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        Kellie

      

      

      “Kellie, Kellie, Kellie.” I hear my name being called when I walk from the car door to the building with my head down and wearing sunglasses. I used to watch Entertainment Tonight and wonder why people wore sunglasses at night until I went out one night, and the paparazzi caught me. The flash from their cameras literally blinded me, and I almost walked into the door. Now I’m a semi pro, so my sunglasses are always on when I go out, and I know that I’ll be snapped by a herd of photographers.

      Walking through the marble lobby, I smile at the security guy. “Good morning.” He doesn’t say anything; he just smiles. They always just smile. “I really wish one day they would answer me back,” I whisper to Cori beside me who just laughs. Cori, whose real name is Corina, is my personal assistant, and I’m convinced my life would be shit without her.

      “One day,” she says, pressing the elevator button. “Then again, one day he’ll get the courage, and you’ll be old and gray.”

      I laugh as I step into the elevator and press the button for the thirtieth floor. When the door opens, it’s the same marble as in the lobby, and a receptionist sits at the desk right in front of the elevators. “Hello.” I smile at her and notice the bouquet of pink roses sitting on the corner of her desk.

      “Hi, Kellie.” She smiles as she takes off her headset and stands to walk around the desk. She’s wearing a pencil skirt with a silk blouse, and here I am in my tight blue jeans with the knee torn and white silk camisole with a peach-colored duster cardigan. My strappy cream high-heeled boots make the outfit classy and sexy. “Follow me.” She heads to the back where the offices are hidden, going straight to the corner where I know the conference room is located.

      She knocks on the door and then opens it, smiling at the five guys sitting around the table. I take off my sunglasses and put them in my Hermes purse. “There she is,” Tommy, my manager, says, getting up from his seat at the head of the table and walking to me. He grabs me by my arms and brings me in for a big hug.

      It feels like just yesterday that my life changed. One night when I was waiting tables, the owner declared open mic night, and I didn’t think anything of it when I got on that stage and did an a cappella of “Hallelujah.” Someone filmed it, and the next day, it was all over Facebook. One week later, it had sixteen million views, and the offers poured in.

      I didn’t understand any of it since, deep down, I was just a country girl at heart. My parents still lived in the same house I grew up in. But that was when Tommy came in and basically made me who I am today. He’s like a big brother I never had. He mortgaged his house to finance my first album, and I was happy when it went double platinum. It was a whirlwind ride, and I was waiting for the floor to open and the dream to be over. But it just got better, if that was possible. I won my first Grammy for New Artist of the Year.

      “How are you doing? Are you good?” he asks and pulls out the chair next to his, gesturing for me to sit. I smile at him. He’s really good looking. His brown hair and matching eyes drag you in. He’s got one of the best smiles I’ve seen on a man, but he’s my manager, and that is a line I won’t cross. Besides, he’s more like a brother to me than anything else.

      “I’m good.” I look around the table at the familiar faces from his firm. “You have to come by one of these days and see the show set.” The chair next to me gets pulled out, and Cori sits down. Tommy walks over to his seat and takes his chair.

      “I will.” He smiles, entwining his hands on the table. “We have been going over the tour dates and venues, and we honestly think it’s going to be the best one yet.”

      “I’m excited.” I look around the table and see the men all smiling at me.

      “We sold out all the shows in twenty-nine minutes,” Tommy says, and my mouth hangs open. “Twenty-nine minutes, Kellie.”

      “Wow.” I look over at Cori who gives me an “I told you so” smirk.

      “But we called you here to talk about the security of the tour,” Tommy starts, and I can tell he’s a bit nervous. “We have no doubt the venues will provide amazing security, but upon speaking with the team, we think it would be best if you had full-time security. One-on-one.”

      I shake my head. “That seems extreme to me.” I look at Cori who just looks at Tommy. “I’ve never had one-on-one.”

      “I know you haven’t, but”—he looks around the table and then back at me—“with you getting all those creepy letters.” He looks down, trying to find the right words. I think back to the three they showed me a couple of weeks ago. I am not going to lie; they made the hair on my neck stand up, especially since it was just block letters cut out of magazines and no writing, but they basically all said the same. He wanted to make me his wife. I was made for him.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I shake my head. “Two hours ago, I was on stage in the middle of rehearsal. Now I’m here, and you are talking about upping my security team?”

      “Well,” Tommy says, “we feel that with everything going on, we should increase your security. Someone who can be your shadow and make sure you’re okay. Where you go, he goes type of thing. Just the other day, they apprehended someone on Tyler Beckett’s property.”

      “No.” I shake my head because this is not what I want at all. “I thought all this was taken care of?” I ask them, but a knock on the door gets my attention. I turn around and watch as the door opens slowly, or at least in my mind it’s slow. This can’t be, I think as I stare at the man standing at the door. He’s staring at Tommy and not at me. Typical.

      “Oh, good, you guys made it.” I hear from beside me, but my eyes never move away from the one guy who pushed me away every time I fawned over him. And now he’s standing in front of me with his aviators hiding his blue eyes. The same blue eyes I’ve lost myself in so many times, hoping he would actually see me, but he never did.

      “Kellie, meet your new security detail.”
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      “Good morning, everyone.” I look up from the newspaper, watching as my boss, Hunter, walks into the room. “I hope you got rest this weekend because it’s about to get crazy.” I fold the paper closed and look around the room. Dante and Dominic, my co-workers, look up from what they are doing. Only one person is missing, and that’s Anthony, my other boss. The two of them started Watch Over Me Security six years ago. Just coming out of the military, they both got contracts to protect senators and congressmen and then slowly branched out. Now we have more celebrities than we know what to do with.

      “Okay, gentlemen.” Rachel, our office manager and tech expert, gets up from her desk and hands us all the same paper. I look down, and my stomach turns as soon as I see Kellie’s face in the corner. Kellie fucking Hudson with her megawatt smile filling her beautiful face and her long blond hair curled perfectly. I was in charge of her ten times, and each time, I had to sneak her in to see her new boyfriend. She was known as a serial dater. The press was all over her, wondering who her next boyfriend would be. When she started dating a new guy, she didn’t want anyone to know, so sneaking her in and out was my job. One time, I had a suitcase full of wigs. If the cops had pulled me over, it would have been interesting to try to explain that one. She would land, and I was tasked with making sure no one knew she was even in town. Each time was a success; no one even had an inkling.

      The minute I saw her, something pulled me to her, but she had a boyfriend, so I shut that shit down. Or tried to. But every time she was near me, my heart sped up and my hands would get clammy. And each time, I reminded myself she was off limits and, more importantly, out of my league. Her visits with her boyfriend stayed the same, but she ended up staying with him less, and during the last couple of times, she spent more time with me in my car than with her boyfriend. Then it was over. I found out when it was plastered on the cover on the celebrity rags. Someone got a tip she was dating him, and now she wasn’t.

      “Another boyfriend?” I ask sarcastically. “Great,” I mumble under my breath. Anthony finally comes into the room, excusing himself for being late. Rachel gives him the side-eye but hands him a paper. He scans it and flips the page over.

      “No,” Rachel says and clicks a button on her desk. We are in the basement of the house we work out of, and this is really her domain or, as she calls it, her playground. Numerous computer screens hang on the four walls, displaying every single traffic camera we have access to—not that the city knows. But now different pictures of Kellie fill the screens, all of which she looks beautiful in. Even the one with a hood covering her head and wearing dark sunglasses so you can’t see her green eyes. “I’m assuming everyone knows Kellie.” She flicks a button again, and now it’s the picture on the sheet. “She is going on tour; her first ever tour in five years.” I start reading her stats, but I know them all already because she made me listen to her for a whole forty-five minutes once about her astrological sign. “Ninety days around the world. She will be traveling on a private plane or a tour bus, depending on her mood and her timeframe.”

      “What does this have to do with us?” Dante asks from beside me. “Doesn’t she have her own security?”

      Rachel shakes her head. “Not really. She has a driver, but …” She swallows and flips the button, displaying a letter on the screen most likely addressed to Kellie, but all the letters on the page have been cut out of magazines. “She received this first letter two months ago.” I read the letter, which is nothing out of the ordinary, just the typical I love you celebrity letter. “Then the second one came, and it was a little bit more.” I read the second one, and it starts to get a little bit over the top. “It’s basically the same, but now, he’s mad that she’s not writing him back.”

      “Does she know?” I ask. Getting fucking angry, I put my foot on my knee. “Or is she still with her head in the clouds?”

      “Whoa,” Dominic says from beside me, laughing, “someone is cranky.”

      “She was told she got one letter, but I don’t know if they showed her the exact letter,” Hunter says. “Tommy called me yesterday, and he’s worried. This last one was delivered with one hundred long stemmed red roses, and the letter was straight and to the point.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask, rolling my neck to the right and to the left.

      “It means,” Rachel says and puts the letter on the screen, “someone is really fucking angry now.”

      I read the note.

      I saw these roses and thought of you. I saw pictures of you with another man, and it made me see red. When I finally make you mine, we’ll see if your blood is the same color as these roses.

      With Love,

      Yours Forever

      The anger in my body radiates. I’m afraid I’m going to throw something across the room, so I shut it down and start to calm my breathing first. “So now that I got everyone’s attention,” Rachel says, going to sit down, “Tommy wants her under care twenty-four seven. He wants to make sure she isn’t touched or harmed. Basically, the only time she is to be alone is when she’s on stage.”

      “Did he go to the cops?” Anthony asks, and Rachel shakes her head.

      “No, he doesn’t want to draw attention to it if it’s nothing. A lot of crazed copycats come out of the woodwork when anything like this occurs, so we want to minimize the cuckoo factor by keeping this on the down-low.”

      “Fucking idiot.” Dante says what I’m thinking. “How is she supposed to be cautious if she has no idea about the danger out there?”

      “It’s why he wants us on her twenty-four seven,” Hunter says. “Now I know it’s a shitshow to be away from home for ninety days and living out of a suitcase.”

      “Please don’t be me,” Dante starts to chant next to me, closing his eyes. “Please don’t be me.”

      “I’ll do it.” The words are out of my mouth even before I know what the fuck is going on. Heads turn toward me, and Hunter just stays quiet. “I don’t have anything going on. Might as well get paid to see the world.” I shrug to try to play it off, hoping no one can see past the bullshit excuse.

      “Then that settles it,” Anthony says, getting up from his seat. “I have a call to make.” Walking out of the room, Dominic and Dante also get up and walk out of the room.

      “I want a list of the cities we are going to,” I say, looking at Rachel, and she just nods her head. “Then I want to go city by city.”

      “Yeah, I’m already on it,” she says. “We need to cover our asses just in case. I’m going to have safe houses and a car ready in each city and also a secret escape route.”

      “We meet with them this afternoon,” Hunter says from his chair. I look at him, and he’s leaning back in his chair, watching me. “Rachel.”

      “Got it,” she says. Getting up, she walks out of the room, closing the door after her.

      “Is this going to be a problem?” Hunter asks me, and I stand here with my hands on my hips looking at him. “Something about her sets you off.”

      “Nothing about her does anything. She’s a client,” I point out, my chest rolling, “which means one thing. I’ll be the utmost professional security detail she’s ever seen.”

      “Just so we are clear on this.” Hunter stands, and I take him in. He’s a good six foot four, which is two inches taller than me. But we have the same lean, muscular body type. I am a bit bigger than him, but it’s because I’m spending more time in the gym these days. “If the situation changes …”

      “It’s not.” My voice is tight. “Just one thing. I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep all these letters from her.”

      “I agree,” he says. “I’m going to call Tommy and let him know what we decided. The meeting is in two hours.” He walks toward the door, then opens it, leaving the room. I head back upstairs to clear my schedule for the next ninety days before it’s time for us to leave.

      We walk into the office building and make our way up to the conference room dressed in black suits and white shirts. When we approach the receptionist, she smiles at us when Hunter tells her who we are here to see. She gets up, and we follow her down the carpeted hallway until we reach a big brown door that is closed. After knocking once, she opens the door. Hunter walks in first with me right next to him.

      “Gentlemen,” Tommy says, getting up from his chair and coming over to us. He shakes Hunter’s hand first and then mine. “Great to see you again.” Tommy and I work out at the same gym. “Come in and welcome.” He gestures to the table, and I look around to see that there are eight men, but my eyes fly to Kellie, who just sits there with her mouth open. She has her hair braided to the side, and her face is free of makeup. “We were just talking about the security for the tour.” I nod when he walks to his chair and sits down. “Kellie, you know Hunter and Brian.”

      “Yes,” she says, “but I’m not sure why they are here.” She looks from him to me, and then her eyes move to Hunter.

      “Well.” He starts talking and then looks down, I’m sure trying to find the words. “We have a situation that …” he trails off, looking at Hunter who clears his throat.

      “Tommy called a couple of days ago about a couple of letters that you received.” As Hunter talks, I cross my arms to stop my hands from tapping on the table nervously.

      “I get letters all the time,” she says and looks over at the only other girl in the room. “Cori, tell them.”

      “This time was different,” Tommy says, turning to her and holding her hand in his. “They were weird, and one of them was delivered to your house, along with a package of roses … one hundred of them, to be exact.”

      “Holy shit,” Cori says, sitting up. “Why wasn’t she told?”

      “Everyone around you has been on alert, and I didn’t want her nervous,” Tommy starts, trying to prevent the impending hysteria, “but I knew that with you leaving and the tour starting, it was time for me to bring in the specialists.”

      “Them?” Kellie whispers, her eyes roaming from Hunter to me.

      “It would be safer if one of them was with you twenty-four seven,” Tommy tells her. “We have the tightest security in place for the venues, but we want to make sure you’re just as safe.”

      “What does this mean?” she asks. “What does any of this mean?” She looks around the table, waiting for someone to answer her.

      “It means that for the next ninety days or until the threats stop, Brian will be your shadow. Where you go, he goes.”

      “Really?” She now takes her hand away from Tommy and crosses her arms over her chest. “Even when I sleep?”

      “There will be a separate room for him in all the hotels and on the bus,” Tommy assures her.

      “What if I say no?” She gets up, propping her hands on the table, and Cori follows. “What if I say it’s not going to happen?”

      “Then I’m going to override you,” Tommy says. “You know that I wouldn’t do this if I thought it was nothing.” He gets up now, grabbing her shoulders in his hands. “Do what you need to do, Kellie, and process this however you need to process it, but just know that, regardless, Brian is with you for the next ninety days.”
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      This can’t be happening, not today. I’m standing here with my mouth pretty much hanging open. And I’m being told that regardless of what I say, this decision has already been made for me. It was already set in stone, and I had no choice but to accept it.

      “Fine,” I mumble and turn to walk out of the office. “Cori is going to handle all the details, but if it gets out of hand, I’m pulling the plug.” I reach for the handle of the door but stop when I hear his voice.

      “The only time you pull the plug is when I say it’s safe.” I don’t bother answering him, my body shivering when I yank open the door and Cori and I walk out.

      “In the car,” I say to Cori when she turns and looks at me, and even though I’m not looking at her, I know she’s asking me a million questions with her eyes. When we get down to the indoor garage, my driver is waiting for me. I smile at him while he holds open my door, and I get in. Once we are on our way out of the garage, I hear Cori.

      “At home,” she says, “we need to talk.” I don’t bother answering her; I just nod my head and look out the window. They say traffic is bad in New York, but they lied. Nothing is worse than sitting in the car on I-110 in Los Angeles for hours while people get to their destination. I watch as the cars get fewer and fewer and the houses get bigger and bigger.

      When we pull up to the large gate at the entrance of the community, Cori reaches in her purse to push the opener, and the gates swing open on both sides. He drives down the road, and each house has another gate. When I see the wall to my house and the gate open, I’m happy. He parks in the circle driveway, and I look up at my two-story white house with black roof, doors, and window shutters.

      I walk up the white marble steps and press in the code to unlock the big black doors. It opens into the grand foyer with a floor of cream-colored marble. The rounding staircase has black iron railings on each side leading upstairs. All you see when you walk into the house are the stairs on both sides, the high ceilings, and the living room right in front of the door.

      Making my way into the house, I drop my purse on one of the tables set up against the railing flanked by plush gray single chairs. “I’m starving.” I hear the door close behind me and walk down two steps into the living room until my feet sink into the cream and black plush carpet. The custom oversized beige couches are right in the middle, and a glass coffee table sits between them with a small square box of roses in the middle. On top of the fireplace mantel is where I keep the Oscar, the Grammy, the Tony, and the daytime Emmy. Only a few elite people can boast the EGOT title, and I have to pinch myself that I am in that category. It’s surreal to me when I sit down and stare up at them with my name engraved on them.

      Looking at the picture of that moment on the wall on the way to the kitchen, I was so young and green. My gold dress felt like a prom dress, and I had my hair set up with ringlets coming down. It was the best night of my life, or at least I thought it was. That performance on stage got me a call from the casting director who was doing a play, and it was just one win after another. The biggest win was winning best original song at the Oscars this year. It was the win that put me on the EGOT list. Me, a little country girl who just wanted to get married and have kids. When you asked me in school, that would always be my answer. I want to be a mom, and now I have five houses all around the world. A penthouse in New York, the LA mansion I’m currently standing in, a chateau in Paris, a villa in Italy, and my favorite one, the ranch in Montana.

      I walk into the dining room with a black marble table and eight big white captain chairs. Three white orchids decorate the table. Around the corner, I walk into my industrial-size kitchen. I didn’t care how the rest of the house was, but I needed a big kitchen because when I have time, I cook for myself. Walking over to the oversized stainless-steel Sub-Zero fridge, I open it and see that Cori has arranged for us to have food today. I grab the platters and put them on the huge island in the middle of the room. The cabinets are all white, but the countertops are a dark gray. I peel off the cover of the platter and see that it’s grilled chicken with grilled vegetables. Turning around, I set the oven and place the food inside. “So,” Cori says, grabbing a stool and sitting down. I look over at her, the sun from outside streaming into the huge bay windows. A round gray table in the middle holds a huge vase and three balls of roses. “Are we discussing that tall drink of milk who walked into the room?”

      Taking a sip of water, I say, “Nothing really to tell.” I wave my hand, trying to brush it off, but I know she can read right through me. When I look at her, she is leaning on the island on her elbows with her hands folded in front of her. “Fine.” I shrug. “Remember when I was dating Steve?”

      “The bartender?” she asks.

      “Yes.” Nodding at her, I continue, “And I had to sneak in to see him.”

      “Wait, is he the one who smuggled you in a crate?” Slapping her hand on the island, she starts laughing.

      “No, smartass.” Folding my arms over my chest, I roll my eyes. “That was Hunter and Anthony.” Her laughter just gets louder.

      “I can’t breathe.” She throws her head back and holds her stomach while she laughs.

      “Anyway. One day, he showed up, and well, I had trouble forming two words together.” I think back to the first time we met. I stepped off the private plane, and he was waiting there for me. Standing there leaning back on his black Audi, he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. His arms crossed over his chest, his black watch on his wrist making him even more sexy. His hair was blowing a bit in the wind, and his aviator glasses blocked out what he was looking at. I walked down the steps, and my mouth went dry as soon as I saw him up close. His cheekbones were defined, his lips perfect. “I walked off the plane, and all he said were two words, ‘You Kellie?’”

