 
   “No, she’s not my sister,” Mark said awkwardly. “She’s my, er, she’s my girlfriend.”
 
   “Oh.” Bridgett wrinkled her forehead. “That’s a bummer. I was so happy about coming over. Well, I guess I’ll go swimming with Dani since I’m here. Bye!” she said happily and left for the pool.
 
   Mark clapped his hands together and tried to figure out how to explain this to Olivia. Having that half-naked girl show up at the house for a date did not reflect terribly well on him. He turned to Olivia. “Liv, I have no idea why she is here. I’ve been out with her a few times, but I haven’t talked to her in a while.”
 
   “It’s fine. I’m not mad.” Olivia looked remarkably calm.
 
   “You’re not? I mean, I’m glad.” At least she wasn’t getting territorial and nasty about this, but couldn’t she look the slightest bit jealous? “It doesn’t bother you?”
 
   “Mark,” Olivia said. “I know you didn’t call her.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 41
 
    
 
   “The food looks great here,” Dani said as she looked at the menu. 
 
   “I’m glad you suggested this restaurant. I haven’t been here in ages,” Mark said.
 
   “I thought it would be nice for the three of us to go out together.” Dani beamed at Olivia, who was sitting next to her in the round booth. “Kayla said she and her family eat here a lot and it’s great. When I called to make the reservation, they said they were booked, but once I mentioned your name, Dad, they immediately had room. Pretty cool, huh?” 
 
   “You’re in a good mood tonight,” Mark commented. He threw an arm around Dani’s shoulder. “You seemed a little down for a few days. I was beginning to wonder if something was going on.”
 
   “Nope. Everything is perfect.” Dani said sweetly. “Have you eaten here before, Olivia?”
 
   Olivia shook her head. “Mark has been taking me to a lot of fancy places. I always thought those trendy restaurants were more about seeing and being seen, but the food has been surprisingly great.”
 
   “See? I told you,” Mark said triumphantly, reaching across Dani to touch Olivia’s hand.
 
   Dani had a hard time focusing on what to order, but then, she wasn’t really here for the food. “I don’t know what to get.”
 
   “Mark, why don’t you order for both of us?” Olivia pushed up her sleeve, revealing a glimmering tennis bracelet.
 
   Dani glared at the diamonds. She knew Olivia would never choose anything like that herself, even if she could afford it. Olivia wore jewelry with beads and stones. 
 
   “So, Dani, I have my audition for Evan’s movie this week.” Mark paused. “I hope I don’t let you down…” Mark raised his glass in a toast.
 
   Dani clinked her glass against his. “No, you would never let me down, would you?” She looked accusingly into his eyes. 
 
   Mark changed the subject quickly. “I’ve really got your party plans in gear now. It’s going to be the most amazing Winter Wonderland ever. I’ve rented a snowboard simulator, and there will be servers wearing Russian hats, giving out Sno Cones, and giant stuffed polar bears. All the seating will be in sleighs. And there is even going to be an ice rink so you can skate with your friends!”
 
   “It sounds like the biggest send-off party ever,” Dani said. Obviously, Mark could not wait to get rid of her, and what better way could there be to celebrate her departure than a blowout party?
 
   “Good evening. I’m Jenny. Would you like to order drinks before dinner?” 
 
   Dani looked up at the shapely young woman who stood by the table. The woman was even more beautiful than she’d imagined. Her black sleeveless mock turtleneck and black pants clung to her figure, and her short haircut accentuated her defined bone structure. 
 
   Jenny raised an eyebrow in Mark’s direction. “Mark Ocean,” she said flirtatiously. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” 
 
   “Jenny? It has been a while.” Mark rose from his seat and gave her a hug. “I can’t believe this. I had no idea you were working here now.”
 
   “I’m still modeling but the money here is good. What have you been up to?” She rested her hand on Mark’s shoulder as he sat back down. “You look wonderful, but that’s nothing new.”
 
   “You know, the usual. Jenny, this is my daughter, Danielle McKinley. She’s been staying with me for the summer.”
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you. You’re just as attractive as your father,” she said approvingly. “Mark, I didn’t know you had a daughter.”
 
   “Neither did I. It’s a long story.”
 
   “You’ll have to tell me sometime.”
 
   “Sure. I guess.”
 
   Dani glanced at Olivia. Mark had not taken his eyes off Jenny since she’d come to the table, and it was clear that he had completely forgotten about Olivia. 
 
   Jenny finally dropped her hand from Mark’s shoulder. “Let me bring some wine to the table, and then I’ll take your order.”
 
   Olivia stared calmly at Jenny as the server strutted to the bar. “She is lovely, isn’t she, Dani?” Her voice was cool and even, and caused Dani to shift uncomfortably in her seat.
 
   “Yes, very lovely.” Dani took a sip of her water. “How do you know her, Dad?”
 
   Mark broke out of his trance. “Oh. We, uh, we used to go out.” He looked at Olivia. “A long, long time ago. I don’t think I’ve seen her in two years.” Mark quickly changed the subject and began asking Dani what else she might like at her party. “How about one of those guys that carves ice sculptures with a chainsaw? That would be fun.”
 
   “Whatever you want. I’m sure it will be amazing.” Dani didn’t care what went on at her party.
 
   When Jenny returned to pour the wine, Dani could see that Mark was trying not to look at her. Mark took a taste from his glass and nodded for her pour more.
 