      “And what?” She shakes her head.

      “And nothing. I nodded, and he opened the back door for me, and I got in. The disguise was on the seat, so I put on the black wig and baseball hat while he got in the car. He didn’t say a word to me while he drove me to Steve’s.”

      “I’m waiting for the juicy stuff.” She leans back on the stool.

      “There is no juicy part. He was there the next few times, and slowly, we started talking. Or it was mostly me asking him questions and him giving one-word answers.”

      “But I thought you broke up with Steve a month in?”

      “I did, but I would make excuses to go over there, hoping Brian would be working. The last time, I kept him driving around for five hours making excuses, and then I just gave up.”

      “Did he know?” she asks me. “I mean, sometimes men can be oblivious if a woman is throwing themselves at them.”

      “I think when a woman says, ‘why don’t we go out sometime’ and the man just looks over at you and says nothing, it’s safe to say he knows, and he’s not interested.”

      “But he looks at you like he’s about to eat his forbidden fruit.” She gets up, going to the oven and opening it to make sure it is on. “And when Tommy grabbed your hand, the vein in his forehead started bulging.”

      “You’re wrong.” I don’t give myself the hope that he might be interested. “I’m his job. He won’t cross that line.” She doesn’t have a chance to answer because the doorbell rings.

      “Good timing,” Cori says. Walking to the door, she returns with Ruth, my trainer. “Look who is here.”

      I groan when I see her face and the huge smile she’s wearing. “I thought I killed you this morning.” She shakes her head. “Guess not. Go get changed.”

      “Great,” I say, walking to my indoor gym. I have windows all on the sides so the sun can come in. The floor is half wood, half foam. I have everything you could have at a gym, even a punching bag. Televisions are set up in two of the corners so I can always see it. I walk to the corner and grab my yoga pants and gym top. Going into the bathroom, I change into my clothes and then walk back into the kitchen as I’m tying my hair on top of my head. “Can we do it outside?”

      “Sure,” Ruth answers right away. “Let me get some things, and I’ll meet you out there.”

      I grab two water bottles and head out. She pushes me for the next hour, and this time, I really think I’m having a heart attack. When I walk back into the house, Cori is set up at the island with papers everywhere, so I rush up the steps to my bedroom. My bedroom occupies the whole right side of the upstairs, split into two areas. I walk into the double doors that lead to the sitting area, and my feet sink into the plush carpet. I kick off my sneakers. The plush dark brown sofa sits against the wall, facing the wall with the see-through fireplace. Huge floor-to-ceiling windows slide open, and you can step out onto the covered balcony that overlooks the valley and is so peaceful at night. I walk through the arched walkway into the bedroom that has my California king-size bed in the middle of the room. Deciding to splurge on the best bedding I could buy, I wanted sheets as soft as silk, and a duvet cover filled and fluffy like a cloud, and I got it. I turn toward the bathroom, undressing and tossing my clothes into the laundry basket at the side of the front door.

      My bathroom has the same marble as the floor downstairs. A makeup vanity between two sinks lines the whole wall. The other side of the room is a separate shower and a bath. Opening the glass shower door, I turn the water on, then grab two white towels from the closet. My shower is a quick five minutes since I don’t have to wash my hair. Wrapping a towel around myself, I head to my walk-in closet. Two walls in this room contain my clothes, from tops to pants to skirts, all separated by color. The other two walls have shelves with my shoes, also sorted by color and style. My white and gold island has drawers for my jewelry and accessories. A huge vase of pink roses sits in the middle, and a classic chandelier hangs over it. After changing into loose joggers and an off-the-shoulder sweater, I walk downstairs, hearing voices and laughter as I approach. I walk into the kitchen, and I stop in my tracks.

      “Hey, look who dropped by,” Cori says with a smile plastered on her face. Sitting at my island is the man who is slowly starting to irritate me.

      “I was in the neighborhood.” Brian smiles.
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      “Well, that went as well as I thought it would go,” Tommy says when Kellie and Cori march out the door. “I’ll call her later and smooth things out.”

      “In order for me to do my job and do it to the best of my ability,” I say, “I need everything from the list of tour dates and cities to the hotels where we will be staying.”

      “Yeah,” Tommy says, sitting down. “I can get that and send it to your email.”

      “This isn’t going to be easy if she fights my guy the whole way,” Hunter finally says. “He’s one of the best I’ve got. If anyone can keep her safe, it’s him.” I don’t talk for the rest of the meeting. My head spins with all the things we need to do, but it’s all muddled with the fact she was pissed I was the one going with her. If my memory serves me right, the last time she sat in my car and made me drive around for five hours, she said we should go out sometime. I will be the first to admit that maybe not answering didn’t help, but what the hell was I supposed to do? Pull the car over and drag her over to my side of the car and kiss the ever-loving fuck out of her? Negative.

      “I just told my secretary to have everything sent over to you,” Tommy says, getting up. Hunter and I do the same as the other men in the room. They didn’t say a word, and I wonder why they were even here. We walk out of the conference room, and Tommy walks with us to the elevator. “Gentlemen,” he says when the ding of the elevator sounds, “I have no doubt she’ll be safe with you.”

      I shake his hand and then so does Hunter. We step into the elevator, and Hunter looks over at me. “You sure you’re okay with this?”

      I lean back against the elevator wall and look over at him. “Have I ever given you a reason to ask me that?”

      He shakes his head right away. “No.” Putting his hands in his pockets, he says, “But then again, you’ve never wanted a client before.”

      “I don’t want her,” I say, and now I’m a little pissed. “What have I done to make you think I want her?”

      “The look on your face when Tommy touched her hand,” he points out, and I want to kick myself because I thought I had it locked down. “I mean, I’ve never seen the tic of your vein on your forehead.” The elevator dings, and I look up to see we have reached the lobby. “We will meet tomorrow with everyone and go over the list.” I nod to him and walk out, making my way to my car while Hunter goes to his. I get into my Audi and start it. My finger taps against the steering wheel, already knowing what I want to do. Driving down the street, I make my way through the traffic and then the hills. I pull up to the wrought-iron gate and press the little white button on the speaker. A man’s staticky voice answers.

      “What can I do for you?” he asks, and I look up to find a video camera also.

      “Hey, I have some papers to deliver to Kellie Hudson from the office of Tommy Surray.”

      “I don’t have you on the list.” He comes back on.

      “Yeah, I know. I was in a meeting with him, and he asked me if I could swing by and deliver it. Like I wanted to come all the way out to the hills in rush hour!” I laugh. “I mean, if you want to come and get the papers and deliver them, you can.”

      “Nah,” he says, and the next thing you know, I hear the creaking of the gates opening. I shake my head and make my way down the gated street. I park on the street and walk up to Kellie’s gate, noticing her huge white mansion. The gate is sturdy, and there is no way I can break through it. I look at the side and see that the shrubs have a little space for someone to fit through. Walking over, I squeeze through to the other side of the gate and let out a curse.

      I walk over to the house and ring the doorbell. I don’t even know if she’s home, but I took a chance. The air needs to be cleared, and this is the only time I’m doing this. I hear footsteps coming closer to the door, the locks clinking, and then the door opens. Except it’s not Kellie; it’s the girl Cori.

      “Hey,” I say from the outside. “I was wondering if Kellie was home.”

      She smiles big and nods. “Yeah, she’s in the shower.” She steps to the side and lets me in. She closes the door behind me and locks it. “You can wait in the kitchen,” she says to me, and I follow her into the house, taking in the high ceilings in the foyer. I scan the pictures on the walls of her during her awards shows. Her face still looks the same as when she started. “Can I get you something to drink?” the woman asks when we get into the kitchen and I see papers all over the island.

      “I’ll have a bottle of water if you have one.” I walk over to a stool and sit down on it. She comes back and hands me the water bottle.

      Leaning her hip against the counter, she faces me. “You going to tell me why you’re really here?” I take the cap off my water and take a sip. “I hope you know that isn’t liquid courage in that bottle; it’s just H2O.”

      Her snarky comment makes me put my head back and laugh. She comes over and sits on her stool in front of her computer, but I don’t have a chance to answer her because Kellie enters the room.

      “Hey, look who dropped by,” Cori says with a smile plastered on her face, leaning back in her chair.

      “I was in the neighborhood.” I smile at her and take in her appearance. She is wearing loose joggers and a shirt that goes off the shoulder. Her bare feet expose her hot pink toenails.

      “You were in the neighborhood?” she asks and walks into the kitchen. “I find that really hard to believe.” Grabbing a plate from one of the cupboards and then opening the oven, she plates her own dinner of chicken and veggies. She looks at Cori. “Do you want some?”

      “No,” Cori says, grabbing all the papers in front of her. “I think I’m going to head out and work at home.”

      “You don’t have to do that just because I’m here.” I look over at her, and she stops mid cleanup. “I mean, you will be with her on the tour, so it’s better for all of us if we are on the same page.”

      Cori doesn’t know what to do, so she just sits back down. Kellie grabs her plate and comes over to sit on the stool next to me. “Let’s get this over with,” she says, cutting her chicken and biting a piece.

      I start from the top, not sugarcoating anything. “Are either one of you interested in how I got to your front door?” I ask them, and then Cori looks up at me. “I told the guy I had papers for you from Tommy, and he let me in.”

      “Well, he knows Tommy,” Kellie says between bites, “so it’s not a stretch.”

      “Knowing Tommy and making sure crazy people don’t come to your door are two separate things.”

      “So you admit you’re crazy?” Kellie says. “I mean, that’s a good start.”

      “Don’t make a joke about this. I could have been a madman.” My fingers start to drum on the island nervously.

      “You are a madman who just admitted you’re crazy,” Kellie mumbles while she chews. “Seriously, it’s one of my last free nights, and I don’t want to spend it hearing a lecture, so just get on with it.” A lecture … did she just say that?

      “You need to be smarter and safer,” I point out, and she stops with her fork halfway to her mouth. “I can’t do my job if you throw yourself in harm’s way.”

      “Explain to me please”—she throws her fork down, and it clatters on the white plate—“how me being in my home is throwing myself in harm’s way?” She shakes her head, grabbing her water bottle and drinking. “This isn’t going to work if the only thing that comes out of your mouth is shit.”

      I’m about to lose my shit, and I think Cori feels it because she finally speaks. “Children”—she raises her hands—“this is getting nowhere.” Then she looks at Kellie. “Eat.” She points at Kellie’s plate, and then she looks at me. “I will look into it and find out why Juan let you in.”

      I nod at her. “You have a security system in this castle?” I throw in castle because I know it bothers her, and I’m not wrong when she grumbles.

      “There is, and I will start using it,” Cori says. “Now, can we talk about what is expected of us during this tour? I will make sure we do our absolute best to follow all rules.”

      “She doesn’t speak for me,” Kellie says, chewing.

      “I do speak for her when it comes to her safety.” Cori’s voice gets louder, and Kellie rolls her eyes.

      “I’m sitting down with my team tomorrow, and we are going to go city by city and have things set up in case something happens.”

      “Oh my God, like London has fallen?” Cori asks, her eyes going wide.

      “What?” I ask, confused as to what the hell she is talking about.

      “The movie with Gerald Butler,” Cori says, fanning herself. “He was so hot in that movie.”

      “I haven’t seen the movie,” I tell her, and she looks at me horrified, “but I’ll get on that.”

      “You should.” She nods her head and puts her hand on my arm.

      “It’s the best ever.”

      “Are you done?” Kellie asks. Pushing her stool away from the island, she carries her plate to the sink, then rinses it off, and places it in the dishwasher.

      “We will be in each other’s space for ninety days,” I say, looking at her as she stands with her back to the sink and her arms crossed over her chest. “There will be times we get on each other’s nerves.”

      “That’s an understatement,” she says. “We aren’t even on the road, and I’m already ready to throttle you.”

      “Children,” Cori starts, and then she adds, “what is the hotel situation?”

      “We are sharing a room,” I tell them, and Kellie shouts, “No fucking way!”

      “Kellie,” Cori says softly.

      “No!” she shouts again. “No way.”

      “Don’t worry,” I tell her, pushing away from the island. “You don’t have anything I haven’t seen before. But just so we are clear, you also don’t have anything I want to see.” Her eyes form slits as she glares at me. “My job, my rules.”

      “Then you’re fired,” she says. “I’ll talk to Tommy, and he’ll get me someone else.”

      “Do that,” I tell her, and I’m done. It’s safer if I leave before I say something else to piss her off. “Cori, it was a pleasure meeting you.” I turn and look at Kellie, who doesn’t bother looking at me. Instead, she pretends she’s looking out the window.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Cori says, and she follows me out of the room. “I’ll talk to her,” she says softly, “and make her understand the danger.”

      “Did she see the letter that was sent to her with the roses?” I ask Cori, who shakes her head. “This man is fucked up and delusional. It will take nothing for him to snap, and it’s my job to make sure that, if he does show up, he doesn’t get to her.”

      “She didn’t see it, but I did tell her about them. Maybe if she sees it, it’ll be better,” she says quietly. I walk out of the house and toward the gate that is opening now. As soon as I walk out of the gate, it closes back. I get into my car and take off toward the gym, the only place I know I can let off steam. I pull up and park in the back, then grab my gym bag from the trunk and make my way into the small gym. It’s where most guys come to train, so there aren’t many machines. Punching bags are scattered around, and a boxing ring is set up in the middle of the room. Pulling open the door, I see that it’s almost half full. Men are sparring in the ring, a couple are on the side skipping rope, and some are in the back lifting weights.

      “I was wondering if I was going to see you here?” I hear from the side of me and see Tommy taking off his boxing gloves, his chest heaving. Sweat pours off his forehead. “I just got a call.”

      “Did you?” I try to play stupid. “Not sure I need to know this.”

      He laughs now, shaking his head. “She’s pissed.” He looks at me and grabs his water. “What the fuck did you say to her?”

      “Nothing.” I shrug. “I just thought we should set some ground rules.”

      “She threatened to shank you in your sleep if you step over that line,” Tommy says, and I almost want to laugh. “I’ve known her since she was eighteen.” I don’t say anything, just wait for him to continue talking. “She’s calm as a cucumber, and today, I thought she was going to have an aneurysm while she was talking to me.”

      “I have a job, and that’s to keep her safe,” I point out to him. “You can be rest assured I’m going to do that. Even if I have to tie her to a fucking chair,” I say, walking away from him and his laughter.

      “She’s from the South!” he shouts to my back, and I turn around. “She can probably shoot you in the foot at the same time she smiles at you.”

      “Thanks,” I say to him. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He gives me a chin up. Turning around, I push my body for the next two hours till it screams at me. I punch that bag with all the frustration that I have over her and her sassy mouth.
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      “You can’t be serious, Tommy,” I say into the phone. “How is he the only one in this whole universe who can do this job?”

      “Kellie, you know I love you,” he says calmly, “and you know that the only thing I care about is keeping you safe.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I tell him and roll my eyes.

      “I promise you that, at the end of the ninety days, you can go away to Montana for six months, and I won’t bother you.”

      “You promise?” I ask him, then look at Cori. “Make a contract and send it to Tommy. Six months off, no exceptions.” I hear his laughter in my ear.

      “Okay, I’m at the gym. Go do what you need to do, and I’ll call you tomorrow.” He disconnects his phone, and I look over at Cori.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” I point at her while she closes her laptop.

      “I’m not looking at you any way.” She avoids my eyes and then looks up at me. “But I will say this. He’s right.”

      I throw my head back and groan. “Oh my God.”

      “No, Kellie,” she says seriously, and I look at her, “this is not like the stalkers online who send you messages, and we block them or have them deleted. This one sent flowers to your house, Kellie. To your front door. It’s a whole different ballgame.”

      “I’ve gotten them before,” I point out to her.

      “Yeah, and how serious do you think it was that even Tommy is worried about it now?” I sit up, and she doesn’t stop talking. “I promise that I will make sure it’s as smooth sailing as it can be.” She looks down, putting her papers in order. “But you have to promise that no matter how annoyed you are with him, or no matter what he says, when it’s time, you listen to him and don’t fight him.”

      I look at her, and I can see the worry in her eyes. “Fine,” I say. Leaning into her, I hug her around her waist from the side and put my head on her shoulder, and she lays her head on mine. “I will try to be on my best behavior,” I whisper to her, and she silently laughs. “But he starts it.”

      “You like him,” she says, and I don’t answer. “And you have never had someone who didn’t like you back.”

      “I’m not in high school, Cori,” I tell her. “I don’t care if he likes me or not. All he has to do is keep me safe, right?”

      “Yes.” She puts her hand on mine at her side. “And try not to drive him nuts in the meantime.”

      “I hate that you know me better than I know myself,” I tell her, laughing and letting her go. “What is the plan tomorrow?’ I ask her while she packs her bag.

      “You have your workout at nine,” she tells me, “then you have rehearsal from twelve to eight.”

      “I’m going to die,” I tell her and walk with her toward the garage door. “My body hurts, and it’s not fun.”

      “I can only imagine.” She opens the door, walking to the white Range Rover that I bought her and climbing in. “I’m going to set the alarm when I leave.”

      “Fine.” I nod and watch her back out of the garage, closing the door once the gates close. I walk back into my house, spinning to make sure everything is locked up. The alarm pad beeps, so I know she’s armed it. Walking up the steps, I go straight to my bed. Throwing the covers over, I get in, my body sinking into bed while I turn on the television and flip through the channels. I place one of the six pillows sideways, my eyes closing ever so slowly in the dark room. When my eyes slowly open the next day, the sun is just starting to peek out. I roll myself out of bed, heading straight to the coffee machine.

      Turning off the alarm, I make my way outside to the covered lanai with a nice warm cup of coffee in my hand. Passing the sectional couch that faces a television and the fireplace, I walk around the outdoor kitchen. My feet go from the cold tiles to the dewy grass as I near the end of my property that faces the valley. Crawling onto one of the big round outdoor chairs that fit at least four people, I place my coffee on the table beside the chair and then get up, going over to the chest to grab a velour blanket. With my blanket covering me and my coffee in my hand, I watch the houses in the distance come alive. I see some of the lights turn on and wonder if it’s a mother waking her children or if it’s the dad getting ready for work. Normal lives. Don’t get me wrong; there isn’t a day that goes by when I’m not grateful for the life that I have, but I’m a woman, and you always will have the what-if or the where would I be. This right here, this moment of peace and quiet, is a me moment. I don’t get them often, but when I do, it just makes the day that much better.

      I wonder where I would be now if I wasn’t here. Would I have stayed in Nashville? Would I have kids? Would I be happy? Everything rolls through my mind as the sun slowly rises. The lights on the street have faded, and I can’t see which house has lights on. I get up, folding the cover, and then walk back inside. After putting my coffee cup in the sink, I start frying my turkey bacon and eggs, and by the time my day officially starts with me on the treadmill, I’m ready to crush the day.

      “Let’s start from the top one more time,” Aimee, the choreographer, says from in front of the stage, and I look down at her sitting on the floor cross-legged. “Stacey and Jennifer.” She points at the two backup dancers. “You are one second too fast. Kellie, you are on point, but stop second-guessing yourself.”

      I turn around, breathing heavy. “I think I’m going to die.” I grab the bottle of water that is on stage where the drums sit. My backup singers, Jackie and Trisha, try to hide their laughter, and I glare at them. “Don’t make me add you to this circus of dancing and shit.”

      “You don’t pay me enough to dance in the middle of the stage,” Jackie says, and Trisha shakes her head. They have been with me since the beginning also. “Besides, people don’t pay to see me shake this ass.”

      I shake my head and get back into position to start the routine again. My cardio is getting a lot better, and the panting is less and less when I sing. When it’s eight p.m., a bell rings, and everyone cheers as they walk off the set. I walk down the steps toward Cori who sits in a canvas chair with her laptop in her lap.

      “That was amazing.” She smiles. “And guess what? The tour bus is here.”

      “Oh, really?” I say, wiping my forehead while she stands. I follow her out to the parking lot and see where my house will be for the next ninety days. I know the studio also has a plane ready, but I love the bus. The only people traveling on the bus with me are Cori, Jackie, Trisha … and now Brian.

      Walking to the huge black and brown bus, I see that the back has a K on it with a halo. I smile, walking to the front, and the door opens for us. I walk up the three black stairs. The back of the bus is closed off with a small doorway. The floor is a dark hardwood, and the “living room” is in the front. A white couch on one side faces two chairs and a table with a television in the corner. White shades go up and down on the windows. Spotlights illuminate the middle of the pathway and along the top of the couches. Just after the two chairs is the kitchen area in a light beige with small stainless-steel appliances and a three-burner stove in the middle of the small counter. Believe it or not, I actually cook at times. The fridge and freezer sit under the counter where the stovetop is. Moving down, Cori shows me the icemaker she had put in. I open the first door on the right, and I see it’s a small bathroom with a toilet and a sink. After the half bath are four bunks, two on each side, with the cream-colored curtains pulled closed. I move one curtain to the side and see that each one has a mattress and a little television. Then finally we get to the back where the door is open, and I walk into what is my bedroom. The bed is all the way in the corner with a white padded headboard and a television right in front of it. I can close it off with a curtain in case other people are here. “The only bad thing is that there is only one shower, so we will have to share,” Cori says and points at the bathroom on the opposite side.

      “It should be fine. It’s not that many people,” I say, turning and walking back off the bus. “I’m starving.” She nods her head. When we get back to my house, I slip out of my clothes and eat in my bra and panties while she talks to me.

      “Tomorrow same time, same place.” Cori waves at me, walking out of the kitchen to the garage where her car is. The rest of the two weeks are the same thing, and I don’t hear from Brian. I don’t pay attention to anything but the tour and getting ready.

      “We have the meeting in thirty minutes,” Cori says to me while I walk upstairs to my room, going straight to the shower. The warm water runs down over me, and I close my eyes, allowing it to massage my muscles. Even though I work out everyday, my body still aches. Getting out, I grab my big comfy robe and then walk to the closet and open my underwear drawer. My hand freezes, the drawer midway open, and it happens so fast I don’t even realize a huge bouquet of red roses sits on top of the counter. It’s the gold gift box with a white bow beside the flowers that makes me stop what I’m doing. “Cori!” I yell as loud as I can and run to the railing. The doorbell rings, and she comes running. “Cori!” I yell again, and she looks up at me. The front door opens, and I see Brian walk into my house behind Tommy. Dressed in dark jeans and a white polo shirt, he hides his eyes behind aviator glasses, his hair falling a bit in the front.

      The beeping of the alarm has everyone on alert, even Hunter who was on the phone. Tommy runs to the alarm pad and punches in the code as Brian makes his way up with Cori who is white as a ghost. “I found this,” I say, looking at the box in my hand. Brian reaches out and takes the box from me.

      “Why don’t you get dressed and meet us downstairs?” he says, his voice soft.

      “Flowers.” It comes out softly, trying to calm my heart and ignore the lump in my throat. He looks at me. “In my walk-in closet. The box was beside it.”

      He doesn’t wait for anymore before he and Hunter walk into my bedroom. Tommy comes over to me, taking me in his arms. “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart,” he says. When they come out of my bedroom, Hunter is carrying the vase of flowers.

      “We are going to make sure that everything is okay downstairs, so go and get dressed,” Hunter says, and he and Tommy share a look. Cori grabs me, and we walk back into my bedroom. I’m almost in a daze and not sure what in the hell just happened. Did someone come into my house and invade my space? I dress and then walk downstairs.

      “There she is,” Tommy says. Smiling and coming over to me, he gives me a hug and kisses my cheek. “You look beautiful as always. They just did the tour outside, and everything is okay.”

      Hunter and Brian walk back in the front door and look at us. “Where are we having this meeting?” Hunter asks the question.

      “I have everything already set up in the living room,” Cori says, so we make our way there. We walk into the dining room, and it’s set up like a conference table. The large table has water in the middle and at both ends. She also has coffee set up on the tray in the middle as well.

      “What’s in the box?” I ask them. Grabbing the chair at the head of the table, I pull it out and sit down in it, and Tommy sits to my right. Cori puts her purse in the chair to the left of me. Hunter sits next to Tommy, and Brian sits right next to Cori. I watch him sit down and finally notice the thick folder in his hands that he slaps on the table. He takes off his sunglasses, and I finally see his eyes although he never looks at me. He places his phone facedown on the table right next to the sunglasses that he placed there also.

      “We haven’t opened it yet,” Hunter says, and I nod at them. My heart starts to beat just a touch faster. I reach over and grab the box, and Brian looks like he’s going to jump over the table at me. I grab the silk white bow and pull it. I pick up the lid off the box and put it aside, the white tissue paper folded over the gift inside. I pull the first layer and then the second, and I gasp out in shock.

      There, sitting on top, is a picture of me taken when I sit outside in the morning.

      Next time you are out there, wear these for me.

      I’m always watching you.

      “CORI!” I whisper to her, and the picture falls from my hands onto the pink lingerie set on the bottom. She flies out of her chair and comes to me, grabbing the picture. Tommy also jumps out of his chair, but he isn’t as fast as Brian or Hunter. Hunter goes to the package, and Brian literally picks up my chair with me in it to move me back away from him. I look up at him, not sure what he is thinking.

      He squats in front of me. “I need you to tell me exactly where you found it.”

      “In my closet on top of my dresser next to my flowers,” I whisper, and he looks back at Hunter who is on his phone typing things.

      “It’s going to be fine,” Cori says, coming to my side now and holding my hand.

      I look down at her. “He was in my fucking room,” I curse out now, pissed that I let someone have this control over me. I turn around and look at her, then walk out to the stairs. “He was in my room. He came into my house and walked up these stairs.” I point toward the stairs. “Then he invaded the only privacy I have by going into my bedroom.”

      “About time you got pissed about this,” Brian says, and I turn and glare at him. “I’m going upstairs.”

      I watch him walk up the stairs and then turn to Cori. “I want the whole room redone,” I tell Cori. “I want everything stripped and then put back. Make it happen when we leave.” She nods, while I get up grabbing a bottle of water and drinking it while the guys walk back into the room.

      “Okay, boys, give it to me,” I finally say, and they both look at each other, and then Brian nods his head.

      He doesn’t say anything when he opens his own folder and hands us a booklet, which is double the size of the one Cori was going to hand out to us. “Now let’s begin,” he says, his voice straight and to the point and more irritating than I thought was possible.
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      “You give a whole new meaning to over the top,” Tommy says from in front of me while he opens the booklet Rachel and I put together.

      For the past two weeks, we scoped out every single hotel. We dug up every blueprint for every hotel and found all the little places where someone could hide in each venue. We spent hours on top of hours, days on top of days. And the only one who knows all of this is Hunter and my team. I have evacuations mapped out in each city along with emergency pit stops along the way. We are leaving nothing to chance.

      “If we are going to keep Kellie safe, this is the way to do it,” Hunter says, and I know what they are looking at. In the booklets I just gave them is the floorplan for every hotel we will be staying at. From the rooms we will be staying in to the venues where she will be singing.

      “Oh my God,” Kellie says, looking up at me from her booklet. “How did you even get all these plans?” she asks, and Hunter just nods.

      “Everything in there has been acquired via the internet.” He starts saying, and then he sees Tommy look at me. “How it got on the internet isn’t my concern.” He sits up. “We knew this stalker wasn’t going to go away. If he went through all the trouble of cutting up little pieces of paper to form a sentence, he isn’t just going to shy away.” Now all eyes turn to Tommy.

      “I thought I had it under control,” he says, putting his hand on her. “I promise you I have it covered.”

      “And how is that working out for you now?” I ask him, leaning back in the chair.

      “Fine,” Tommy says, getting up from his chair and walking over to the corner where I didn’t notice a wet bar. He pours himself a shot of whiskey, then downs it, hissing afterward. “You guys were right, okay? Is that what you want?”

      “It’s a start,” I tell him, and he nods at me. “Now tell her about the dressing room.”

      “Kellie,” Cori says softly, but with one look at the anger on Kellie’s face, she stops talking. Tommy pours a second shot, downing that one also, and then he comes back to sit down.

      “You have to know that at no time were you in danger. The minute we got the present, we had extra security watching you,” Tommy says, and I look at Hunter who just raises an eyebrow.

      “What present?” Kellie says almost in a whisper when she sits down. “Where?”

      “I found it in your dressing room,” Cori says softly from beside her. “You went straight to the stage, and I went to put your bag away. There was a huge box of chocolates, and the note looked funny.”

      “What did it say?” Kellie asks, and Cori looks down at her hands and then looks up with tears in her eyes.

      “It said I wish I could sit with you and watch the sun.” The minute she says that, Kellie gasps, then looks at Tommy.

      “Like in the picture he took of me,” she tells him, her voice going higher and higher. “In the mornings, I walk outside with coffee and sit on the big couch to watch the valley as the sun rises.” She looks at them now. “Why didn’t anyone fucking tell me? I would have stopped.” She gets up, walking out of the room, and Cori follows her out.

      “We had it,” Tommy starts, and then Hunter finally says something.

      “You had shit,” Hunter finally says. “You hired two robo cops to watch her, and they fell asleep twice.” He raises his hand and motions with his fingers. “In five days. And in that time, the guy came into her house.” Hunter looks at her. “I can sugarcoat this, or we can just chalk it up to it wasn’t good.”

      “Now you think I’m over the top?” I ask Tommy. “That sick fuck was in her house. In her fucking bedroom.” Sitting up more, I hiss out the last sentence. “When the fuck were you going to finally take this seriously, Tommy? You hire two imbeciles who can’t even stay awake. Then you don’t even get someone to shadow her.” I shake my head. “You should have called us right away.”

      He nods and puts his hands up. “It’s not the first time she’s had stalkers.” He looks at us. “And it won’t be the last. Do you know how many sickos we block on social media? Tons.”

      “Did the last stalkers get this close? You know, in her fucking house?” I shout out the last words. “Bottom line, you should have fucking called us.”

      “Well, you clearly found out,” Tommy says. “I need help, guys.” He looks at us. “We had all the letters tested and got nothing. Not even a fingerprint.”

      “If we help you,” Hunter starts, “you let us take over.” He waits for Tommy to say something, but he just nods. “You let Brian take over everything that has to do with her on the road. If he says jump, she fucking jumps.”

      “Fine,” a soft voice says, and our heads swing to the archway where Kellie stands with Cori by her side. She walks in, and when I see that her eyes are red, I know she’s been crying. “I’ll listen to whatever Brian tells me.” Tommy gets up and goes to her, bringing her into his arms. She wraps her arms around his waist as he whispers something in her ear. She just nods at him and then sits at the table.

      “Now that I know everything”—her voice is as strong as it could be—“I want to go over all the plans.” She doesn’t look at me, not once. Her head stays down as she takes the booklet I made, and then I lean back in the seat and let Hunter do all the talking. When we leave five hours later, my body feels like it’s going to explode. This whole day has been one test after another. I wanted to throat punch Tommy for being so stupid, then I wanted to shake or hug or just protect Kellie. It was up and down the whole time. Every single time I thought about this asshole in her house, I wanted to hit something. Then I would catch her shaking her foot because she was nervous, and I wanted to reach out and hold her and tell her that everything was going to be okay.

      “You need to reel that shit in,” Hunter finally says when we get in the car, and he drives out of the driveway. I look in my passenger side mirror, watching the gate close behind us.

      “I swear sometimes I want to kick his ass,” I finally say. “To not even tell her.” I shake my head.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he says. “She knows now, and from the look on her face, she isn’t going to be a problem.”

      We don’t say anything the rest of the drive home, and when I get to the gym two hours later, I let all my frustrations out. I end up collapsing on the bed when I get home.

      Two days later, I’m in the middle of my living room when the doorbell rings. Tossing the remote onto the couch, I get up and walk to the door. I just got out of the shower, so my hair is still wet, and all that I have on are my shorts. Unlocking the door, I pull it open, and my mouth falls open when I see who is standing there.

      “Hi,” Kellie says, and I look her up and down. She is wearing black yoga pants and a loose black and white striped top with a pink jacket. A faded blue Yankees cap sits on her head, and she’s braided her blond hair on both sides. “Sorry for showing up unannounced.”

      Shaking my head and trying to get a hold of myself, I move out of the way to let her come in. “Please, come in.” When she enters, I look outside and don’t see anyone with her. “Did you come here by yourself?”

      “Yeah, I just finished packing, and I borrowed Cori’s car so people wouldn’t follow me,” she says and steps into the living room since it’s right inside the front door.

      I’ve lived in this house for five years, and it’s only me, so my house is small. Plus, a bigger house means more cleaning, and no one has time for that. I mean, not that I actually clean my house, but if I did, I wouldn’t want to clean a big house. “Can I get you something to drink?” I ask her. Walking to the oversized gray couch, I grab the remote and turn off the television.

      “A water would be good. Thank you,” she says, putting her oversized bag on the floor beside the door and following me to the kitchen. I didn’t know what type of house I wanted when I started looking, but the minute I saw the open floor plan, I knew it was what I wanted. Walking to the fridge, I open it and grab her a water bottle. When I turn around, I see her pulling out one of the stools from around the island. I hand her the water bottle. “Thank you.”

      “What are you doing here?” Finally, the question comes out.

      “I thought with us leaving tomorrow, it would be best if we talked a bit.” Her hands go to the label around the water bottle, her eyes going down and then coming back up again to look at me.

      “I thought we went over this already,” I say, standing up straight now with my arms crossed over my chest. “And you agreed.”

      She holds up one hand. “Calm down. I wanted to talk about the elephant in the room.” She smiles and then looks down. “You know, when I flirted with you.” I don’t say anything because I don’t know what to say to that. “Anyway, this is super awkward for me, so thanks for making it even more awkward by standing there not saying anything.”

      “What do you want me to say, Kellie?” I ask her. “What exactly is there for me to say?” She lets out a breath and starts.

      “I flirted with you, and you did nothing about it,” she says, “so I just want to maybe forget that happened and move on.”

      “You mean you flirted with me while you were dating someone else and expected me to jump on it?” I ask, cocking my head to the side.

      “That is so not what happened!” she shrieks. “I was barely dating him, and by the end, I was definitely not dating him.”

      I swallow down and calm my nerves when I say, “So you’re telling me that you hired me to bring you to your boyfriend’s house, but he really wasn’t your boyfriend?”

      “Oh my God,” she says, throwing her hands up and looking up at the sky. “Listen, can we just forget it happened?”

      “Done,” I say to her. “Forgotten.”

      “You are so annoying it’s not even funny.” She pushes the stool away from the island. Grabbing the water bottle, she says, “I don’t know why I expected us to have an actual conversation.” I don’t know if she’s asking me or talking to herself. Walking to her purse, she picks it up and turns back. “Thanks for the talk.” She turns and storms toward the door, but I’m faster than her, so as soon as she opens the door, my hand is on it over her head, holding it shut. I should have let her go, should have just let her walk out the door, but I didn’t. My stupid body moved faster than my brain. She turns around, and she is way too close. Close enough that I see the tiny freckles she has on her nose. I’m close enough to see the vein in her neck move while she swallows.

      “We don’t have time to get into this.” My voice is lower than it was before. “And it doesn’t help that for the next ninety days, I’m going to be your shadow. But”—I lean in a touch closer, and her chest stops moving as she holds her breath—“when we get back, if this thing is still here, the gloves are coming off.” My hands itch to touch her, to run my thumb around her jaw and feel her skin under mine.

      “What?” she whispers.

      “In ninety days, we get back home. If this thing is still going on between us, I’m making my move.”

      “Your move?” She just blinks.

      “My move to make you mine,” I tell her, and the need to lean in just a tad and feel her is so great. Instead, I push off the door and watch her not say anything. She just swallows and then turns around and walks out of the house. My eyes follow her to the white Range Rover where she gets in and drives away. I watch her until she turns the corner and I can’t see her anymore.

      I turn and walk back into the house, locking the door behind me. I can still faintly smell her perfume. “Well,” I say to the empty room, “that went well.”
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      “It’s go time.” I hear in my earpiece and get up from my makeup chair. Looking into the mirror, I make sure my first costume is on properly, and it is. My hair is down in thick curls, and I know the minute I get on stage with the lights and the dancing, I’ll be a sweaty mess and not one curl will be left.

      “You got this,” Cori says from behind me, and I just look at her reflection in the mirror. Turning, I walk out of the makeshift dressing room. The minute I walk out of the door, I see him leaning against the cement wall. Brian’s wearing black jeans and a white polo shirt. His arms are bare with just a watch on. He walks behind me, and I start doing my vocal exercises while I think of our last conversation. When he said he was going to make me his, I should have told him no, that it was too late and that it was just a crush, but I didn’t. I just swallowed and rushed out of there before I could jump into his arms and wrap my hands around his neck. It was the first time he even acknowledged that something was between us. I went there to tell him to forget what happened, and instead, I walked away with a ninety-day ticker.

      The hallway is decorated with pictures from past events, and when I turn the corner, I see all my crew is there. Everyone from the sound check people to the girl who makes sure nothing slips off me while I perform. I duck my head and walk to the middle of the room, and everyone makes a circle around me.

      “I can’t believe it’s finally here,” I say, looking around at all the faces. “I want to thank you guys for coming with me for the next ninety days. For leaving your family and your life behind to travel in a bus. There are no words.” I stop talking when I hear the fans chanting my name. “Let’s give these people what they paid for.” Lowering my head, I say a quick prayer. Everyone claps their hands and goes their way. I start to bounce up and down, and the little purple skirt flows around my thighs. My name starts getting louder and louder when the crew climbs on stage. “Is everyone ready for after?” I ask Cori, who just nods her head.