   “I’ll have some, too, if you don’t mind?” Olivia asked Jenny with a smile.
 
   “Oh, yes, certainly.” Jenny began to fill her glass.
 
   Dani reached quickly across the table for the bottled water, sending Mark’s glass toppling over. The red wine splattered across his shirt and into his lap. “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry, Dad! I can’t believe I just did that. I’m so clumsy.”
 
   Jenny rushed to Mark’s side and knelt down next to him. She began dabbing at Mark’s chest with a napkin. “This is terrible. I don’t know if it’s going to come out.” She pressed the napkin against his thigh.
 
   “It’s okay, really,” Mark tried to take the cloth from Jenny’s hands. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Why don’t you come into the back with me, and I’ll get some seltzer and see if we can get it out?” 
 
   “I guess so.” Mark appeared reluctant to go with her.
 
   “Dad, you really should let her help you. It’s all my fault. I’d feel better if you could at least save your clothes,” Dani insisted.
 
   “I guess you’re right.” Mark stood up and looked at Olivia. “I’ll be right back.” He let Jenny put her hand on his back as she guided him away.
 
   Dani watched as Olivia took in the image of Mark and Jenny together. “I guess he’s never really going to change, is he? He’s always had a thing for women like her,” Dani said.
 
   Olivia rested her elbows on the table. “You may be fooling your father, but you’re not fooling me.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Dani asked innocently.
 
   “I know exactly what you’re doing. You tracked down a beautiful, seductive ex of your father’s, and then you gathered us all here to prove that I am not your father’s type and I never will be.”
 
   Dani held Olivia’s fuming stare but didn’t respond.
 
   Olivia continued. “You also invited Bridgett to the house. Why? Hoping that I would be threatened by her boob job and stilettos? What I can’t figure out is why you would do this to your father and me? You set us up just to break us up. I don’t suppose you’re going to explain yourself, are you?’
 
   Dani crossed her arms and watched her father return to the table without Jenny. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Olivia.”
 
    
 
   ***********
 
    
 
   At home, Mark changed into a dry shirt. He returned to find Olivia pacing the floor with both hands on her hips. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “What’s wrong? Are you blind?” Olivia stopped pacing just long enough to shoot him an exasperated look.
 
   “Aw, you’re not upset about that waitress, are you?” Mark stepped behind Olivia and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I was just surprised to see her.”
 
   “Obviously. Are you aware that you didn’t even introduce me? That I fell off your radar the minute that perky girl appeared?”
 
   “I didn’t introduce you?” He turned Olivia around to face him. “I apologize. Really. That was inexcusable. It won’t happen again.”
 
   “Mark, Jenny is the least of our problems.” Olivia stepped away from him.
 
   “What problems?”
 
   “Do you really not see that Dani is doing everything she can to break us up? And, I have to give her credit, because it’s working.”
 
   “Dani? Breaking us up?”
 
   “Oh, please. She wanted me to see you flirting with other women. And the worst part is that you were.”
 
   “I was not flirting with anyone, and what makes you think Dani is against us?”
 
   “Gee, let’s see. Bridgett showing up out of the blue, Dani knocking over wine so that your ex-girlfriend has a chance to rub you down? The way your innocent daughter casually mentions to me that you’ll never change, that you’ll always be a bachelor who will want every other woman in the room except the one you’re with. You haven’t noticed? Dani is acting like a manipulative, spoiled kid, Mark.”
 
   “Hey, don’t you talk about Dani like that,” Mark warned. 
 
   “Do you even know your daughter? Look at the ridiculous party you’re planning for her. Polar bears and sleighs? And that dress you bought her might be right for a twenty-five-year-old, but not for a teenager. None of that is Dani. It’s all you.” 
 
   “I’m doing the best I can with her, and whatever is going on between us has nothing to do with Dani.” He was angry now. “Why are you picking a fight with me?”
 
   “I’m not picking a fight with you. If you can’t see what Dani is doing, then I don’t know what to say to you. I’m not going to put up with her behavior.”
 
   “You’re going to try and hold a fifteen-year-old responsible for your jealousy?”
 
   “This isn’t about jealousy, Mark. I can handle myself just fine. But you have to get your daughter under control. I don’t know why she wants me gone, but she does. I’m not doing this any longer. I can’t stand watching Worse, I can’t stand watching you be so oblivious while she sabotages us.”
 
   “Maybe you just want out. Is that it? First you put this all on Dani, and then you put it on me? Maybe this is about you. You just want a fall guy so that you won’t feel guilty about bailing. So, you want out? Be my guest!”
 
   “I’m not the one bailing, you are.” Olivia’s eyes welled up with tears. “You are. Because you’re not going to fight for me, are you?” 
 
   Mark’s head was spinning. How had this escalated so quickly? He didn’t even know what they were fighting about. All that nonsense about Dani? And had he really been looking at Jenny that way? No, he hadn’t. It had caught him off guard when he didn’t feel attracted to her anymore. He could explain himself to Olivia and try to repair the damage, or he could just let her go. But right now she was falling apart, and he had no idea what he was supposed to do.
 
   Olivia took her bag off the counter and turned to leave. “I never should have gone out with you. I knew it. This was all a terrible mistake. Goodbye, Mark.”
 
   Mark didn’t say anything as he watched her leaving. Had they just broken up? 
 
   Shouldn’t he be relieved that she was gone—that the sham was over—because this is what he’d been waiting for, right? But Mark found himself calling after Olivia. “Don’t give up on me.” The front door slammed. “Don’t give up on me,” Mark said again softly. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 42
 
    
 
   Dani was in serious danger of flashing everyone at Ava’s party. She tried to adjust the top of her bright blue bathing suit. This was by far the most revealing thing she’d ever worn, and what she was wearing tonight would make Jason forget all about what had happened last weekend with Mark. She’d paired the obscenely priced strapless designer bikini with a matching sheer miniskirt and a pair of fierce bejeweled heels. The stylist had come to the house to shape her hair into a cascade of intricate curls and to use heavy eye makeup in blues and greens to go with Ava’s beach theme. 
 
   “Girl, you are looking hot tonight!” Chelsea high fived Dani. 
 
   “You’re not looking so beastly yourself, Chelsea!” Dani said with another high-five. “You work black like nobody’s business.” Chelsea had on a bathing suit with elaborate crisscrossing strips of shiny material. She hadn’t bothered to wear anything else over her suit, so Dani relaxed about only having the sheer skirt over her own. “And Violet, I love your hair!” Dani admired the mass of colorful flowers that had been woven into Violet’s blonde hair.
 
   “Thank you, my dear. It took three hours. I was sure they would all be dead by the time I got here. Spritz me down if they start to dry up, will you? Have you seen Kayla yet?” 
 
   “I think she’s trying to get the band to tone it down a bit. Ava thinks they’re too loud. Speaking of the birthday girl, I can’t wait to see her entrance. Kayla said that big men in Speedos are going to carry her?”
 
    “Yup, on a golden surfboard,” Chelsea said excitedly. “Not that Ava actually surfs.”
 
   “So, Dani, where is your father?” Violet asked. “I thought he was coming with you tonight?”
 
   “No, he decided to stay home.” She shrugged. The truth was that Mark had been so mopey since he and Olivia had broken up that he hadn’t done much of anything except continuing the preparations for Dani’s party. He’d even stormed into her room one day and grabbed her dress out of her closet, claiming it was completely wrong for the party and that he was getting her another one.
 
   “Come on, let’s go look around. This party is outrageous.” Chelsea grabbed a freshly blended smoothie from one of the servers, and the girls went to explore.
 
   The party tonight took over every available inch of space at Waves. At the entrance to the club, a series of huge pink beach balls had been pushed together to create a tunnel for the guests to pass through. Inside the main dining room were dinner tables, each decorated with green linens, seashells, sand castles, tropical flowers, and candles. Models dressed in mermaid costumes lay across glowing tables, holding still so as not disrupt the sushi displays that balanced on their bodies. 
 
   Chelsea laughed. “Human canapés! Come on. Let’s go outside.”
 
   “Wow,” Dani said in awe. She pointed to the middle of the pool, where the band was stationed on a small stage that had been decorated to look like an island. The entire surface of the pool had been covered with plexiglass so guests could literally walk on water. And there was a surf machine overlooking the ocean. A constant current of water rushed through the pool-sized contraption, providing wave after artificial wave for boarders and surfers.
 
   “Oh, cool, they have a body painter. Look at Pete.” Violet pointed to Ava’s boyfriend, Pete, who strode past them in a tight bathing suit. His entire back was covered in a detailed underwater scene that included an alarmingly realistic shark.
 
   “Look at that.” Dani pointed to a twenty-foot-high water screen that was flashing footage of the party. “You know Kayla will be loving that!” 
 
   “Wait, come check this out.” Violet pulled them over to the railing that overlooked the beach.
 
   In between flaming torches were sand sculptures of Atlantis surrounded by sea turtles, dolphins, whales, crabs, and shells. It was breathtaking. A number of classic cars were parked on raised lifts on the beach below them. 
 
   “That’s a ’54 Corvette. My dad has one parked in our garage,” Chelsea said, sucking on the straw from her drink. “And that’s a ’62 Cobra and a DeSoto. Whoa, and a ’41 Ford Deluxe.”
 
   “Speaking of cars, did you see the white Mercedes convertible out front with the big red bow? Ava is going to be furious. She wanted a BMW.”
 
   Dani frowned. “Evan seems like such a down-to-earth guy. I’m surprised he puts up with Ava’s attitude.”
 
   Chelsea shrugged. “Evan is surprisingly normal. His wife is the one who makes them cater to Ava. We have to make sure Kayla doesn’t turn into her sister,” she joked. 
 
   “Hey, where did your boy Jason take off to?” Violet asked Dani. “I haven’t seen him since I first got here?”
 
   Dani surveyed the party, checking out the tiki huts where guests sat talking. “I’m not sure.” She was hoping to find Jason and apologize for the other evening. “I’m going to go look for him. I’ll be back.”
 
   “Once he gets a look at you, I don’t think he’s going to let you go. Have fun!” Chelsea said.
 
   Dani laughed and jumped as she made her way past a flamethrower who got a bit too close for her taste. She couldn’t find Jason, but she did spot Nathan doing pretty well balancing on a board in the surf machine. He was shirtless, like every other guy at the party, and had on red trunks. 
 
   Dani walked closer and smiled tentatively, causing him to break his concentration and wipe out. She rushed toward him. She couldn’t believe she had just made him fall, but it was flattering. Nathan surfaced quickly, and as he climbed out, a hand reached out to him. He bounded out of the water and joined a group of his friends. Dani watched as he toweled his hair and said something that made the group laugh. She smiled. Dani liked watching him with his friends and seeing him have such a good time. In fact, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. 
 