      As I walk to the lift under the stage and get in, my eyes are on Brian, who nods at me. “I’ll be here the whole time.” I don’t respond as I grab the microphone from the wall. I ride the lift up to the stage, and the lights go off in the arena with forty-five thousand fans screaming. Whatever shit I have to go through, this is the reward. I stand behind the red curtain, the sound of the drums starts to fill the speaker, and the screaming gets a touch louder, if that is even possible. I bring the microphone to my lips, and say, “Santa Clara.” The curtain lifts, and the spotlights focus on me while I start to sing. And for the next two hours and forty-five minutes, my mind shuts off. I go through fourteen costume changes, and each time, three people come out to help me change. While I do this, Brian sits in a chair facing the lift where he watches. When I finally bow and run off the stage, everything happens so fast. Brian puts a hand around my back while Sandra grabs the mic and headset I hand her. We make it to the bus in record time with Jackie and Trisha right behind us. We get on the bus, and the driver pulls out right away before the fans start to pour out of the venue.

      Cori hands me a water bottle, and I finish it in record time while I start peeling my last costume off. It’s a black leather cat suit that molds my body perfectly. I sit in the chair and peel off the boots and then turn to Cori who unzips the back. I’m about to pull it down when I hear Brian. “Um, maybe you should undress in your room,” he says, not looking at me but looking at the driver. My head snaps to him, and I peel the suit off right in front of him. I’m wearing a strapless bra that is stuck to me with tape, almost like it’s crazy glued on. I peel it off my hips, and my nude top also stays on.

      “Does me being half naked bother you?” Wearing almost nothing, I stare straight at him. I’m not sure what he is thinking, but I might see a twinkle in his eyes. He doesn’t have time to say anything because I turn and walk to the back of the bus, my ass on full display because of the thong.

      “Well, that was interesting.” I hear Trishafrom just outside my door, probably standing at her bunk. Peeling off the top of the bra, I wince. It’s almost like a Band-Aid, and you just have to rip it off. The bottom is easier. Turning on the water in the shower, I jump right in. The water goes from cold to warm, but knowing all three of us have to shower means I don’t waste time in the shower. I grab my pink lace panties and matching sports bra, then slide on a hot pink fluffy robe and tie it at the waist. Walking out, I nod at Trish, and she gets up and goes to the bathroom.

      “Shower is free.” I walk down toward the kitchen, and I see that Cori is setting things on a plate. Brian is on the couch, and his shirt is freed of one more button. He looks up at me from his phone.

      Going over and sitting in the chair in front of him, I cross my legs, and the robe opens just a touch. Cori comes over and puts my plate down in front of me. It’s grilled chicken and roasted vegetables. I groan inwardly. Looking down and then back up again at Cori, I see her standing there with her hand on her hip waiting for me to complain. “You know what I could go for right now?”

      “I’m all ears.” Cori turns to go back to the kitchen and starts cleaning up things.

      “Chick-fil-A.” I smile big at her. “Like the five hundred-piece bites.” I nod my head. “That would be amazing.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll put that on my list for next time.” Cori turns and grabs another bottle of water and gives it to me. “Drink. Now, I know how you get after the shows, but I’m about dead on my feet,” she tells me, knowing that I can’t sleep after the show.

      “Go to bed and don’t worry about me.” I cut into the chicken that looks like rubber. I’m sure it tastes great, but it’s not Chick-fil-A. Cori looks at me and then turns to look at Brian.

      “I hid all the knives, so no matter how mad you get at her, she can’t shank you, but she does have forks.” She smiles and walks away, and I watch Brian tilt his head back and laugh out loud. His laughter fills the room, settling me for some odd reason, and it bothers me.

      “Don’t laugh.” I look at him, putting a piece of chicken in my mouth and then pointing my fork at him. I see Trisha come out of the back room, and Jackie goes into the bathroom. Trisha goes to the kitchen, opens the fridge, and then she starts moving things around. “If you are looking for Chick-fil-A, there is none.” Trisha laughs while grabbing a pizza pocket and throwing it in the microwave.

      “This woman and her Chick-fil-A,” Trisha says, grabbing two water bottles from the fridge and a bag of chips. When the microwave beeps, she grabs her food and walks to her bunk, getting in and closing the curtain.

      “Welcome to the most anti-social bus of life,” I say between bites. “You’ll get used to it.”

      “Does this happen all the time?” he asks me, looking to see Jackie come out of the back room and just go to her bed. She is going to crash and then wake up in four hours starving.

      “Yeah.” I stand, taking my plate to the sink and washing it. “The girls usually just crash.”

      “What about you?” I look at him while I dry the plate in my hand. “Do you just crash?”

      “No.” I shake my head as I walk over to the couch. Sitting down, I curl my feet under me, then reach out and grab the remote. “I am usually too wired after a show. So I stay up watching movies all night long or until I crash.” The television turns on, and I flip on Netflix and start a movie.

      “Do you mind that I’m here?” he asks me softly, my eyes going to his as we look into each other’s eyes. He’s still the most handsome man I’ve ever seen, but I don’t say anything in case my mouth decides to give me word vomit. “I’m going to go change, and I’ll be back.”

      I don’t say anything. Instead, I watch him walk to his bunk, then squat down, grabbing his bag and taking out a change of clothes. He saunters to the back, and I continue to watch him, then listen as he enters the bathroom and turns on the shower two seconds later. “You are so creepy,” I say to myself. Opening the drawer under the couch, I grab a pillow and place it in the middle of the couch, giving him enough room to sit if he comes back. Lying down, I throw my legs over the arm of the couch and let them hang. I listen to him come out and go to his bunk, and I have no idea what is going to happen. When I hear his footsteps come closer, I look at him and quickly look back at the screen. “I can move if you don’t have enough space,” I say quietly. His hair is still wet, little droplets lingering on the ends, and his jogging pants hang low on his hips. He sits next to me, and the scent of his body wash envelops me. My eyes don’t move off the television while he stretches his legs out in front of him. My eyes get heavier and heavier. I’ve never crashed so early after a show. I feel warmth over me, but my eyes are so heavy, and I just sink into the blackness.

      The hissing is what wakes me up, and my eyes slowly come into focus. I’m on the tour bus couch where I dozed off, but my head is now on Brian’s lap. Turned on my side now, I have my brown blanket draped at my waist. “I know you’re up.” I hear him and then look up at him. “Can you please get up?” he hisses, and I push up to my side, holding myself up with my hand. The blanket falls, and my robe now hangs open. I grab the cover and bring it to my chest while he walks into the back of the bus, climbing into his bunk and shutting his curtain. I hear laughter coming from the table, and I see Jackie sitting there.

      “What are you laughing at?” I ask her, and she scoops another spoonful of cereal, bringing it to her mouth.

      She finally swallows. “I’m laughing at the fact that”—she points her spoon toward the bunk—“that man is going to get a case of blue balls.”

      I roll my eyes and don’t bother to answer her as I walk to the back of the bus. Shutting the door, I climb into bed when I look over and see that it’s almost four a.m. I toss and turn in the bed and then sit up, taking the robe off and tossing it to the end of the bed. I lie back down and stare off into the dark of the bus, trying to shut off my mind, but the last thing I think about before finally falling asleep is how peacefully I slept with him on the couch.
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      The bus stopping for gas woke me. When I fell asleep, her pillow was leaning on my leg, but now I feel her hair in my hand. I look down and see that her head is in my lap and my cock is full-on saluting her. The pillow looks like it’s under her neck, her long hair is all over my chest and legs. The cover I placed on her is at her waist, and her robe gapes open at the top, showing her light pink sports bra. I see the white band around the bottom with the black Calvin Klein logo.

      Her body goes from light to heavy, and I know she’s awake but faking. A snicker from the other side of the bus makes me finally look up, and I see that Jackie is there eating cereal. “I know you’re up,” I hiss out at Kellie, and she looks up. “Can you please get up?” She raises on her arm and now the top of the robe really opens, and I see her hard nipples. I don’t say anything. I just stomp back to my bunk and get in, closing the curtain. There is not enough legroom for me, and I know this will be a long fucking three months. My cock didn’t get the memo that she is off limits, that she is in the no-go zone. I turn to the side and hear feet walk by my bunk and then the door shuts. I guess she’s in bed. I finally fall asleep, and when I wake up some six hours later, I’m in the same position. I open the curtain and put my feet out first. Standing, I hold the side of the bus while I walk to the bathroom. Just like in the shower, I have to duck to get in and then get out. I walk to the couch and see the four girls all sitting around. Jackie and Cori are sitting at the table, while Trishaand Kellie sit on the couch with their legs tucked under them. Kellie is out of her robe. Her hair is piled on top of her head; she is wearing a pink long-sleeved shirt, and a blanket is draped over her legs. She holds a coffee cup in both hands.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” Cori says to me. “I just made coffee.” She points at the coffee machine sitting out.

      “Good morning, ladies,” I say, opening the cupboards to look for a cup.

      “There is cream and milk in the fridge, and the sugar is in the cupboard over the stove,” Cori says, turning around and then typing away on her laptop in front of her.

      “I’m going back to bed,” Trishasays, walking past me to her bunk.

      I pour the coffee in the cup and take a long gulp. Turning, I lean on the counter and see that the girls are now all looking at me. “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” Jackie says. “We are just wondering how you sleep in the bunk?”

      I smile, taking another sip of coffee. Walking over to the couch, I take a seat and stretch out my legs. “It’s tight.”

      “No shit,” Jackie says, laughing and getting up to stretch. “It’s naptime,” she says, also going to the back. I look at my watch and see it’s almost ten a.m.

      “Did you sleep okay?” Kellie asks from next to me, and I look over at her. From the softness of her face and the sleepiness in her eyes, I know she just got up also.

      “Yeah,” I answer her, taking another sip of coffee. Cori gets up, walks to the back of the bus, and shuts the door.

      “If it’s too tight for you, we can switch,” Kellie says quietly, reaching for the remote.

      “I’ll be fine, baby.” The baby slips out, and her head whips around to look at me. “Did you just get up?” I ask her, hoping we don’t have to discuss the fact I just called her fucking baby.

      “Yeah, not too long ago.” She doesn’t make eye contact with me. “We should be at the hotel in four hours.” I don’t answer her. Instead, I look at the television and see she’s turned on Judge Judy. I watch a bit of it, then get up and go to my bunk to grab my laptop and phone. I go back and sit at the table. Opening the laptop, I see that she is moving from one side of the couch to the other, stretching out her legs on the couch and lying down. I go through my emails and then pull up the hotel information to familiarize myself with the layout. We are staying in a separate block from the others staying in the hotel. We have our own cottage. Cori is right next door to us and has the one-bedroom suite while we have a two-bedroom cottage. I send Rachel an email with our first stop to make sure she knows where I’m going to be and to see if she has an update for me. Our own private security team will go in and do a quick sweep before we arrive.

      “Okay,” Cori says, coming back to the table, “we have a dinner tonight.” She looks at Kellie, who just looks at her. “I know I said it was a relax day, but we have no choice.”

      “Why?” I lean back in my chair, putting my hands on the armchair. “If she doesn’t want to go, she shouldn’t have to go.”

      “I get that.” Cori looks at me and then at Kellie. “And you know I wouldn’t ask if I could get you out of it.”

      “Who is it with?” Kellie asks, pausing the show.

      “Henry.” Cori says the name, and I have no idea who she’s talking about, but when I see Kellie’s eyes go wide, it’s clear she knows.

      “Shut up.” She throws her head back and lets out a huge laugh. “He’s the hottest thing out there, and he wants to have dinner with me?” My eyes fly to Cori, but she avoids looking at me.

      “I owe his PA a favor, and well, he’s as she puts it madly in love with you, and she wants to set you guys up.”

      “Sure,” Kellie says at the same time I say, “Fuck no.” Both of them look at me, Kellie crossing her arms over her chest.

      “And why the fuck not?” she goads me, almost glaring.

      I look at Cori now, trying to find a good excuse without it being obvious that it bothers me. “Do you know who this guy is? What restaurant? We need to make sure it’s safe.”

      “I doubt it will be a problem,” Cori says. “I know Henry travels with at least one bodyguard.” I roll my eyes.

      “What time?” Kellie asks, getting up, and I see that she’s wearing tiny booty shorts under her pink shirt, but the shirt covers her shorts. If you didn’t know she was wearing shorts, you would think she was going commando.

      “Eight,” Cori says, and then looks at me. “Are you going to come with us?”

      “Where she goes, I go,” I tell her, and she just nods her head.

      “So I’ll book two tables then.”

      “Why two?” I ask her, confused.

      “Well, we aren’t going to sit at their table.” Cori laughs. “You can sit at the table with Monica and me.”

      “I’m excited,” Kellie says, going to her bedroom and closing the door after her.

      “What are the chances you aren’t going to go hulk on all of this?” Cori asks me now, mimicking my posture in her chair.

      “No reason for me to go hulk,” I tell her. “I have a job to do, and that just so happens to mean I have to watch her.”

      She nods her head. “Well, then we need to discuss what is going to happen if they go home together.” I feel the tension start to fill my body, and I grab the arms of the chair hard. My fingertips are turning white, and I bite down. She observes my actions, so I lock it down.

      “She wants to go to his house and fuck,” I tell her, my stomach turning. Just as it did when I picked her up and delivered her to her boyfriend, knowing full well what was going on. “I’ll wait outside. Not the first time.”

      “Good,” Cori says and gets up. Closing her laptop, she walks to her bunk, leaving me all alone in the living room. My grip on the chair loosens, and I let out a huge breath. Now would be a great time to go to the gym and smash a punching bag. But instead, I have four hours to lock it down. I close my laptop, then grab the remote. I flip the channels but don’t focus on anything. For the rest of the time, she doesn’t come out of her room, and neither does anyone else. The driver announces that we will be arriving in fifteen minutes, and slowly they all appear from their bunks. I wait for them to get their things together and then go and get my own stuff. She walks out of the room as soon as the driver puts the bus in park. She is wearing jeans now, regular blue jeans cut in the knees and a Kellie Hudson T-shirt with black and red Gucci flip-flops. Her hair still piled on her head, she walks by me without looking at me, and I follow her off the bus. Cori is waiting at the door for us. “Get in the golf cart,” she tells Kellie, and Kellie walks over to the golf cart, sitting in the passenger seat. She hands me the key card to the cottage. “Here, I have stuff to get settled. Follow the signs.” She points at the pathway with brown and white signs. I grab the card from her and walk over to the golf cart, putting my bag on the back seat.

      I don’t say anything to her as I follow the signs to the cottage. I park the golf cart right next to the stairs, then hand her the card to the door. She grabs it while I grab my bag and follow her to the door. Her phone beeps, and she looks down and then back up at me. “They are going to deliver the bags in thirty minutes.”

      “I don’t have any bags,” I tell her, holding my only bag in my hand.

      “What do you mean?” she asks, opening the door and then holding it for me to walk in.

      “I have one bag,” I tell her, walking into the cottage and seeing the plaid couches.

      “We are going to be gone for ninety days and you have one bag?” she says, tossing her bag on the couch. Going to the fridge, she opens it and grabs a water.

      “Yeah,” I tell her. Looking around, I see the two bedroom doors in front of the living room. From the blueprints, each room has its own private bathroom. I walk to the smaller room and set my bag on the bed. “Three pairs of jeans, five shirts, and three suits.”

      “It’s a carry-on bag.”

      “Yeah.” I nod at her as she stands there in shock. “If I’m missing anything, I’ll pick it up along the way.”

      “My makeup bag is bigger than your whole luggage.” She laughs. There is a knock on the door, and I walk to open it, and the bellboy is there with the cart. She wasn’t lying. Hands down, there are at least fourteen pieces of luggage.

      “I might have overpacked,” she says, and I raise my eyebrows at her while the guy struggles to bring in all the bags. I reach into my pocket to tip him, and he just nods at me.

      “Which bag do you need right now?” I ask her, and she looks at me. “I have no idea. I don’t do my packing. Cori and my stylist do.”

      I shake my head, looking at her. “You should have maybe organized it week by week,” I suggest to her.

      “I know that the blue ones are all my shoes.” I look at the three suitcases. “The pink are workout clothes. The black are outfits for nights out, so grab that one please, and you can put it on my bed.” I grab the black one, carry it into her bedroom, and place it on the luggage cart. I walk back out and see the window open to the patio. Stepping out, I find her sitting on the couch just looking out into the distance. “Isn’t it pretty?” I don’t answer her because there is another knock on the door.

      “If that is more luggage, I’m sending them away.” I walk out, hearing her laughter. Opening the door, I see Cori with bags of Chick-fil-A in her hands.

      “Where is she?” She comes in, dumping her purse on the chair with Kellie’s.

      “Outside,” I tell her, and she looks at me, motioning me to follow her with her head. Walking out behind her, I see Kellie sitting at the round table looking out into the distance. She turns and spots Cori with her hands full of Chick-fil-A.

      She shrieks and throws up her hands. “You love me.” Sitting up, she stretches her hands out to grab a bag. Cori places the five bags in the middle of the table. “Did you get extra honey mustard?”

      “I got twenty-five packs,” Cori says to her, and her face almost drops. How much honey mustard does one person need? Kellie looks from Cori to me with a serious look on her face.

      “You are shit out of luck if you think I’m sharing.” She grabs the bag with the sauce and opens it, looking inside.

      “She doesn’t mess around when it comes to Chick-fil-A.” Cori tries to hide a smile. “Also, I didn’t know if you were a grilled chicken or a regular deep fried one.”

      “If you say grilled …” Kellie says. I look over at her, and she has one sauce open and is dipping a chicken bite. “We should end this right now.”

      Shaking my head, I laugh. “I’m good with whatever.” Pulling out a chair, I sit down while I watch Kellie dip another piece of chicken in the sauce. Cori sets a wrapped sandwich in front of me with waffle fries. “I don’t want any fries.”

      “Ugh,” Kellie says, shaking her head. “You’re missing out, Brian.” I unwrap my chicken and see that I got the grilled one, and I don’t mind. I eat it without anything. Kellie doesn’t talk; she just eats and sounds almost as if she’s humming. “What time is it?”

      “You have time for a one-hour nap, and then I have someone coming to do your hair and makeup,” Cori says, and Kellie nods. I don’t say anything and neither do the girls. Kellie gets up, grabbing a water bottle. Opening it, she drains half of it.

      “That was the best meal I’ve ever had in my life,” Kellie says, and Cori laughs, looking at her.

      “You’ve had meals at Michelin-starred restaurants, and you pick Chick-fil-A?” She gathers the garbage, cleaning up the table.

      “I’m just a simple country girl at heart.” She grabs her own garbage and tosses it in the bag as she gets up. “Now it’s time for me to take a nap. Starfish style.”

      Cori and I watch her walk back inside, and I look at Cori. “Where is this dinner again? What should my wardrobe be?”

      “Bad and Boujee,” she says, and I grab my phone. “Are you googling Bad and Boujee?”

      “Pretty much.” Answering her honestly, I say, “Did you know it’s also a slang word and means high class ballin’?” I shake my head. “What time do I need to be ready?”

      “Reservations are at eight.” She walks inside, and I get up and follow her. “We are leaving here at seven thirty.”

      “Wait, isn’t it a date?” I ask her, confused, and she nods her head. “Then why isn’t he picking her up?”

      Cori laughs, tossing the stuff in the garbage. “Brian, this is Hollywood. The only time he picks her up is if it’s for an award show or they are in the same house.”