   But when Dani finally turned away, she came face-to-face with his shimmering, floating image on the giant water screen. She stood frozen, transfixed by his picture, and she had to force herself to breathe. She needed to find a bathroom where she could splash some cold water on her face. Dani went down the covered walkway past piles of big, puffy pillows lying under sheets of sheer netting that created cozy, romantic nests. 
 
   And there was Jason, lying completely intertwined with a girl on a futon. As much as she willed herself to run, Dani couldn’t move. 
 
   “Hey, you. What’s up?” Nathan tapped Dani on the shoulder but she couldn’t respond. “Dani?” He followed her stare.
 
   Without warning, Nathan flew over to the futon and hauled Jason off of the startled girl. Nathan shoved him hard. 
 
   “Nathan, what the hell?” Jason snarled.
 
   “Yeah, what the hell, Jason? Huh?” Nathan shoved him again.
 
   Jason finally noticed Dani. “Dani. Wait, Dani, this isn’t what you think.” He took a step in her direction, but Nathan stopped him. 
 
   “I knew I never liked you,” Nathan said as he grabbed Jason by the back of the shirt and pulled him away from Dani.
 
   “I never liked you either,” Jason sneered and swung at him, but Nathan ducked and then stepped back. 
 
   “Let’s go,” Nathan ordered Dani.
 
   “You scared? Huh?” Jason said.
 
   “I’m not scared. You’re just not worth it,” Nathan shot back before turned away.
 
   Dani numbly followed him away from the party, down a steep set of stairs that led to the beach. “I can’t believe you just did that. Thank you.”
 
   “I should have knocked him out,” he muttered.
 
   Dani hurried to keep up with him. “Slow down! Are you all right?”
 
   Nathan dropped to the sand. He sat facing the ocean, not looking at Dani. “As long as you’re fine, that’s what matters.”
 
   Dani moved to sit in front of him. She took him in, how it felt to be so close to him. It was so obvious now. Until tonight, until this moment, Dani’s stupid infatuation with Jason had left her blind to how she felt about Nathan. Was it too late?
 
   “Nathan.” She pressed her hand to his cheek, but he refused to meet her eyes. “You’re the one what matters. I didn’t see it before, but I do now.” 
 
   “Dani, no,” he said, sighing, looking back out at the water again. 
 
   She kissed his cheek and then his lips. He hesitated, then kissed her back, and Dani felt her cheeks flush as she savored the flood of emotion that took over. This felt right. It was perfect and caring, and she didn’t want it to end.
 
   Then Nathan pulled away. “Stop. Stop it. You can’t do this to me.” He stood up. “No.”
 
   “I thought…I thought… I’m so sorry. Please don’t go.”
 
   “Look at yourself, Dani. You spent the entire summer running around with that idiot, and that was your choice. But don’t coming running to me now that you finally see Jason for the user that he is.” He shook his head. “Don’t do this to me.”
 
   Dani watched helplessly as Nathan walked away, unable to think of anything to say that would bring him back to her. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 43
 
    
 
   It was Friday morning. Dani had two days until she would fly home. Just two more days of suffering and then she could get away from Nathan, Jason, Olivia, and, most importantly, Mark. None of them cared about her. Dani had managed to avoid Nathan since the fiasco at Ava’s party. Mark was depressed about his breakup with Olivia, so it hadn’t been tough to keep away from him. She would go back to Michigan and pretend this summer had never happened. Of course, Sam was back there, but it felt like their friendship was over. At least Dani could look forward to helping Leila plan her wedding.
 
   The extravagance of living with Mark had lost its appeal, and now that she understood that her father was using her, it was impossible to enjoy much of anything. She dove into the pool and began swimming laps. Maybe she could tire herself out enough to sleep straight through the dreaded going-away-party. It was no wonder he was throwing such a huge celebration—the guy had faked a relationship with her all summer for the sake of his career, and now he would finally be free of her. Congratulations, Mark.
 
   Dani pulled herself up on the edge of the pool and sat with her legs dangling in the water. She cursed her stupid string bikini and she started to re-tie it, but something caught her eye in the bushes. She squinted, trying to get a better look. She finished tying her suit and squeezed the water from her hair. Her body ached from her swim. She stretched her arms over her head. 
 
   Just as she lay down on the lounge chair, hoping to fall asleep, Mark came tearing across the lawn. He ran past the pool, shouting at Dani, “Get in the house!” 
 
   What was he doing? She sat up and watched Mark let loose a slew of obscenities as he ran down the driveway. He hit a button to open the main gate, slipped through, and raced away. 
 
   She pulled on her sundress and went quickly to the driveway. She heard Mark before she saw him.
 
   “I swear to God, I will rip you apart!” Outside the gates, Dani now saw that Mark had a photographer pinned on the ground. “She’s fifteen, you sick—”
 
   “Dad! What are you doing?” Dani stared at her father and took a few steps closer.
 
   “I told you to get in the house, Dani! Go!” 
 
   The photographer, even as he was gasping for breath, lifted his camera and took a picture of Dani. Mark looked incredulously at the man. “Are you serious?” 
 
   “What do you expect? She’s hot, man.” 
 
   Mark tore the camera from the man’s hands and hurled it into the bushes.
 
   “Do you have any idea what that camera cost?” Mark’s victim whined.
 
   Mark held the man’s stare for a moment, as if considering whether to hit him. Mark drew his arm back.
 
   “Dad! No!”
 
   Mark glanced at Dani and reluctantly stepped back. “Get your miserable ass out of here. Now,” Mark fumed.
 
   Dani stared at her father. There was something about watching him take charge like this that was spellbinding. Mark was protecting her. He walked toward her. Dani reached out and took his hand. She could feel him shaking.
 
   “Don’t blame me. She’s the one in the string bikini,” the photographer taunted.
 
   Dani felt her father clench her hand as he stopped in his tracks. He whipped around.
 
   “You already choked me. I’ll sue you for assault,” the photographer said smugly. 
 
   “I’ll show you assault.” Mark stepped forward and delivered a solid punch, sending the man staggering backward. He kept his eye on the photographer as he backed away. He held out his hand to take Dani’s hand. “No more bikinis.”
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Dani leaned her head against his powerful arm and walked with him to the top of the driveway. She hugged her father tightly. Mark felt tense, frozen against her. Dani pulled his arms so he would hug her back. And he did, nearly crushing her with his strength. But his embrace was strong and safe. He pressed his cheek to the top of her head, and Dani clutched him even tighter.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 44
 
    
 
   “Please don’t say anything. Just let me talk.” Dani stood in the flower shop and looked pleadingly at Olivia.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Olivia asked sternly, and she continued cutting stems from a bouquet of roses. 
 
   “I came to apologize to you. This was all my fault.”
 
   “No, not all of it.” Olivia sighed and set down her scissors. “I told you the first time I met you that going out with someone like Mark would be disastrous.”
 
   “It shouldn’t have been disastrous, though. I’m so sorry for that. Please don’t be mad at him.” Dani looked down at her feet. “He didn’t do anything wrong. I did. I hated how much time he was spending with you. And I was punishing him for…well, for a lot of things. But I’m leaving in two days, and then my dad is going to be all alone. He needs you, Olivia.”
 
   “I don’t need him,” she said firmly.
 
   “Please, will you just come to the house tonight? At seven?”
 
   “Absolutely not.” Olivia’s eyes flashed. “Would you leave, please? I can’t even look at you right now, Dani. Go home.” 
 
   “I know I deserve that. But don’t come to the house for me, come for him. He’s miserable, Olivia.”
 
   “Well, so am I.” She lifted the roses up and set them gently into a vase of water. “So am I. But it’s over.”
 
   “Seven o’clock,” Dani pleaded. “At least think about it. 
 
   Olivia refused to look at her again. “Please leave.”
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
    “I wish you’d told me where we’re going, Dani. I didn’t know what to wear.” Mark was dressed all in black—maybe to match his mood. Dani had asked him to put on nice clothes and to come down to the pool before seven. 
 
   “I said casual not funereal. But you look good,” Dani said approvingly. “Now come sit down.”
 
   Mark took a few steps forward before he took in his surroundings. All of the potted trees had been pushed together, creating a large semicircle around a bistro table. Twinkle lights hung on the trees were just beginning to sparkle as evening approached. Music piped through the sound system, and floating candles drifted slowly across the pool’s surface.
 
   “What is all this?” Mark asked.
 
   “Come stand here.” Dani beckoned him. “Just stand with me.”
 
   She looked so excited. Her cheeks were flushed, and she clasped her hands together anxiously. She did not have on any makeup, and her hair was pulled back simply. For the first time, he could see himself in her features.
 
   “What are we doing?” Mark asked.
 
   “We’re waiting,” she said with certainty. 
 
   “For what?” Maybe Dani was having some of her friends over? But there were only two places set at the table. 
 
   “We’re just waiting.”
 
   Mark finally sat down. Thirty-five minutes went by. It was dark, with the only light coming from the decorations. Dani’s eyes were fixed on the path that leading to the patio. “Dani, this is getting silly. Why are we out here?”
 
   “I can’t believe she didn’t come,” Dani whispered.
 
   Mark’s heart sank. “Olivia. We were waiting for Olivia, weren’t we?” 
 
   Dani didn’t answer. 
 
   “I don’t think she’s coming.” Mark stood up. “I see what you were trying to do, Dani, but you can’t force her to be with me. Kid, it just wasn’t going to work out with us, I guess. I love that you tried so hard, but it’s not going to happen.” Mark hung his head. He had called Olivia for weeks after their breakup, but she had never answered his calls. He’d blown it. “We didn’t break up because of you. It was more complicated than that, and I should have done more. Let’s just go inside and—”
 
   “She came,” Dani’s voice lifted. “I knew it.” Dani smiled and patted Mark’s arm before leaving.
 
   Olivia stood a few yards away. Mark forced himself to breathe, taken aback by how painful it was to see her. He could see the hurt in her face.
 
   “Mark.”
 
   His heart ached at the sound of her voice. He wanted to speak, but he didn’t know what to say.
 
   “I’m sorry I said what I did about you and about Dani. I was mad at myself, and I took it out on you,” Olivia said. “You were everything I thought I didn’t want. Macho. Narcissistic. More gorgeous than you deserve. An actor, of all people. I never expected to fall so hard for you, and I got scared. I was trying to push you away that night. And you let me.” She unexpectedly dropped her face into her hands. “Why didn’t you stop me?” she sobbed.
 
   Mark stepped forward until he there were only inches between him and Olivia. “I should have, but I was scared, too.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in. “I’m sorry for everything. I messed up with you and with Dani. Will you let me make things right?” 
 