      “Good to know,” I tell her, and she grabs her bag and walks out of the cottage, slamming the door behind her. “I guess chivalry is dead in Hollywood,” I say to myself, going into my own room and getting ready for the spectacle to come.
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        Kellie

      

      

      I close my eyes while the glam squad adds the finishing touches to my makeup. We are in my private bathroom while she does my face; the hair lady just left. When the woman stands away from me, I open my eyes and see what she’s done. She has done more of a smoky eye than I usually do, making my green eyes pop. My long blond hair is curled perfectly. “Thank you so much.” I get off the chair and step into the bedroom and find Cori sitting on the bed with my outfit laid out next to her. She gets up, and I see she is wearing a long-sleeved black one-piece dress with a thin gold belt around her waist.

      “I have two outfits,” she says, “but I like the pants better.” I look at the leather skirt combo, and I agree with her. Pants will be more comfy. Nodding, I grab the silk pantsuit and step into it, pulling it up over my hips and putting my hands through the arm holes. It goes up to my neck in the front, but once you turn around, my whole back is open. I tie the gold belt around the waist and then walk to the long mirror, taking in my whole look. The pants are tight around the ankle, so I grab my black shoes with the strap across the toes and tie around the ankle. “You need to add bracelets and stuff.” I nod at her, going to the choices that she put on the dresser. I grab the five gold bangles and also the matching watch. “Perfect.”

      “Yeah, I’m ready to go,” I tell her, grabbing my Yves Saint Laurent black purse in my hand and walking into the living room. Cori walks over to Brian’s door and knocks.

      “We are ready when you are.” She looks at me. “You forgot earrings,” she says. My hand goes to my ear, and I realize she’s right. “I’ll get the diamond ones.” She goes back into the room to get my diamond earrings when Brian’s door opens, and he steps out. I’m not sure I’m ready for it, and I just stand here. He walks out in black dress pants that mold to him, his hand fastening the cuff at his wrist of the deep purple dress shirt buttoned up to the middle of his chest. The collar is open, showing you the smooth skin underneath, and his hair is perfectly done. I may be going to dinner with the hottest actor in Hollywood tonight, but he’s fifty times better looking.

      “Here,” Cori says, coming out of the room and then stopping in her tracks. “Jesus Christ,” she hisses, “how the hell are you still single?”

      Brian looks over at us and laughs. “I take it this is Bad and Boujee enough?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Cori says, and I watch her eyes as she gives him another once-over.

      “Okay, are you done?” I snap. “Is the car here?” I look at my watch and see that it’s right on time.

      “Yes.” She finally snaps out of her gawking and turns to me. “Let’s go.”

      Brian walks over to the patio, making sure the door is closed. “I’m going to double check your bedroom.” He walks into my bedroom, and I look over at Cori, who’s watching his every move.

      “I can’t get over how hot he is,” she says, looking at me, and I glare at her. “What?” She holds out her hands. “I’m allowed to look at your man.”

      “He’s not mine.” I say the words that taste like sand in my mouth, and I watch him walk back out. “Are we good?”

      “Yeah,” he says and walks to the door, opening it and waiting for us to walk out and then closing it behind us. We get in the golf cart, and he drives us to the front entrance where the car is waiting. We walk through the marble lobby and out the front door to the black SUV.

      “Where is the driver?” I ask Cori, and she looks at me and then at Brian.

      “I just assumed Brian would drive us.” I look at Brian who just nods and holds out his hand for the keys that Cori hands to him. He walks to the car and opens the back door for me. “I’m not sitting in the back. That’s silly.”

      “Get in, princess.” His voice comes out gruff, and Cori pushes me, so I get into the back. He waits for Cori to get in and then slams the door.

      “I didn’t mean for it to seem like he’s our chauffeur,” she whispers to me, and I watch him walk around the car and get in the front seat.

      I lean in now. “Put your belt on, Kellie,” he says, starting the car.

      “Brian,” I whisper, and he adjusts his rearview mirror, “let me sit in the front.” I wait for him to answer, and he doesn’t. He just takes off, following the directions to the restaurant, so I sit back in the seat, looking out the window.

      “It won’t happen again,” Cori says from beside me, shaking her head. “I’m sorry.” I don’t answer her as I watch the scenery. When we pull up to the restaurant, I see that the paparazzi is already camped out. Brian turns the car off, then twists to look at us in the back.

      “Don’t get out of the car until I open your door.” He gives the orders. “I’ll walk on the right-hand side to block the guys from stepping in front of you.” I nod at him, and the flashes are already going off. He gets out of the SUV and tosses the keys to the valet guy coming over, then opens the door. “Cori, come out first,” he says, holding out his hand. She climbs over me, grabbing his hand and stepping down on the foot step to the sidewalk. I hear my name being called now and stop for second, not sure I want to get out.

      “Kellie.” I hear my name being called, but it’s Brian as he holds his hand out to me. I grab it, stepping down like Cori except, with Cori, he let her walk away. With me, he puts his hand around my waist, pulling me close to him, and I do the worst thing I could do. I inhale his smell. He slams the door to the SUV and then walks with me to the front door that is being held open by Cori. He shields me, and I’ve never felt safer.

      When we walk in, his hands fly away from me. I still feel them on me, though, as Cori guides me to a table in the corner. I follow her, and Brian follows both of us. She stops at a table for four, and the girl gets up, coming to Cori. With dark brown hair tied on top of her head in a ponytail, she wears tight black leather pants, leaving little to the imagination, and a black lace long-sleeved V-neck shirt, totally see-through with a black silk bra under it. “Cori.” She comes closer, and I see her eyes are bright blue, her cheekbones high, and her lips are one step away from exploding. Kissing Cori on both cheeks, she looks over at me and smiles, and then looks behind me. I see it happen before my eyes, the look from friendly to viper. If you’ve been around as long as I have in Hollywood, you get to know the looks.

      “Kellie,” she says, oozing with fakeness, “I’m Christina. I’m so happy we could set this up.” She air-kisses both my cheeks. Then she turns and walks to the other secluded table set for two in the corner. I didn’t look around the restaurant before, but it’s all beige with red roses on each table. “Henry,” she says to the man who is sitting at the table going through his phone. He looks up, and his blue eyes spot me. His lips curl up into a smile, and he gets up and comes to me. He’s wearing black dress pants and a white button-down dress shirt with his first four buttons open and the hair underneath coming out. His thick goatee tickles my cheek when he finally leans in and inhales me while saying my name.

      “Kellie, you look lovely,” he whispers in my ear and then holds out his hand to me. I grab it and walk to the lone table set up in the corner. He holds out the chair for me, and I sit down, facing the table where Brian is now being hugged and kissed by Christina, who takes a little bit too long kissing his cheek. She points at the table, and I have to stop looking when Henry talks to me.

      “So this is nice, right?” he says, looking at me. I look at him, though my attention is on the next table.

      “Thank you so much for inviting me,” I tell him with a smile as the waitress approaches to introduce herself.

      “Good evening,” she starts, and I watch her. She is wearing black pants with a white button-down shirt and a black tie. A white apron is around her waist. “My name is Felicia, and I’ll be your waitress tonight. Before I start you guys off with something to drink, let me tell you about our specials tonight.” I look at her and listen to the special of the night, but my peripheral vision is on the table where Christina is pouring herself and Cori some wine, throwing her head back and laughing. Brian is facing our table with Cori and Christina on either side of him.

      “Thank you.” I hear Henry say and look back at him smiling. He waits for the waitress to go away and then leans back to grab his glass of whiskey or bourbon. “Do you want some wine? I ordered when we got here,” he says, taking the wine and pouring me a glass. “I heard you just started a tour.”

      I nod, picking up the glass of water and taking a drink. “Yeah, I’m excited. I think they said something about thirty cities.”

      “That must be hard not to wake up in the same place from one day to the next.”

      “It’s a bit weird, but it’s a dream come true,” I tell him, and then my eyes fall to the sound of high-pitched laughter coming from the other table. I look and see that Christina has her head thrown back and her hand on Brian’s arm. It looks like her chair has moved closer to him.

      “How long have you been singing?” Henry asks, and I force myself to look at him and pay attention to him.

      “From what my parents said, I’ve been singing longer than I’ve been talking.” The waitress interrupts us, bringing us soup. “I didn’t order this.”

      “The chef has taken it upon himself to send out a selection of dishes,” she says, and I just nod. “The chef special tonight is cream of squash and roasted red pepper,” she says, and I smile at her, thanking her. Grabbing the napkin and placing it on my lap, I pick up my spoon and scoop up a bit. I blow on it to cool it, and then the flavor just takes over.

      “So how long have you been acting?” I ask him between spoonfuls  of the soup.

      “I got lucky on my first day in town,” he says, taking his napkin and wiping his mouth when he answers me. “I ran over Steven Spielberg’s foot with my luggage.”

      Now it’s my turn to throw my head back and laugh. “No way.”

      He smiles at me, and the smile would melt anyone’s panties except mine. “Yeah. I said I was sorry, he looked me up and down, and the next thing I know, I have an audition in the morning.”

      “That’s a great story,” I tell him, and for the rest of the night, we get to know each other. He gets up at one point, excusing himself to the bathroom. I look up at the table and see that Christina is almost in Brian’s lap; her chair has definitely moved. When I see that he also gets up and goes to the bathroom, I put my napkin on the table and walk over to Cori.

      “Hey.” She smiles at me, and I can see that it’s a forced smile. “I’m a little beat.”

      She just nods her head. “Sure thing. I’ll tell Brian as soon as he gets back.”

      “Oh, that is too bad,” Christina says, her eyes a bit glazed over. I see that the bottle of wine is turned upside down in the bucket in the middle of the table.

      Henry comes back out followed by Brian who sees me standing by the table. His eyes look right to left. “Is everything okay?”  Henry asks when he stops next to me, his hand going to my lower back.

      “Yes.” I smile at him. “I’m just a bit tired.”

      “Are you ready to go?” Brian asks, and when Cori nods, he raises his hand to gesture for the waitress. “Can I have my car brought around?” He smiles at her, and she just melts, making me roll my eyes.

      “Why don’t we give you guys a moment to say goodbye?” Christina says, standing and going over to Brian and holding his arm. “And we will meet you at the front door.” She wraps her hand around his arm, and he turns to walk to the front door.

      “I really hope we can do this again.” Henry looks at me and leans in to kiss my cheek. “Would it be okay if I got your number?”

      “Yes, of course,” I say to him while we walk out. “I’ll have Cori give it to Christina.” He holds my arm as we walk out the door, and then he bends to kiss me. I turn my head at the right moment, and he gets my cheek, and the paparazzi captures it all. I turn to walk to the SUV where Brian stands with the door open. I step in, and he closes the door right after me.

      “That was hands down the most uncomfortable date I’ve ever been on,” Cori says, and Brian gets in the car. He starts the car, then honks his horn, telling the paparazzi he is going to leave, and then pulls away.

      “I want double pay,” Brian says from the front of the car. “Tomorrow, I’m calling Hunter, and I want to be paid double for tonight.” I look into the front and see his eyes in the rearview mirror watching me while Cori laughs.

      “I usually don’t agree with him, but he honestly deserves it.” She tries to hide her laughter.

      “No more fucking dates,” Brian hisses from the front, and I look at him, not sure what is going on, and then look at Cori.

      “She was trying to give him a hand job at the table. I thought he was going to explode.” She covers her mouth with her hand, and he just glares at her.

      “What?” I shriek. “Did you let her take your dick out?”

      “Are you insane?” Brian now says, and we pull up to the hotel. He parks the car, tossing the keys to Cori, and doesn’t say anything. He almost charges into the lobby and then out the back to the golf cart. No one says anything while he takes us to the cottage. We pull up, and I walk to the door.

      “See you tomorrow,” Cori says, going to her door. I open our door and step in, tossing the key on the table in the middle of the living room and tossing my purse on the sofa. I sit down, putting one foot up on the table to untie my shoe at the ankle.

      “So let me get this straight,” I say while Brian walks over to the fridge and grabs a water bottle to drink. “You want me to pay you double for getting a hand job from a girl?”

      “I want you to pay me double for putting up with that bullshit and not telling her to fuck off and ruining your date.”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t like the attention.” I put my other foot up on the table, repeating the action. “You could have walked away.”

      “I was busy watching to make sure you were okay,” he says. I look up at him.

      “Still didn’t look like you were that upset about it,” I tell him, bending to pick up my shoes and walking toward my room.

      “What’s the matter, princess?” I stop and turn around at the way he says the name. “Pissed he didn’t invite you back to his house?”

      “Yeah.” I shake my head. “I really wanted to fuck his brains out.”

      “Not too late,” he says. “I can always sneak you into his house. God knows, it wouldn’t be my first time.” I don’t answer him, knowing it’s a low blow. If only he knew that I never actually slept with Steven. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      He walks away from me and slams his bedroom door, leaving me staring at the closed door and cursing him all the way to hell.
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        Brian

      

      

      I slam the door behind me, then look up at the ceiling. I listen for a second, getting my head together, and then I hear her door slam. I know I should walk into my room and wait for tomorrow, but I can’t, so I turn around and storm out of my room to her door and knock. Not lightly like a normal knock but I pound on it. I don’t know what I’m expecting, but it isn’t the minx who swings open that door looking at me with anger and rage. It’s fucking hot, and her hair is now everywhere.

      “What do you want?” she finally says with her hand on the doorknob. She’s looking at me, but it’s more like a glare.

      “What do I want?” It wasn’t really a rhetorical question, but everything I was going to say to her went away in a cloud of smoke when she opened her door.

      “I’m waiting Mr. Time and a Half.” She puts both of her hands in the air, mocking me.

      “Do you know what I went through tonight?” I ask her, leaning forward and putting both of my hands on the doorjamb.

      “Yeah, I heard she tried to touch your penis.” She rolls her eyes and crosses her arms over her chest.

      “Tried to touch my penis. The woman thought I wouldn’t fucking notice that she was pulling my zipper down!” I roar out.

      “You are so dramatic,” she says. “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”

      “Wasn’t that bad?” I shake my head. “I thought I was having dinner with fucking Ursula,” I say to her and then turn away from the door before I storm to her and plant her on the bed and rip that fucking sorry excuse of an outfit off her. Her whole back is fucking bare, and I know she isn’t wearing a bra. The whole fucking dinner I was on fucking pins and needles from watching the exits and making sure she was safe to seeing her laugh at his jokes.

      “Ursula?” Throwing my hands up in the air, I turn and walk away from the door. Opening the fridge, I take out a mickey of whiskey and down it in one shot. It burns all the way down, making me hiss. I shouldn’t have done that, but it was either that or leave. She comes out of her room, eyeing me as I lean against the counter in the kitchen. “Isn’t that the octopus in The Little Mermaid?”

      “Yes.” The answer comes out quiet, almost in a whisper. “My mother loves Disney, so I have to take her to that fucking place every year. The happiest place in the world, right?” Bringing my hands up to my face and rubbing them, I say, “Her hands were all over me.” Looking at her now straight in the eyes, I continue, “Little by little, they kept going up and up, and I was trying not to make a scene. Since your date was going so well.” She glares at me. “But when she tried to open my fly, I was out.”

      “That’s why you went to the bathroom?” I nod my head at her question. “You take your mother to Disney every year?”

      “Yeah.” Opening the fridge and taking a water bottle out, I say, “Goodnight.” Walking away from her, I head into my room and close the door softly. I untuck my shirt from my pants, and then I unbutton it as I contemplate throwing it out. Bringing it to my nose, I smell her bitter musk all over it, so I toss it on the bed. Then I hear a soft knock on the door. Walking to it, I keep my hand on the handle. “Who is it?” I smile at myself.

      “Who in the hell do you think it is … Ursula?” she answers, obviously not laughing at the joke I just made. My hand turns the knob, and I open it, and I see her there. Her bare feet on top of each other and her hands in front of her as she fidgets with her fingers. She looks at me, her gaze roaming from my eyes to my neck to my chest and slowly coming back up. She doesn’t say anything to me, her fingers just twirling while she fidgets. “Um, I guess I wanted to say I’m sorry.”

      “Really?” Shoulders back, I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Yeah. I may have, you know”—she rolls her eyes—“not been …”

      “Nice?” I fill in the words for her. “Compassionate?” She moves her eyes away from me, crossing her arms over her chest in irritation. “Insensitive? I mean, I could go on and on.”

      “Okay, fine.” She throws up her hands. “I should have been more sensitive to your penis groping.”

      “It’s a good thing I’m good at dodging.” I smile now, watching her shake her head as she groans. “Her hands were wet and clammy and skeletal.”

      She throws her head back now and laughs. “Okay, how is this? For the remainder of the tour, I will not date.” I look at her, watching the smile on her face as she reaches out her hand to shake. “Deal?”

      I reach out, taking her small hand in mine, and shake it. “Deal. But let’s also mention how you dating and us going to a place where I haven’t had the opportunity to scope out could be a recipe for disaster.”

      “Now”—she pulls her hand away from me—“I need to shower and order room service.”

      She walks away from me, going to her room. “Didn’t you eat?” I ask her. “I saw you eating.”

      She stops midway through her room and comes back out, and we are now face-to-face again. “Did you watch me?”

      Now it’s my turn to roll my eyes, putting my hands on my hips. “You were sitting right in front of my face. It was you and Henry and his bald spot.”

      “He does not have a bald spot.” She laughs.

      “He totally has one. I think he uses spray paint and also”—I walk to the phone and pick it up to dial room service—“he checked out my junk in the bathroom.” She gasps out in shock while a woman answers the phone. “Can I get two cheeseburgers with fries and a salad.” She tells me it’s going to be thirty-five minutes. “Food will be here in thirty-five minutes; go take your shower.”

      “Who the hell is eating the salad?” She glares at me.

      Holding up my hands in surrender, I say, “I didn’t know if you wanted healthy, so I ordered it just in case.”

      “Good answer, Brian,” she says, turning and going into her bedroom and shutting the door. I look at my watch and decide I have enough time for my own shower, so I head to my room and close the door. After my shower, I grab a pair of shorts and slide into them, then towel dry my hair. I walk back into the living room, but I’m not expecting to see her sitting on the couch watching television. Her hair is piled on her head, and she’s washed her makeup off. She looks over at me, and I see she’s wearing a black T-shirt with gray pants. “Did you not bring shirts in that carry-on?” she asks me and then turns back to watch the movie playing on the television.

      “Does me being shirtless bother you?” I smirk at her, sitting down on the opposite side of the couch.

      “Don’t flatter yourself,” she huffs out. Tossing the remote to me, she lies down on her side in the fetal position. “How much longer?” she asks, and there is a knock on the door.

      “Now,” I tell her, getting up and walking to the door. When I open it, the man comes in with a huge tray and places it on the dining room table. I sign the paper, and he leaves. Kellie gets up from the couch and comes over to the table. “Do you want to eat here or on the couch?”

      “Here is good.” Pulling out a chair, she sits down on it and grabs one of the plates with the silver dome on it. She places it in front of her and pulls off the top, making an “aaahhh” sound. “Is there ketchup?” she asks while she looks at the big tray, and I hand her the mini bottles of ketchup. She opens it and grabs a knife to stick inside itand spread on her bun. I sit down in front of her, grabbing my own, and when I finally bite into it, she is already on her third bite. “I’m starving.” Right before she takes another bite, she asks, “What is your favorite food?”

      “I don’t know.” I answer when I finish chewing my bite. “I eat just about anything but sushi.”

      “Really?” She sounds surprised. “So if you were on death row and you had to choose a last meal, what would it be?”

      Grabbing a couple of fries, I think. “Probably steak. Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve never thought about it. Have you?”

      She nods her head. “Yes.” Like it’s an obvious answer. “Pasta from Italy, almond croissants from Paris”—she uses her fingers to tick off the items—“also macaroons from La duree”—I shake my head—“and Chick-fil-A.”

      “Why would you be on death row?” Grabbing a napkin, I wipe the grease off my hands, then lean back in the chair.

      “I don’t know.” She rolls her eyes. “I mean, if it’s anything, it would have to be me killing my husband if he cheats on me.”

      “Why is he cheating on you?”

      “Because he’s stupid and wants to die.” She cocks her head to the side. “Obviously.”

      I throw my head back and laugh, and she just smiles when she gets up and gets a water bottle. “I’m off to bed,” she says to me, and I just nod at her, then watch her walk into her room and shut the door. I clean up the mess on the table, then turn off the lights and the television before I also head to bed. I leave my door open so I can hear if she needs me, but the next day, I hear a creak and look up from the bed to see her pulling the door closed.

      “Sorry,” she whispers, “I didn’t want to wake you with noise.”

      “What time is it?” I ask her and then turn to look at the red numbers on the table side clock. “It’s six a.m.?”

      “Yeah, I always get up at this time.” She whispers for me go back to sleep, but when she closes the door, I get off the bed. After going to the bathroom, I walk out, smelling fresh coffee. Looking over at the countertop, I see she made coffee. I grab a cup and go to sit outside where I see her sitting in the chair with her knees up to her chest and the blanket on top of her. “You didn’t have to get up.”

      “I know,” I tell her, sitting in the chair next to her, “but when I’m up, I’m up.”

      “I love this time of the morning,” she whispers. “Everything is so peaceful and new and promising.” She looks out into the horizon. “At home, I can see the lights come on from the houses below me.” I don’t say anything to her as I drink my coffee and look out into the distance. The only sound is the birds chirping. This is her time, this is the time she has just for herself, and I’m not going to intrude by talking to her. So I sit here and finish my coffee, looking at her from the corner of my eye and admiring the promise of something new on our own horizon.
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      When I got out of bed this morning and walked out of my room, I was surprised to see his door open. When I tiptoed to his room and looked in, he was lying on his back with the covers to his waist and one hand over his head and another on his stomach. I grabbed the handle to shut the door, and it creaked, so I stopped mid-movement, hoping he would sleep through it, but he didn’t; he sprang right up. I closed the door, telling him to go back to sleep, and then made my way to the kitchen to make coffee. When that was ready, I took it to sit outside. I gazed out in the distance at the hills this morning—a different view but the solitude is still the same. Then I heard his footsteps, and I don’t know why I was surprised. But he didn’t push himself on me; he just sat there looking at the same view I was and gave me my time.

      As soon as I heard the lawn mower, I looked over at him. “We have to go to the venue at noon to do a sound check. Do you want breakfast?” He looked at me, and I inwardly groaned at the softness in his look. His hair is still in place but looks a bit disheveled. “I think I’m in the mood for pancakes.” I walk inside and hear a knock on the door. Opening it, I find Cori with two huge bouquets in her hands. One is all white roses; the other is all red roses.

      “Well, this is interesting,” she says to me, coming in and placing the flowers on the table. Looking at me, she is wearing a robe and looks like she just got out of bed. “Imagine my surprise.” She starts talking and then stops when Brian comes into the room from outside, still not wearing a shirt. “Holy …”

      “Ignore him and his nakedness.” I roll my eyes, walking to the flowers. “He only has a carry-on bag, which only fit two T-shirts.”

      He laughs, coming in and placing his cup in the sink, and then Cori continues, “Anyway, I was sleeping, and the front desk called to say they had a delivery for me. I was surprised because, well, no one sends me anything.”

      “This one has my name on it,” Brian says from beside me now, seeing his name written on the white envelope in the red roses.

      “That is what I said also,” Cori says, going to get a cup to make herself coffee, “but then I thought maybe I shouldn’t touch the card, so here it is.” She grabs milk from the fridge, pouring some in her cup.

      “This one has my name on it.” I look over at Brian who is already opening his and then groaning.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask him. He just hands me the card, and I pull it out.

      Had so much fun last night, hope we can catch up soon.

      Christina <3

      323-555-2727

      “Oh my God,” I say out loud, watching him walk to the phone and pick it up.

      “Cori, you want breakfast?” he asks her, and Cori shakes her head.

      “No, I’m going back to bed,” she says. When she looks at the card in my hand, she laughs out loud while Brian orders breakfast.

      “Where do you want me to put your lover’s flowers?” Cori asks Brian, holding the cup to her lips to hide her smirk.

      “In the garbage,” he answers, and I grab my envelope and open it.

      You were a breath of fresh air last night.

      Let’s catch up after the tour.

      Henry.

      “Breath of fresh air,” I say, laughing. “That’s an interesting choice of words.”

      “The guy is a tool.” My eyes go from the card to Brian who is picking up the remote and turning on the television. “Take the flowers out of here.”

      “Um, excuse me.” Leaning in, I smell the flowers. “These are beautiful.”

      “Whatever the case,” Cori says, walking to the door, “Christina wants your number.” She looks at Brian, who glares at her. “And Henry would like a second date.” She opens the door now. “You can fight when I leave.” She slams the door behind her. I look at the door, and when I hear her door slam, I look at Brian who is sitting on the couch watching CNN.

      I grab one vase of flowers and bring them to the coffee table in front of him, placing it in the middle. “It lights up the room.” I turn back to look at him, and he just glares at me. Going back to the table, I place the white roses in the middle of the table. “Did you order breakfast?”

      “Yeah,” he says from the couch, not looking back. He’s comfortable with his legs outstretched and his feet propped on the coffee table. “I got pancakes and fruit and a bunch of other things.” I look at him, and he finally looks back. “I’ll eat the fruit.”

      I smile and then walk to the bedroom, grabbing my phone and going to the balcony to sit, leaving him alone. I scroll through my Instagram and like a couple of posts when I hear a knock on the door and then voices. When I get up and walk in, I see that he moved the vase of flowers to the coffee table. Now the dining room table has five plates with silver covers on them. In the middle is a platter of fruit, a crystal pitcher of orange juice, and a black urn of coffee. I walk over as he is taking the lids off. He ordered eggs, scrambled and over easy, waffles, pancakes, bacon, sausage, and toast.

      “I didn’t know if you ate anything else,” he says, grabbing a plate and loading it up with food but not touching the stack of pancakes, “so I pretty much ordered everything.” I grab a couple of blackberries and toss them into my mouth. I sit at the same chair I sat in last night while we ate. Picking up the empty plate, I slide a pancake on it and pour a heaping amount of maple syrup over it. “We leave at eleven thirty?” he asks while he eats.

      “I have sound check for about an hour, depending on what else is going on, and then I work out. I usually come back and nap, then I head to the venue about five.” I cut the maple-soaked pancake, and it melts in my mouth.

      “Where do you work out at?” he asks me, grabbing a waffle but just putting a touch of maple syrup on it. “Do you do it at the venue or here?”

      “There is a gym in every venue, so we use that one,” I tell him. “There is a trainer there with me, and it’s usually just us. Sometimes, the backup dancers will join me.”

      He nods. “I’ll bring my gym stuff.” He doesn’t say anything else, and we eat, watching the news on the screen. After helping clear the dishes, I grab my phone and go into the room to get dressed. I pick up the big Louis overnight bag, and I toss my pjs in there. I open the little luggage with my everyday clothes and grab a pair of light blue jeans and a white V-neck T-shirt. I also grab the tan-colored thick cashmere jacket, then zip it closed. I open the shoe luggage and laugh. Maybe Brian is onto something with his one carry-on bag, I think when I get down on my knees and go through the different booties I have. After grabbing the cream-colored open-toe booties, I slip my feet into them and get up. As I pick up my purse, my phone buzzes, and I see that Cori is on her way, which means we need to get going. Grabbing my jacket, I walk out and find Brian standing there in black jeans and a black short-sleeved polo shirt with the two buttons at this neck open. I smell his cologne as soon as I walk close to him. He looks up from his phone with his aviator glasses already on.

      “Cori is outside,” I tell him, and he nods, following me when I walk to the door. He closes it behind him, making sure it’s shut and locked. Cori is already sitting in the golf cart waiting.

      “I love that outfit,” she tells me when I sit in the front behind the wheel. “What are you doing?”

      “Move,” Brian says before I can answer Cori, tossing his bag in the back.

      “I want to drive.” I look at him, and I hate that I can’t see his eyes.

      “You can drive when I’m not here,” he says, but I hold my ground, “which will be in eighty-five days when you get home.”

      “Brian, just get in. I’m sure I can get us to the lobby without anything happening.”

      “Kellie.” One word, teeth crushed together. “Move.”

      “You might as well move over. This stand-off isn’t going to go your way no matter how long you stand your ground,” Cori says, leaning forward and whispering.

      “She’s right, babe.” He smirks with the nickname, and I glare at him.

      Cori now looks up at Brian. “If there is anything she hates more in this life, it’s being called babe.”

      “You are so lucky I don’t want to go to jail,” I hiss at him as I move over, “or that the keys are not in the ignition because I would leave without you.” He gets in, hiding his smile of victory.

      “Good to know, babe.” He says it again, and I look over and punch his arm.

      “That’s considered assault.” He looks at me. “I could press charges.”

      “Wait there,” I say, grabbing my bootie and starting to tug it off so I can hit him with it.

      “I can’t have you being arrested,” Cori says from the back, laughing when Brian peels away from our room. “No one has time for that.” Then she looks at Brian. “Don’t poke the bear.”

      He doesn’t answer; he just throws his head back and laughs. “How is this? I call you babe when you don’t listen.”

      “How about this,” I counter, “you call me babe again, and you can sleep with one eye open.”

      “You’re cute when you’re angry.” I don’t know what shocks me more, the fact that he admitted I’m cute, or the fact that I’m almost as giddy as a teenager with hearts in her eyes. I don’t have time to reply because the cart comes to a stop and he gets out. Grabbing his bag, he heads into the lobby.

      “Did I just witness foreplay?” Cori whispers as we get out of the cart. “I mean, I don’t know about you, but his voice just made my knees weak.”

      “Shut up, Cori,” I hiss at her. Walking into the lobby, I see him standing beside the car talking to the driver. The back door to the car is open, so I just duck my head and get into the town car. Cori follows me into the back seat, and the door closes behind her. “It’s day five, and this is happening. How are we going to survive?” she says under her breath, and I think the same thing. Except I don’t have time to think because we arrive at the venue, and I’m ushered into the back with Cori on one side and Brian on the other. He keeps his hand on my lower back as he walks almost like his body can cover me if anything happens. The sound guy, Jerry, meets me at the stairs. “Hey, Jerry,” I say, smiling at him. He’s already wearing his headset as he hands me my ear plugs and the mic.

      “Here you go, gorgeous.” He smiles at me, and my knees don’t get weak nor do his words leave me breathless, but the other dork calls me cute and all my senses go into overdrive. I walk out to the middle of the stage and look out at the empty venue. Workers are busy setting everything up, so the only one sitting down watching is Brian. I try to zone him out as I run through the set list. We make a couple of changes when I hear the feedback in my ears. When I hand Jerry the microphone, I walk off the stage, and Cori leads me to my dressing room.

      I’m a little in shock when I walk in and it looks like I’m in someone’s house and not backstage in a venue with cement walls. Heavy white drapes cover the walls. White couches line the room with low white tables decorated with vases of white roses. A huge white vanity has white light bulbs all around the mirror. A table set up across the room has drinks and snacks on it. “It smells like a flower shop in here,” Brian says and then sneezes four times in a row.

      “Did you know there is a theory that says if you sneeze six times in a row, it’s like a mild orgasm?” Cori says, sitting on one of the white couches. We both turn to look at her in shock, and she just raises her eyebrows. “What?” She crosses her legs. “You’ve never wondered about it?”

      “Not for one minute in my whole life,” Brian says, and I walk to the door. “I can just imagine what your Google search looks like.”

      She throws her head back and laughs while I grab my workout bag. “Oh, you don’t want to know that.” Cori looks at me. “The changing room is to the right behind the white veil.” I nod and walk to the side, moving the fabric aside. I look inside, and this is more like it. All the walls are squared cement blocks with five brown bathroom stalls and three white sinks stuck on the wall. I’m about to kick off my shoes when I feel wind beside me and see Brian walk by with his bag in his hand as he heads to one of the stalls. Walking to the biggest stall at the end, I change into my workout clothes. Folding my clothes, I walk out of the stall and see that he is already gone. When I walk into the room, I see him in his workout gear. He’s wearing black shorts, and a black short-sleeved shirt molds his whole torso.

      “Ready?” he asks, slapping his hands together, and I nod. We walk out together and find the gym. The trainer meets me and looks at us as we walk in. “I’ll be on the treadmill,” he tells me, walking to the five treadmills that are side by side. I don’t have time to watch him because the trainer introduces herself, and for the next hour, I block him out of my mind and push my body.
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      Looking in the mirror while I raise the dumbbells at my sides, I watch her ass run on the treadmill. This is much better than when the fucking trainers made her do squats with her ass to the mirror. It was at that time I knew I was close to the edge.

      “So this is where all the cool people hang?” a woman wearing a sports bra and tight booty shorts says as she walks in. I recognize her as one of the backup dancers. She is wearing a baseball cap on her head with her hair in a ponytail at her nape. Kellie looks over at her and smiles, then grabs a water bottle and drinks it. Her chest is heaving, sweat pouring down the sides of her face.

      “I don’t know about cool people,” she huffs out, smiling.

      “Stacey and I were doing the routine over and over for the past two hours. That was my exercise for the day.”

      “Have you met Brian?” she asks, pointing at me, and I set the dumbbells down for the introduction. The woman gives me a once-over. “Brian, this is Jennifer, one of my backup dancers.”

      She walks over to me with a swing in her hips, holding out her hand. “So he’s the one everyone’s been whispering about.” Wiping my hands on my shorts, I shake her hand. She grabs it tightly and shakes it up and down while she continues to talk. “I can see it now.” She smirks, not letting me go no matter how much I try to slowly move my hand from her tight grip.

      “I’ll make sure to introduce him tonight at dinner,” Kellie says, and I’m finally able to slip my hand out of her grip, but she makes sure her finger lingers in the middle of my hand, and she swirls it in a circle. Pulling my hand away, I smile at her tightly.

      “Are you ready to go?” I look over at Kellie, and she nods at me, so

      we get ready to walk out of the room.

      “We will see everyone later,” Kellie announces.

      Jennifer says under her breath, “I hope to get to see a lot of that later.” The words almost make me shrivel up. We walk out, and Kellie walks with her head down, her body tense next to me.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask her right before we walk into her room.

      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t flirt on the job.” She doesn’t look at me as she turns and walks into the room, leaving me by myself. I don’t take the time to get my temper under control before I storm in and see her grabbing her bag. “I’ll shower at the hotel room.” She looks at Cori, who gives me a questionable look.

      “Excuse me,” I say to her, and she still doesn’t look up. “Kellie,” I snap, and she finally looks up. “I was not flirting. In case you missed what went on in there,” I say, pointing back to the hallway, “she wouldn’t release my hand. It was almost like the grip of death.” I walk to my bag, then grab it, and sling it over my shoulder. “If anything, she was flirting with me, and I was being polite.”

      “Whatever.” She rolls her eyes. “Is the car here?” She ignores me, turning to Cori, who just nods. We don’t say anything to each other the whole time we walk out of the venue and get in the car. She doesn’t sit next to me in the golf cart either. Instead, she sits in the back with Cori, who ignores everything by being on her phone. Cori is the first one out of the cart and up her stairs before I turn off the cart.

      “Three hours!” she yells over her shoulder and walks into her cottage, slamming the door behind her. I grab my bag and look at the front door of our cottage, and I’m not surprised that it’s slammed shut also.

      I grab my bag and look for the key but see that I don’t have it. “Fuck,” I mutter under my breath, getting up and going to the door and knocking on it. One time, nothing; twice, nothing again. I do it the third time, this time knocking a touch louder, and still nothing. “Motherfucker,” I say, jogging back down the steps and walking around the premises, knowing she has a balcony door in her bedroom. I see the balcony and then look under and find the ladder I had put there in case we had to evacuate. I was going to jump out and put up the ladder for her. As I pull the ladder from under the balcony, it gets stuck on something, so I have to crouch down and untangle it from a folding chair that was tossed under here. As I attempt not to crush my hand, I bump my head on the wooden plank, and I’m beyond pissed now. Placing the ladder on the balcony, I climb up it and count, “One Mississippi.” I don’t make it to three before I’m climbing over the railing, and I finally look into the glass sliding door and see Kellie. Not just normal, piss-me-off Kellie, but a totally naked Kellie. She turns around and yelps when she sees me standing on the balcony, and I’m stuck to my spot. I should turn around or I should look to the left, but I don’t do any of that. I just stare at her as she grabs the white comforter from the bed to cover herself.

      “What the fuck are you doing out there?” I hear her yelling while she unlocks, then slides the door open with one hand while the other hand holds up the cover. “Are you crazy? You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “You locked me out of the room.” I put my hands on my hips. “And I knocked.” I raise one hand. “Three times. Did you not hear me?” The question makes her swallow and blink.

      “I didn’t know you were locked out.” Her voice is quiet. “I mean …”

      “You mean you heard me knocking and was like fuck him, let him figure it out.” I advance on her, and she backs up and away from the door.

      “No.” She shakes her head while she says that.

      “I had to come in the back and climb up here with a ladder.” Pointing at the ladder on the side, I say, “I smashed my head on a wooden plank all because you were having a hissy fit.”

      “I was not having a hissy fit.” Her second hand covers her first hand. “It’s called ignoring the person.”

      “Why?” The question is out before I can take it back.

      “You were being a jerk, and I didn’t feel like talking to you, so …” She moves out of the way, and I walk into the room, shutting the door behind me and locking it. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to nap and to take a shower.” She walks toward her bathroom, never once turning around. When the door shuts behind her and I hear the click of the lock, I know this conversation is over. Walking out of her room, I slam the door behind me. I walk to my room and grab a key card, then go outside and put the ladder back in its place. Walking back inside, I head straight to my room and take my own shower and nap, or at least try.

      Five o’clock comes with a knock on my bedroom door. “Come in.” I’m sitting on the bed, putting on my boot when the door opens and in comes Kellie. Her hair is still on top of her head, but she’s wearing a long one-piece dress that comes off one shoulder and has a slit on both sides.