   Olivia looked into his eyes. “I hate to admit this,” she said as she wiped away her tears, “but I always wanted one of those ridiculous movie kisses. You know, the one where the guy dips the girl backward and then they kiss passionately?”
 
   Without hesitating Mark swept Olivia backward and kissed her deeply.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 45
 
    
 
   Dani left her father a note before going over to Kayla’s for the night. She needed a friend right now. She was hoping to make it to the safety of Kayla’s room without running into Nathan. The housekeeper let her in.
 
   “Hi, Dani,” Kayla called from the second-floor balcony. “Come on up.”
 
   Dani started up the stairs. 
 
   Kayla frowned. “What is it? You look so upset.”
 
   Dani couldn’t speak. She headed to Kayla’s room and sank onto the bed. 
 
   Kayla knelt down. “Is it Jason? I thought that was just a casual summer thing. I really didn’t think you’d end up getting so hurt. Nathan should have decked him for what he did to you.”
 
   “No. You were right about Jason,” Dani said. “And your brother is actually pretty amazing.” Despite every effort, her eyes welled up again.
 
   “I knew it,” Kayla said softly. “You really like Nathan, don’t you? I thought there was something brewing between you two.”
 
   Dani lay back onto the soft bed and closed her eyes. “I’m so tired of everything. I’m tired of myself and the way I’ve been acting all summer. You’ve been so nice to include me with your friends, and I love that you taught me how to do my hair, and wear the best clothes, and all of that. But I can’t keep up with you and Chelsea and Violet. Even my dad tried to make me over. Wait until you see the dress he picked out for me to wear at my party tomorrow night. It’s this crazy designer gown with sequins and taffeta all over it. I’m a jeans and T-shirt girl at heart. I’ve been trying to act the way you do and date cool guys, and all I’ve managed to do is get myself into a mess.” She rolled over to face Kayla. 
 
   “God, I’m such a wench!” Kayla moaned. “I’m so sorry if we made you feel like you had to be exactly like all of us. That’s the way we are, but it doesn’t have to be who you are. And we all have our quirks. Chelsea’s got pink hair, Violet lives in a recycled house, and I hurl myself in front of the paparazzi whenever I can. You just be you, okay?”
 
   “Okay.” Dani smiled lightly. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you like crazy, but we’re your friends, and we’ll stay your friends even after you leave. And you’ll have Sam waiting for you at home,” Kayla said cautiously.
 
   “I know Sam shouldn’t have done what she did, but in the end, I’m glad I did find out about my father. Even though my friendship with her is probably over since I haven’t answered any of her messages.” Dani wiped her eyes and looked sadly at Kayla. “And Nathan will never forgive me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 46
 
    
 
   Dani’s plan to reunite Mark and Olivia worked. At least she had been able to repair one of her mistakes. Now Mark was spending most of the day at the hotel, supervising the party set-up.
 
   She trudged up the stairs to her room, dreading the evening ahead. 
 
   “Mom!”
 
   Leila sat on the bed, grinning. “There’s my baby girl!” She took her daughter in her arms. 
 
   “What are you doing here? Oh, I missed you!” 
 
   “Mark invited me and Alan out here to surprise you. He thought we might like to meet your friends and come to the party.” Leila took Dani’s hands in hers. “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” Her mother was already dressed for the party. She wore an exquisite long silk dress.
 
   “I’m so happy to see you, but I hope you’re prepared for how horrible the party is going to be. You cannot believe all the crazy things Mark has planned. Where’s Alan? I want to see him.”
 
   “He’s with Mark. They’re getting along well. I never would have guessed, would you?”
 
   “Dad isn’t so bad, Mom,” she said quietly. 
 
   “No.” Leila looked Dani over. “He seems to have taken pretty good care of you. Certainly the accommodations aren’t lacking. And you’re not as orange as I thought you’d be,” she said, laughing. “Actually, you look wonderful and very grown up.”
 
   “Mom?” 
 
   “Yeah, honey?”
 
   “I’m really going to miss him.” She dropped her head.
 
   “I can tell. I see that you two made more of a connection than I thought you would. I’m happy about that, Dani. I really am.” 
 
   “Is it weird for you to see him after all this time?”
 
   “I’m not going to lie. Yes. It’s tough. I spent years thinking that I did the right thing to not tell Mark about you, and now… I think it was a mistake.” Leila paused. “And it’s hard to see someone that you used to be in love with. You’ll know what I mean someday.”
 
   Dani took her mother’s left hand and looked at her engagement ring. It was exactly right for Leila.
 
   “Pretty great, huh?” Leila lifted Dani’s chin. “Is there something else going on?”
 
   Dani shrugged.
 
    “I know that look because I’ve felt the same way before. Is it that boy, Jason?”
 
   “No, not Jason.” 
 
   “Oh. Someone else. Whoever he is, he really got to you, didn’t he?”
 
   She nodded. “But it didn’t work out…I ruined it…I don’t know. I never gave him a chance until it was too late,” Dani said sadly. She tried to brighten. “Will you help me get ready?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Don’t barf when you see my dress. Dad picked it out, and I’m going to look weird.” Dani pulled a garment bag from her closet. “He took it back to have them change something, and now it’s probably covered in feathers.”
 
   “It can’t be that bad. Why don’t you go shower and try to relax, and then I’ll help you with your hair and makeup.”
 
   “You’re going to help me with makeup?” Dani asked, shocked.
 