      “Cori is outside.” Her voice comes out soft, and I look up from tying my boot. Her hands are in front of her, and she is fidgeting with her fingers. “I’m sorry about before.” I stand, and she looks me up and down.

      “What exactly are you sorry about?” I ask her with my hip cocked to one side.

      “Well,” she starts, and I laugh, shaking my head.

      “You don’t really apologize to anyone?”

      “I’m usually always right.” She tries to hide the smirk, but when I start laughing, she does also. “Don’t laugh. It’s not funny.”

      “It’s so funny because I’ve been with you for what, five days, and you were wrong four times.” I walk to my bag, picking it up from the floor and putting it on the bed.

      “Six days,” she says softly, her laughter gone, and I look at her. “We’ve been together for six days.” I watch her eyes as she looks at me. “But I’m sorry I didn’t answer the door.” I raise my eyebrows, and she rolls her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m not going to apologize for you hitting your head.”

      “If you had answered the door, I wouldn’t have hit my head,” I point out to her.

      “Maybe it knocked some sense into you,” she mumbles, and I can’t answer her because Cori peeks in the room.

      “What’s going on?” she asks, looking from Kellie to me.

      “She is trying to apologize, but she sucks at it,” I tell Cori, and she just laughs.

      “She never says she’s sorry, so consider yourself lucky,” Cori says. Kellie raises her hands in the air and turns to Cori, who holds up her hands in surrender. “Don’t even try to say anything because you know you never ever say you’re sorry.”

      “I do, too,” she argues. “I say it all the time.”

      “Really?” Cori says. “What about when you ate the last egg roll that was mine?” I watch those two fight, and if you didn’t know any better, you would think they were sisters. “The only time you said you were sorry was when you ran over my foot.”

      “Oh my God.” Kellie throws up her hands. “I can’t believe you are even bringing that up. Why were you even standing so close to the car?” Cori looks at me.

      “See”—she points at Kellie—“so you should count yourself lucky that you got a sorry. Now let’s get the show on the road. Leave your bag. I have them collecting everything, and it will be on the bus when we leave.” Kellie turns around and heads out. “You are getting under her skin. This can go either way, but I hope for her sake that whatever you do, she’s ready for it.”

      “What does that even mean?” I ask her and then look at her. “I’m here to do a job, and that is what I’m doing. Making sure she’s safe.”

      “Keep telling yourself that,” Cori says and turns to walk out before I can even say anything. I walk out of the room, leaving my luggage on my bed, and find Cori and Kellie waiting in the golf cart for me. I hear whispering, but I don’t say anything.

      Once we get to the venue, Kellie goes into superstar mode. Her hair and makeup are done while she completes her voice warmups. Cori brings her two plates of assorted food. “You need to eat,” she tells her, and Kellie just nods. When the makeup and hair people leave, she plops down on the couch next to me. Leaning back, she closes her eyes while I scroll through the news on my phone.

      “You didn’t eat anything,” I tell her, looking at my phone and then at her again.

      “I’m not hungry.” Her eyes are still closed, so I stand to get the plate and bring it to the couch.

      “Eat,” I tell her. She opens her eyes and looks at me sideways. “You have to. You’ll be under the lights and dancing for the next two hours.” She just looks at me. “Please.”

      “You’re so annoying.” She sits up, grabs the sandwich from the plate, and takes a bite. I pick up a bottle of water from the table and hand it to her while she chews. She eats a bit more from the plate and then looks at me. “If I eat anymore, I’ll get a cramp.”

      “Okay, baby,” I say softly, caught in the stare of her eyes. I should stop this now and block it out, but sometimes, things have a mind of their own. Regardless of what this is, it will be nothing until I’m not working for her any longer.
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      The hiss of the bus stopping and turning off makes me open my eyes. I’m lying on the couch dressed in sweatpants and a big comfy sweater. We’ve been on the road for about twelve hours, so we only have seven more to go. “What time is it?” I ask, disoriented.

      “Almost noon,” Jackie says, walking to the front of the bus and going out the door. I stretch my arms and hit him, the man who is suddenly everywhere—in my head, in my space, and in my dreams. I can’t escape him. He doesn’t say anything more. He just gets up and holds out his hand to me. “Let’s go outside and walk a bit to stretch your legs.” I slip my feet into my Gucci slides and toss the cover aside, ignoring his hand.

      “Where is everyone else?” I ask him as I look around the empty bus. Everything is neat and in its place. This is the second longest stretch we’ve been on; the last one was fifteen hours.

      “Out,” he says, walking to his bunk and grabbing a ball cap. He stretches it to hand it to me, and I just look at his hand. “We all remember what happened the last time you walked off the bus.”

      I roll my eyes and snatch the hat from him, remembering how, when I just walked off the bus thinking nothing of it, it took five minutes for a hundred people to surround me. Brian lost his shit, trying to keep everyone calm, and he literally became the blocker. I signed a couple of autographs and posed for some selfies, but then he led me back on the bus. He also didn’t talk the rest of the way to the hotel, but the vein in his head keep popping. The girls made jokes the whole time, wondering if it would bust. The answer is no; it just grows bigger. I pull out the elastic holding my hair on top of my head, and it falls all around me. Grabbing it in my hand in the back, I tie a low ponytail at the base of my neck. As I put the hat on my head, it falls forward. “I guess your head really is huge.” I take the hat off to adjust it and then follow him off the bus. He waits for me, his hand going to my lower back.

      “Good call on the stop,” the driver says to him. “Under radar.” I look at him and then over at Brian who has put on his sunglasses so I can’t see his eyes.

      “Glad I could help,” Brian says, ushering me toward what looks like a diner.

      “What is all that about?” I ask him when we get to the diner. When he opens the glass door, the bells hanging over it chime. Walking inside, I see the girls sitting at the counter on the back wall. Booths line the right and left side of the wall. I walk to the counter and sit on one of the red vinyl seats right next to Cori. “What is that smell?” I ask her, looking around. There is a fridge with pies in it, and on the counter at both ends are cakes on top of a plate with a plastic cover over it.

      “That smell is deliciousness,” Jackie says, and a woman comes out from the back.

      Wearing a black shirt and black pants, she throws her head back and yells, “George, our guests have arrived!”

      “What in the hell is going on?” I look at Cori to my right and then at Brian who is on my left.

      The lady smiles at us, coming to stand on the other side of the counter across from us. “Hey there, we’ve been expecting you.” She looks at the end. “You must be Brian.”

      “I am.” He nods at her, and she looks away, blinking away tears.

      “Thank you.” She turns back and puts her hand on his. We just watch the scene unfold. “Now.” Her walls go back up, and the sadness that she had in her eyes is gone. “I’m Gail, and I’m so happy to have you with us.” I look at Brian, who looks at me, and I see something in his eyes, a sadness I don’t think I’ve seen there before. “Let me tell you about some specials we have. I made my very own meatloaf this morning. It’s world renowned, and we were even on the show Diners, Drive-ins, and Dives. That blond-headed fella came in and fell in love.” She takes out her pad to write. “If not, we have chicken fried steak with gravy and buttery mashed potatoes.”

      “Oh, I want that,” Trisha says. “Definitely that one.”

      “Do you have chicken and dumplings?” Jackie asks. “Or biscuits and gravy?” Her eyes light up when Gail nods. “I’ll have both.”

      “I’ll have the meatloaf,” Cori says, “with a side of biscuits and gravy.”

      She looks over at me.

      “I think I want everything,” I tell her, smiling. “I will have everything, and we can box up whatever we don’t eat. Do you have fried pickles?”

      “Sure do.” Gail smiles, writing it down.

      “Add that also.” I look at her. “Actually, can you give us whatever your specialities are?” Her eyebrows go up. “I would hate to leave without making sure I tried everything.”

      “A woman who loves food.” She winks at Brian. “I like her.” Cori throws her head back and laughs when Gail turns to walk away from us, and we hear her yelling at whoever is in the back.

      “Where the hell are you going to put all that food?” Jackie asks, looking down the counter at me.

      “I don’t know about you guys,” Trisha says, “but there is nothing left in the fridge, so …” She smiles. “It’s the perfect time.”

      I keep looking around and see a picture on the wall of Gail standing in the middle of two men. “Don’t,” Brian whispers in my ear as he follows my eyes. “Just don’t.” I look at him, not having time to say anything because Gail returns with a tray.

      “Okay, I hope you are ready,” she says, putting down a tray. “We have a couple of root beer floats.” She places three on the counter. “Then we have our special strawberry milkshake.” I clap my hands together.

      “Strawberry is my favorite,” I say to her and wait for her to place one in front of me. The pink milkshake fills the large cold glass. There is a straw in the middle, and she puts a long spoon in front of me. I lean in to take a sip, and nothing comes through the straw, so I grab the spoon and take a scoop. It tastes like a fresh strawberry bursting into your mouth. “This is so good.” I grab some and look over at Brian who just looks at me. I put my hand under the spoon to catch any drips and turn to Brian. He looks at me and opens his mouth, taking the spoonful of milkshake. I watch his eyes light up and then pull the spoon out of his mouth. “Good, right?” I get another scoop, putting it in my mouth. “Anyone want some of the strawberry?” The girls just shake their heads and turn to look at the root beer floats on the counter. “Do you want more?” I ask Brian, who just shakes his head. “Your loss.” I shrug my shoulders and continue until the plates start coming out all at once. The counter is full of food, and the only sounds coming out of us are the moans when we taste it. I eat until I can’t move. Gail returns to clear some plates. “Well, I have to say this is hands down the best food I’ve ever had in my whole life.” I lean in. “Don’t tell my nana.”

      “Your secret is safe with me, sweetheart.” She grabs the plates and carries them to the back and then returns with takeout boxes. Grabbing more plates, she takes them to the back and then finally brings back the last of the takeout containers.

      “I put a strawberry pie in there and a couple of slices of the carrot cake.”

      “All we need is the bill,” Cori says, and Gail shakes her head.

      “No hero pays for their food,” she says, looking at Brian, and the girls all look at him.

      “Please,” he says, but she just shakes her head, so he gives her a nod.

      The girls get up and each grab a couple of the boxes, thanking her for the delicious food, and then turn to walk out. Cori waits for me, but I just nod at her, so she follows the other two out.

      “You have a good one there,” Gail says, looking at me.

      “We aren’t together,” I tell her, and Brian finally speaks up.

      “I work for her,” he says, and she just looks back and forth between the two of us. The front door swings open and in walks a man I recognize from the picture. His eyes are different, though, and there is also scruff on his face.

      “Holy shit,” he says, looking at Brian, and I finally see that he is walking with a cane and one of his pant legs is folded and pinned up. “Look who came into town.”

      Brian gets up and walks over to the man, slapping him on the shoulder. “Brother.” He brings him closer to him, and I stand here, taking in the moment not sure what to say. “You look like shit.”

      The man throws his head back and laughs. “Yeah, so I’ve been told.”

      He looks over Brian’s shoulder and sees me. “Well, it figures the big, bad Brian would have the prettiest girl by his side.” Brian just shakes his head.

      “This is my boss, Kellie,” he says to him, and the man’s eyebrows rise. “Kellie, this is Lieutenant Commerford.”

      “I’m not a lieutenant, and you can call me Johnny,” the man says, reaching out his hand, and I lean in to shake it. “So does this mean she is up for grabs?” He turns to Brian, and he just glares at him. “Thought so.”

      “I’m going to go to the bus,” I tell them, turning to look at Gail. “Thank you so much for your hospitality.”

      “You bring him back here,” she tells me, and I just nod at her.

      “Johnny, it was a pleasure.” He nods at me, and I look at Brian. “Please take your time.” I walk out of the restaurant with a heaviness on my heart, and I have no idea why. I knock on the bus door, and it opens. Climbing onto the bus, I see that Cori and the girls are sitting down in the living room.

      “This must be what a food coma is,” Jackie says. “I wanted to stop eating, but I couldn’t. I just kept saying one more bite.” Trisha agrees with her, and they both get up. “I need a nap after all that.” I laugh as they walk to their bunks, and I sit on the couch.

      “I’m going to go back and work in your room.” Cori gets up. “I think Brian needs some alone time.” I just watch her walk away, and the door to the bus opens.

      “We are good to go,” he says to the driver, and the bus starts up. “Where is everyone?” he asks me, sitting on the couch next to me.

      “Resting,” I answer him, and he lays his head back and rubs his face with both hands. I know I shouldn’t ask. If he wanted to share, he would, but it’s too much for me not to know. “How do you know them?”

      He looks up at the ceiling, and his voice comes out soft. “Before I started working for Hunter, I was a Navy SEAL. Johnny and I, we were on the same team.” I tuck my feet under me, laying one arm across the back of the couch to prop my head up. “We got ambushed.” His eyes stay on the ceiling, his voice soft. “We stayed undercover until the cavalry came in, but while we were running to the chopper, he stepped on a land mine.” I blink the tears away. “It took three minutes for me to come to and realize what had happened, and by that point, we were being shot at. I can still hear my name being called. The guys in the chopper just yelled my name to get on, but I couldn’t go. So I covered his body with mine and dragged him with me. I finally got him to the chopper, and by that time, another team arrived, and they helped me put him into the chopper. He was barely breathing.” He looks at me with tears pooling in his eyes. “He wished for death when he woke up and saw his missing leg. He even tried to take his life a couple of times. His mother, Gail, keeps me in the loop on how he is doing. It’s been tough.”

      “I am so sorry,” I say. Leaning into him, I put my hand on his face. “I’m so, so sorry,” I whisper, my fingers tingling from his scruff on his cheek. “I’m sorry that happened to you.” I blink away the stinging of tears. “I’m sorry that he struggles with this whole thing.” I swallow now. “But I’m not sorry that it wasn’t you.”

      I look into his eyes and can see the memories of the past shading over them. “You are one of the best guys I know.” My heart hammers in my chest because this is the first time I’ve ever touched him or that he’s let me in to see this side of him.

      “Thank you,” he whispers and then turns his head back to face front. My hand slips off his cheek, and he closes his eyes to rest. I sit in the same spot, my fingers itching to touch his face again. He opens his eyes again, and just like that, the moment has passed, and I see that Brian is back. “Are we going to watch Judge Judy?” he asks, and I just nod, knowing the moment is over.
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      “How crazy is it that there is an actual gym in this hotel room?” I hear from the side while I run on the treadmill. Watching Kellie lean over and stretch her ass right in front of me, I suppress a groan and increase the speed. If I have to focus on not killing myself on the treadmill, then I can’t focus on her ass right in front of me.

      I never expected to share my biggest secret with her. I never expected to lay it out for her. Besides my commander, I haven’t told anyone that story—not my team, not anyone. But after seeing him again, thinking it could be me, I just couldn’t breathe. It felt like an elephant was sitting on my chest. Her hands on my face might have been my breaking point until my brain woke up and told me not to cross that line. She was unattainable. She was my job. End of the story.

      “I’m so happy the biggest bus trips are behind us,” she huffs out. “Five hours is going to go so fast I might not even fall asleep.” I just nod at her as I focus on running. The last two bus rides have been a killer. Eighteen hours on a bus makes anyone stir-crazy. “We have dinner with the crew tonight before the show.” I slow down the pace to a brisk walk to get my heart rate down to normal. “Have you ever been to Chicago?”

      “A long time ago,” I pant out, looking over at her. She’s sitting in the middle of the gym with her legs stretched out in front of her.

      “We should sightsee.” A smile fills her lips. “The bean, the deep-dish pizza.”

      “Shameless.” Grabbing my water bottle, I drain it. Her face looks confused. “The television show.”

      “I’ve never watched it.” She stands, and there is a knock on the door. “Is it good?” She follows me to the door, and when I swing it open, room service is right on time with our order. He wheels the tray in, leaving it right beside the dining room table. “I’ll be back,” she says quietly and then turns to walk out of the room. I help the man take the plates off the tray, and now the table is full of plates. He turns to leave, taking his rolling tray away, and I uncover the food. It’s usually the same things—eggs, fruit, pancakes—the only difference is today it has waffles.

      “Did you order waffles?” I shout over my shoulder and wait for her to answer. I sit down to fill my plate, and there’s still no sign of her. I get up and walk to her open bedroom door, showing me the big king-size bed with the covers tossed over. “Kellie.” I knock even though the door is open, and the bathroom door opens. She walks out with her hair tied on top of her head and steam billowing out with her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to …” I watch her walk out of the bathroom wrapped in a white terry cloth robe. As she comes closer, I see little droplets along her neck, and I know she took a quick shower.

      “I had to wash the sweat off me.” She goes to her carry-on luggage and pulls out her iPad. “What were you yelling about?” she asks, and for a second, I’m speechless as I just watch her. She’s not wearing a stitch of makeup, and she looks more beautiful than anyone I’ve ever seen in my whole life. “Are you okay?”

      I shake out of it. “Yeah, I’m fine. I was just asking if you ordered waffles.” I turn around and go back to the table, trying to shake myself out of it. I need to get a hold of this. Now.

      “I did. I was mixing it up.” I hear from beside me now as I sit down in the chair, and she sits next to me, placing her iPad right next to her as she piles food on her plate. I don’t say anything to her. Instead, I focus on my food and not the smell of strawberries coming from her. My mouth is suddenly really heavy, and the eggs almost taste like rocks. “Are you not hungry?” she asks from beside me. “You usually devour your food.”

      “I’m fine.” It comes out gruff and tight, and I watch as she leans back in her chair. “I’m going to shower.” I push away from the table and leave my plate, which isn’t like me. I always clean up. But I can’t sit at the table anymore, wondering what she is wearing under the robe. Does she have on panties? Is she naked, all naked? I slam my door a little bit harder than I mean to and almost rip the shirt over my head on my way to the shower. Turning it to cold, I don’t need any warmth. What I need is  the ice cold to seep into my bones. I step into the shower, placing my hands on the tiled wall in front of me, and bend my head. The ice water runs down the back of my neck, but my cock is hard as fuck. My eyes fall closed as I fist myself; her face is the only one in my mind. Her blond hair is wrapped around my fist as she takes all of me to the back of her throat. I try to picture someone else, anyone else, but nothing can make it not her. I come on a groan with my eyes still shut.

      Turning the water from cold to hot, I finally open my eyes as my cock finally goes down. I get out of the shower, wrapping a towel around my waist, and walk out to my bedroom. Grabbing a pair of boxers, I slide into them. I also grab a pair of jeans and a black polo. Once I get myself under control, I walk into the living room and see her curled up in a ball on the couch, still wearing the bathrobe, watching television. Looking at the screen, I see what she is watching. “Is that Shameless?” I ask her, and she looks up and smiles, nodding her head.

      “Yes.” Her eyes remain glued to the television. “What in the hell am I watching?” I laugh when I remember thinking the same thing at the beginning. She doesn’t say anything, nor does she move while one episode rolls into two, and when the fourth one is about to start, she gets up. “Do you know where the Alibi is?”

      “No,” I answer her, and the knock on the door has me looking over. The door opens on its own, and I see Cori walk in.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she asks. “You were supposed to be ready ten minutes ago. I was waiting in the lobby.” Kellie flies up from the couch and runs into the bedroom. “Seriously, what the hell?”