   “Yes. This is a big night for you.” Leila winked at her. “I can tell you’re the same good kid even with eyeliner.”
 
   After Dani had showered and dried her hair, she let Leila put on her makeup while she relaxed in her robe. “Just a little bit, Mom.” When her mother finished, Dani glanced unhappily at the garment bag. “I guess it’s time. I’m not looking at it though. You’ll have to hold it out, and I’ll step into it with my eyes closed. Then I just won’t look down all night.”
 
   “You’re being ridiculous, but if that’s what you want,” Leila agreed. 
 
   Dani shut her eyes and heard her mother unzip the bag. “You ready?” With her mother’s help, she slipped into the dress. So far, she wasn’t being tickled by feathers or scratched with lace.
 
   Leila pushed her forward, and Dani knew she was heading toward the big mirror. “Open your eyes, my dear,” her mother said.
 
   Dani sighed. “Oh, fine.” She looked at her reflection. This was not the dress Mark had shown her. The square-cut halter top had delicate beading around the edges. The silken fabric fell softly to just above her knees. “It’s perfect. I can’t believe he got it so right.”
 
   “You look incredibly beautiful, Dani. Your father knows you better than you think.”
 
   “Yes. I think he does.”
 
   “Let’s get going. Somebody is waiting for you downstairs. I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   Dani went down to the driveway to find a vintage white car and a chauffeur. She slipped carefully into the back seat so she wouldn’t ruin her dress.
 
   “Hi, Dani,” a shaky voice said.
 
   “Sam!” Dani threw herself at her best friend and immediately squashed her with a big hug. 
 
   “She made me come. I said you would never talk to me again, but she insisted,” Sam said, gasping for breath as Dani clutched her.
 
   “I thought you were never going to talk to me again after I blew you off. I was horrible this summer. I was awful,” Dani said apologetically.
 
   “Aren’t you mad? After what I did to you and Leila—”
 
   “Yes, I was mad, but without you I never would have met my father.” Dani pulled back. “Look at you! Your hair got so long.”
 
   “You want to talk about my hair? Now?” Sam rolled her eyes. 
 
   Dani laughed. “I’m so glad that Leila asked you to come.”
 
   Sam shook her head. “Actually, it was your friend Kayla. I said you wouldn’t want to see me, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer. She sent me a plane ticket. She’s very stubborn.”
 
   “Yes, she is,” Dani said, laughing. 
 
    “I want to tell you everything, Dani. I overheard Leila and Alan arguing one night.”
 
   “Stop, Sam. We don’t have to do this now.”
 
   “Yes, we do. I have to tell you. I heard them arguing, and Alan was pressing your mom to tell you about your father. He said that you were going to find out someday and that you should hear it from your mother. I couldn’t believe it when I heard Mark’s name.”
 
   Dani nodded. “I figured you must have overheard them talking.”
 
   “I thought of everything Mark could do for you, Dani, and how you would have that mystery in your life solved. I guess I was jealous, too. It seemed such a dream come true, right? I went to Leila after I got your email and told her everything. We talked a lot over those next few days. Somehow she forgave me. But I should still be hung up by my ankles for what I did.”
 
   “You gave me my father, Sam. I’ll get over the rest of it. We’ve all made some bad decisions this summer, believe me.”
 
   “Listen, when we get to the party, I won’t even talk to your father. I won’t look at him, okay? That’s how sorry I am.”
 
   “Of course you’re going to meet him, silly. You’re my best friend.” 
 
   “Dani, you’re going to make me cry and I’ll wreck my makeup and your father will think I’m gruesome!”
 
   “No, he won’t,” Dani said, as she wrapped her arms around Sam again. “He’ll think you’re incredibly fantastic.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 47
 
    
 
   “So, what do you think? Do you like it?” Mark asked Dani. 
 
   Dani stood at the entrance to the ballroom in awe. “It’s wonderful, Dad,” she said.
 
   The decorations were extraordinary. Absolutely magical. A carpet of snow led to the hotel ballroom, and the walls in the room were draped in white fabric. White couches and chairs provided intimate seating and glowed under the blue lights that shone from the floor and ceiling. Tall, curly twigs filled silver vases throughout the room, and a little gourmet café served steaming cups of cocoa. Hundreds of sparkling glass snowflakes hung above the crowd, sending light dancing across the guests. Dani loved everything about the party. Just like the dress Mark had chosen, it was very her. 
 
   But this wasn’t the party that Mark had been describing to Dani for all those weeks. There were no giant stuffed animals, no wild ice sculptors, and there was no skating rink crowding the dance floor.
 
   “Where are the furry hats and sleighs?” Dani asked, revealing her relief.
 
   “Someone finally had the audacity to give me advice, and I finally listened.” Mark smiled and wrapped his arm around Olivia’s waist, pulling her close.
 
   “Your father just needed a suggestion—or two. He had the right idea.”
 
   Mark kissed both Olivia and Dani and disappeared into the party crowd.
 
   “Olivia? Thank you,” Dani said. “Especially after everything I did to you. I feel terrible.”
 
   “Just be happy you’re not making your grand entrance on a Zamboni.” Olivia laughed. “And, no, I’m not kidding.”
 
   Dani smiled. “So it looks like you and Dad are okay?”
 
   “Yes. I think there’s hope. And before I forget, this is for you. It’s corny, but certain occasions call for corny.” Olivia handed her a small bag, and Dani removed a silver charm bracelet with a photo of Dani and Mark in a locket. 
 
   “I love it. Thank you. For everything.” Dani hugged her.
 
   “Thank you for everything.” 
 
   Dani felt a tap on her shoulder. “Some party, kiddo!”
 
   “Alan!” Dani flung her arms around him. 
 
   “You look beautiful, Dani.” 
 
   “I hope you’re having fun. Is it weird being here with Mark?”
 
   “We get along fine. And in case you were wondering, your mother and he seem to be getting along fine, too.” Alan pointed across the room to where Leila and Mark were sitting together on a couch. They were both smiling.
 
   “Good. I’m glad they’re not being weird with each other.”
 
   “Quite the contrary.” Alan frowned and continued staring at Leila. 
 
   “Alan, you’re not worried about the two of them, are you?” Dani laughed.
 
   “No, of course not.” He waved his hand. “Anyhow, go enjoy your party. We’ll have time to catch up later.”
 
   Dani saw Sam and sat down with her. Kayla, Violet, and Chelsea were on the dance floor with other people whom Dani knew from the beach club. Ava and Pete were having their picture taken in front of a wintry mural. 
 
   And then she saw Nathan. 
 
   “Is that him?” Sam asked.
 
   “Yeah. That’s him. He won’t look at me.” Dani turned away. “I don’t know why he even came.”
 
   “If it’s any consolation, he doesn’t look very happy. He is adorable.” said Sam.
 
   “I know. Thanks for reminding me.” Dani said. “Here comes his father.”
 
   Evan approached the girls. “I have a little going-away present for you, Dani. Actually, it’s for you and your father, but I had a feeling you might want to tell him about it.”
 
   “My dad got the part, didn’t he?” 
 
   Evan grinned. “He did. And you were right about him. He had an incredible audition, one I never would have expected from him. I’m looking forward to working with him” 
 
   Dani impulsively kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you!”
 
   “You’re the one who believed in him, Dani.” Evan winked and then left the girls.
 
   “Look. Your dad is going to the mic.” Sam pointed to the stage. “Come on.”
 
   Dani made her way through the crowd until she was standing near her father. The evening had already felt like too many goodbyes, but this goodbye would be the hardest of all.
 
   “Don’t kill me for saying this, but your father is devastatingly gorgeous,” Sam said. 
 
   “Gross, Sam!” Dani could understand Sam’s appraisal, but it was still weird. “That’s my dad. He looks…fatherly.”
 
   The music softened. Mark took the microphone in his hands. “Thanks to all of you for being here tonight with Dani and me. A few months ago, when I discovered that I was a father, I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t know anything about being a father, and maybe I still don’t,” he said with a shy smile. “But I do know that I never imagined that my daughter would be such an amazing person. Dani, I know that I’ve made some mistakes along the way, but thank you for standing by me. Thank you for everything.” He looked at his daughter. “Your mother and Alan will shoot me for this, but I can’t bear the thought of saying goodbye. It’s selfish of me, I know, and I have no right to ask you, but…”
 
   Oh, no. Dani held Mark’s gaze. In front of all these people, he was going to ask her to stay in California with him. How would she answer? As much as she wanted to go home to Michigan, it was killing her to leave Mark behind. Dani looked directly into his eyes and silently pleaded. Don’t ask me to choose. 
 
    Mark hung his head for a moment and hesitated. He cleared his throat and slipped his hands into his pockets. “I know that I have no right to ask, but I’m wondering… if you might visit me again next summer?” 
 
   Dani looked across the room and caught her mother’s eye. Leila nodded. Dani grinned at her father and shouted, “Yes!.”
 
   Mark smiled back. “While I’m up here, I have one more question for you, Dani, but you can take as long as you want to answer….”. 
 
   What now? Dani shut her eyes and braced herself.
 
   Mark laughed. “May I have the next dance?” He hopped off the stage and embraced his daughter. Then Mark took Dani’s hand and led her to the center of the ballroom. Dani wiped her eyes and beamed at her father. Slow music started, and she wrapped an arm around his neck. They began to dance. 
 
   “I love you, Dad.”
 
   “And I love you, Dani.”
 
   He held her gently as they danced, and then, to Dani’s amazement, snow began falling. 
 
   “Is there anything you can’t do?” she said with a laugh.
 
   Mark looked up and let the flakes fall across his face. He twirled Dani. The guests applauded. Soon the floor was filled with dancing couples. 
 
   “Dad, I have something to tell you.” Dani smiled at Evan, who was watching them dance. “You got the part.”
 
   Mark hugged Dani. “I’m not sure that I deserve it after the way I behaved this summer.” 
 
   “That makes two of us.” 
 
   Mark whispered in her ear, “As much as I love dancing with you, I think there is another boy who has been waiting for you all night. Don’t make him wait any longer.”
 
   Dani turned and saw Nathan behind her. “You’re still here,” she said breathlessly. 
 
   “I wouldn’t dream of leaving,” he said. 
 
   Dani could feel her heart pounding. “I wanted to say goodbye.”
 
   “That’s the last thing I want.” Nathan stepped forward and put his hand on Dani’s cheek. “So let’s not say goodbye until the party is over.” He drew her in close and kissed her, and this time neither of them pulled away.
 
   Dani wrapped her arms around him and looked into his eyes. “I thought I was too late.” 
 
   “It’s never too late,” he said, smiling. Nathan leaned in, kissing her again and again. 
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