      “I wasn’t paying attention to the time,” I answer her, getting up and getting my backpack. “We were watching Shameless.”

      “So you guys are late, and it’s not because of what I thought it was?” she asks, folding her arms over her chest, and I look over at her, my eyes narrowing to a glare.

      “Never going to happen,” I tell her through clenched teeth, while my head asks me why.

      “I think Justin Bieber said it best. Never say never.” She smiles and then her head snaps back to Kellie who is running out of the bedroom. She threw on blue jeans, a white T-shirt, and she is wearing cowboy boots.

      “I was watching Shameless,” she tells Cori. “Brian is going to take me on a tour of Chicago.”

      She looks over at me as we walk out of the hotel room, the door closing with a click behind us. “Is he now?” she asks with a smirk.

      “He is,” Kellie answers, pressing the button to go down. “I want to go to the bean, and then I want to go to meet the Gallaghers.”

      “You know that they don’t really exist, right?” I ask her and then look at Cori.

      “I was hoping we could maybe swing by Firehouse 51 and see if Severide can come and light my fire.” Cori looks at me and sees the confused look on my face. “Chicago Fire.”

      “Never heard of it,” I say, and Cori and Kellie both look at me in shock.

      “Oh my God,” Cori says while Kellie just shakes her head.

      “He used to date Lady Gaga,” Kellie informs me. “Taylor Kinney.” She looks at back at Cori. “You think he’s still single?”

      I look back at her. “No dating,” I hiss out, and they both look at me. Cori’s smiling, and Kellie’s glaring. “You said you wouldn’t date till after the tour is over.” Neither of them says anything because the elevator dings, and the doors open. Kellie walks, or better yet, storms into the elevator and presses the button. I step in at the same time as Cori, who snickers under her breath.

      The drive to the venue is quiet with no conversation. Once we get into the venue, she disappears and goes onto the stage where I can’t follow her. “That’s interesting, right?” Cori says from beside me, sitting in the front row. It’s where I always sit when she rehearses. “That she said she wasn’t going to date. Especially when she is usually always out with someone.”

      I look over at her. “Don’t spin this into something it’s not.” I turn to look at the stage when Kellie’s soft voice comes out. “It’s easier to make sure she stays under the radar for the tour.”

      “If you say so,” she singsongs, and when I finally look over at her, I see that she is up and out of her seat, walking to the side. I watch as Kellie transforms into the star on stage. Gone is the girl with no makeup, gone is the girl who just lies on her side watching television with me, and in its place is a girl who is Hollywood’s princess.

      I watch her until she finally gets her sound the way she likes it and walks off the stage. I meet her at the side and walk with her to her backstage room. No matter where we go, the room always has the same white draping.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to spend an extra night here and just leave in the morning?” Cori asks her, and she just nods her head.

      “Yes. I’d rather just get it over with.” She grabs a bottle of water and snaps it open. “Do you not want to do that?”

      “Well, if it’s okay, I don’t mind coming with the crew tomorrow,” Cori says. “It’s fine if you say no.”

      Kellie shakes her head. “No, it’s good.” She turns back and looks at me. “I’m going to get some food before makeup gets here.” I get up and walk with her to the big dining area. Four tables of food are set up along two walls, and tables are everywhere. The backstage crew occupies most of the tables. I speak to Trisha and Jackie, who both wave hello. “Go grab yourself a plate,” Kellie says. “I have to go to the bathroom.” She turns and walks away with Cori, and I walk up, filling my plate with a bit of everything. I spot an empty table and walk over to sit down at it.

      “Is this seat taken?” I hear a smooth female voice beside me and look up to see it’s one of the backup dancers. I shake my head, and she places her plate on the table and then sits down. “I don’t think we’ve formally met.” She starts talking, pushing her blond hair behind her shoulder. Her brown eyes shine as she smiles at me. “I’m Stacey.” She holds out her hand, and I lean forward, grabbing it.

      “I’m Brian,” I tell her, and she finally lets go of my hand.

      “I know.” She grabs her fork and then starts eating. “I’ve asked around.” She looks at me from the side.

      “Have you?” I finally start eating, looking at her.

      “I have. It’s not everyday a smoking hot guy starts hanging around,”

      she says, laughing. “I mean—”

      I laugh at her. “I get it.”

      “So, Brian,” she starts, “besides being Kellie’s shadow, what else do you do?”

      “I’m not her shadow,” I tell her. “It’s my job to make sure she is safe.” Stacey reaches out and puts her hand on mine.

      “I wouldn’t mind you being my shadow,” she says to me, and I look at her hand and see her fingers are rubbing a circle on my arm.

      “Oh.” I hear Kellie from beside me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “You aren’t interrupting anything.” I look at her and see her looking from me to Stacey to her fingers on my arm. “Stacey was just introducing herself to me.”

      “I was,” Stacey says. Taking her hands off me, she grabs her plate. “It was nice chatting, Brian. Hopefully, we can catch up again soon.” She smiles at Kellie, who smiles back at her, but I see it’s a forced smile.

      “I’m sorry,” Kellie says, sitting down in the other empty seat at the table. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your—”

      “You didn’t interrupt anything,” I cut her off before she says something else. “She came and introduced herself, and that is the end of it.” I watch her, and her eyes never look up at me. She just stares at her plate as she eats her food or better yet scoots it around on her plate. “I’m not hungry anymore.” She gets up, and I watch her walk to the garbage and throw her plate out. Cori sits next to me, and I look over at her. “What in the hell just happened?”

      “It’s called jealousy.” She smirks. “By the way, it’s only the two of you on the bus tonight. The rest of the crew is leaving tomorrow evening.”

      “Jealous?” It’s the only thing I took from her side of the conversation. “Jealousy?” I push my chair back and pick up my plate. “What the hell is she jealous of?”

      “Oh, you silly, silly man.” Cori just laughs at me. “It’s no fun if I give you all the answers.” I turn and walk away, racking my brain for what the hell she is jealous of now.

      “Brian.” I hear my name being called right before I am about to head into Kellie’s dressing room. Turning, I see Stacey running toward me. “I just wanted you to have my number,” she says, holding out a white card. My hand automatically takes it, seeing her name and number on it. “I hope that you use it,” she says and then turns and walks away. I look down at the card and then turn to my right to look into the room. Kellie is sitting there in her chair, watching the whole exchange.
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      I can’t say I’m surprised that Stacey is the first one to hit on him in front of me. I just didn’t think I would get a front row seat to it. Walking back into the dining hall, I grabbed a plate and looked around for him. Walking closer to them, I saw her finger twirling on his arm. Well, I wanted to walk over to her and break each and every single one of her fingers. I tried to ignore him and the whole situation, but then I was sitting in my chair, and she actually came bouncing over like a rabbit in heat to hand him her number. Please. I rolled my eyes and then looked straight from him to the makeup girl who was doing my eyes.

      I block it all out when I step on stage because these people didn’t pay money for a mediocre performance. No, they came here, and I’m getting on that stage ready to slay. I am so in the zone that I don’t see the commotion to the side of me, and the next thing I know, a man is running on stage with flowers in his hand calling my name. I watch him coming at me, but just like that, Brian is in front of me, issuing commands to the security guys beside him.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me, and I nod, looking to see we are backstage. My name is being chanted over and over. “Do you want to continue?” he asks me, and I just watch him when Cori comes over with a bottle of water.

      “Kellie, Kellie, Kellie.” The chanting gets louder and louder.

      “I have to get back out there.” I look at them. Brian looks like he’s ready to take me out of here. “I’m not going to let him win.” My head held high, I push my shoulders back and walk back on stage to give them everything I have left. And slay I do. When I’m ushered off the stage after the last standing ovation, Cori meets me, spewing off things I don’t even understand. “If you need anything, call. If not, well, you have Brian.”

      I get on the bus, Brian gets on the bus after me, and when the doors close, the bus takes off. “Do you need help?” He looks at me. “I know Cori usually helps you out of that thing.” He points at my cat girl outfit.

      “No,” I mumble, going to my room. “I have it.” I shut the door and then try to unzip myself, but even I have to admit defeat when after ten minutes of trying to bend myself into a pretzel, I can’t get the zipper down. I open the door and walk out to see him arranging food on a plate. He looks up, and I see the white Styrofoam cup with the red writing on it.

      “I got you Chick-fil-A.” He brings the plate to the table. “Why are you still wearing that?” he asks with his hands on his hips.

      “I can’t get it unzipped,” I tell him softly, looking at the table. He puts my sandwich on a paper plate and the black bowl of chicken bites sits in front of it with packages of honey mustard. “Can you?” I walk to him and turn around and feel his hands at my neck. His hands go into the collar and two fingers rub my neck while his other hand pulls the zipper all the way down to the bottom of my back. I walk away from his touch, amazed he went out of his way to make sure I have something to eat. I shut the door and peel myself out of my clothes, then jump in the shower. I put on my joggers and my thick sweater and walk out. He is sitting on the couch with his iPad in his lap. “Um.” I look at the food as I sit down. “Thank you,” I say softly.

      “You’re welcome,” he says, and I grab a chicken bite and dip it in the sauce and then toss it in my mouth. “The guy on stage was a teenager in love with you. He wasn’t our guy.” I nod and release a relieved sigh. “So are we going to talk about what got you upset before you walked on stage?”

      I stop chewing and just look over at him. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Playing stupid is what I’m going to do, and no one can make me do otherwise.

      “Really?” he asks, tossing his iPad to the side and sitting up. “Maybe I should refresh your memory.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Maybe you should,” I tell him angrily. “I mean, please do tell.”

      “You saw me sitting at the table with Stacey, and you think I was flirting with her.” I’m about to say something, but he holds up his hand. “And I will add she was flirting with me but not vice versa.”

      “I don’t care who you flirt with,” I tell him, and it tastes like battery acid in my mouth. Not that I know what battery acid tastes like, but I’m sure it’s just like this. “I don’t care what you do or who you do it with. Just as I’m sure you don’t care what or who I do.” I glare at him. “Right?”

      “Right.” He hisses out the words. “Now eat and drink.” He sits back down, and I want to ignore him and stomp into my room, but I’m hungry and thirsty, so I eat and then drink two bottles of water. I get up, cleaning my plate. I walk to the couch to sit next to him, and he moves over.

      “You can lie down. I know you must be tired,” he says softly, and I’m not even going to mention that’s a nice gesture. I grab the remote and turn on the television and start Shameless. We watch another five episodes before the bus stops, and I look at my watch. “I think we have arrived.”

      “Already?” I ask him. Getting up, I look outside and see the sign to the Four Seasons.

      “Stay here. I’m going to go check in,” he tells me and then walks out of the bus and into the lobby. It takes him no more than three minutes to come back with a key. “Okay, I have the key. Let’s go.” He walks behind me and talks to the bellhop, telling him what room we are in and to bring up all the bags. He ushers me to the side elevator, and we ride up to the floor. He places the key in front of the black circle, and the green light flashes, unlocking the door. He holds open the door to let me walk ahead of him, and I click on the light. I walk down the hallway into the open living room. A plush purple couch sits against the wall with a glass table in front of it. A little table in the corner with two chairs are in front of the couch. I walk into the doorway and see one king-size bed. I turn around, looking for the other room, and find nothing but a door to the bathroom.

      “There is only one bedroom,” I tell him as he sits on the couch. “There is one king-size bed.” I walk over to the bag in the chair that he brought in and grab my phone out of it.

      “What are you doing?” he asks me, and I look at him.

      “I’m calling Cori.” I look at him. “There is only one bed.”

      “It’s almost four a.m. She’s probably sleeping,” he says, kicking off his shoes. He gets up, bending over, and pulls out the couch cushion. “There is a pull-out couch.” He brings the cushion to the table in the corner and then moves the glass table over. I watch him pull the bed out of the couch. “See, it’s fine.” I look at the pull-out couch, wondering if it’s really going to be okay. But I don’t get to say anything to him since there is a knock on the door. Brian walks to the door and then comes back with the luggage cart and all the suitcases. “Can we unload this tomorrow morning?” he asks, and I nod.

      “There is only one bathroom, and you can only access it from the bedroom,” I tell him, and he looks up.

      “Tomorrow, we’ll figure it out,” he says, peeling his shirt off. “I need sleep, and you need sleep.” I nod, watching him walk around the bed and then sitting on the bed. “Goodnight, Kellie.”

      I turn around. “Right. Goodnight.” I walk to the bed, grab two pillows, and then walk to the couch and hand them to him. “Here you go.” He’s sitting on the side of his bed with his head down. He looks up, and I see the little flecks of gold in his blue eyes.

      “Thank you.” He holds out his hand, and I hand them to him and turn to walk away from him. I wanted to stand between his open legs and put my hands on his cheeks, then bend down and softly touch his lips. Instead, I turn and walk away. Pulling the bedding back, I slide between the cold sheets. I turn on my side and watch him get ready for bed. He doesn’t take off his pants. He just goes under the covers, then leans over and turns off the lights. It’s now all dark, and I wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I close my eyes and then open them again, my eyes watching the figure right in front of me until my eyes don’t open anymore.

      The flushing toilet wakes me up, and my eyes slowly open. I’m in the same position I was when I fell asleep. Looking over at the bedside table, I see it’s just after ten twenty-seven. I look over at the couch and see the covers thrown over. I hear water running from the bathroom and then the sound of the door unlocking. I hear him walking down the little hallway to the bedroom.

      “Morning,” he says when I look up at him. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

      “No,” I say softly. He walks out and makes the bed back to a couch, and then places the pillows back on it. “Did you sleep well?”

      “As well as one can with a metal bar in the middle of his back,” he answers, looking at me and laughing. “It was fine.”

      “We should have just gotten you a room.” I toss the covers aside and then make my way to the bathroom. When I come back out, I hear him hang up the phone.

      “I ordered you breakfast,” he says, and I see he put his shirt back on. “I didn’t know what you would want, so I got both pancakes and waffles.”

      Nodding at him, I open the shades and look outside. “Nice view,” he says from beside me. I look out and see the John Hancock building to the side.

      I turn and walk to the couch. Sitting, I grab the remote. “What episode were we watching?” I look at him, turning the television on.

      “Nine, I think, maybe ten,” he answers and then turns and looks at me. “What did you have planned for today?”

      “Nothing,” I say happily. “Absolutely nothing.”

      “Good,” he says, turning. “I’m taking you out.”

      I look over at him confused. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we are going to eat breakfast and then I want you to get dressed. We are going to go out and then we are going to go around the city,” he tells me, coming to sit down next to me on the couch. He grabs his phone and starts typing on it while I sit here and try to dissect what he just told me. I don’t even pay attention to the episode I’m watching especially after the knock on the door, and the man comes in. This time, he leaves the cart since there is no room on the little table for all the plates he brought. I get up, going to the table, and pour a cup of coffee.

      “I don’t know if I can go out there.” I look at him while he fixes his plate, and he glances up at me with worry. “I mean, what if people recognize me?” No matter how many times I try to be normal, the press gets wind of it or the fans come over, and I end up stuck wherever I am, trying to get out of it. And I usually need a police escort.

      “I’m there,” he says before grabbing a forkful of egg. He looks up at me. “If it gets to be too much, I will make sure we get out of there without anyone knowing.”

      “You don’t know,” I whisper, “how it can be.”

      “Trust me.” He says the two words that mean more than he knows. “Trust me to protect you.”

      I don’t say anything to him because I can’t talk over the lump in my throat. I want to be the normal girl who walks around without a care in the world, the girl who can walk in and order coffee, and it’s not a big ordeal. “The last time I trusted someone, he tipped off the paparazzi where I was going to be and made sure he got paid handsomely for his little scoop.”

      The fork he is holding falls from his hand with a clatter. “I would never do that to you.” He grabs a glass of water that is on the tray and takes a drink. “Ever.”

      I look at his struggle. He has to keep me safe, that is his job, and I know deep down he would do anything to make sure I’m safe. “Okay,” I whisper, putting down my cup of coffee and grabbing a plate to pile with a waffle and pancake. “Let’s go explore the city.” He smiles at me and nods his head. I try to rush through breakfast, excited about where we are going and what we are doing. “How should I dress?”

      “Casual,” he answers. “Jeans, shirt, runners. We are going to be walking a bit, so you need comfy shoes.”

      I nod and look over at the luggage cart that still has all my suitcases on them. “Can you grab the navy one?” I ask him. He pushes away from the table, grabs the navy one, and puts it on the luggage rack in my room. I follow him there and unzip the luggage and find that it’s my casual one. “Do you need to use the bathroom?” I ask him before he walks out.

      “You can use it first,” he says and closes the double doors. I toss things around in the luggage until I find a casual pair of pants. Undressing from my joggers, I put on my dark green cargo pants that are a soft cotton. The cuff at the legs is tight with elastic. Picking up a short-sleeved white shirt, I slip it on, then knock on my door to tell him I’m coming in the room. “You can come out.” I open the door right at the time he is putting on his own white shirt. When his black jeans fall low on his hips, the band of his Calvins visible, and I stand here wondering if they are boxers or briefs. He smooths down the long-sleeved shirt, leaving one button open at the top. He looks over at me and shakes his head, smiling.

      “What?” I ask, looking down at my casual outfit.

      “You just …” He sits, grabbing his white sneakers.

      “I just what?” I ask, aggravated, after I made sure that I was dressed as casual as I could.

      “You just look good in everything,” he mumbles, and I just stand here. It’s the first time he’s given me this. That he even looks at me or sees me.

      “Um.” I don’t know what to say or how to address this, so I do what any normal girl would do. I avoid it and walk to my bag with my workout stuff. Grabbing my white Nikes, I slip them on. “I just need to get my jacket, and then I’ll be ready.” Going to the bedroom, I grab the black leather jacket from the bed and slip it on. “Is this okay?”

      He looks away from his phone that he took out while I was putting on my shoes. “Yup, it’s as casual as you can get.”

      “I don’t even have makeup on,” I point out to him as I grab my purse, but he shakes his head. “No purse.”

      “But I have like everything in this,” I tell him, picking up my purse and showing it to him. “All my IDs.”

      “Just bring your ID,” he says, “and leave the rest here.”

      “B-but,” I stutter, “what if I see something I want to buy?” Who is to say I won’t find a pair of shoes that I can’t live without or that I might see a nice scarf.

      “Then I’ll buy it, and you can pay me back.” He holds out his hand, waiting for me to fish out my ID. “I’ll put your ID in my wallet.” I huff, getting my wallet out and handing over my ID and my black AmEx card, but he hands it back to me.

      I hold the card in my hand, and I might have pouted. “But.” He just shakes his head as he slides my ID in his wallet with his. He tucks his wallet into his back pocket, then grabs his own leather jacket and slips it on. Picking up his aviators, he slides them on, and I have to say he looks like he just got off the runway. How he isn’t a model, I have no idea.

      He holds his hand out to me. “Let’s see what Chicago has to offer, Kellie.” His voice comes out smooth. I look up and can’t see his eyes, but I see the side smirk and place my hand in his while my own smile fills my face.
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      I’m going to make sure she sees everything in Chicago she wants to see. When she started watching Shameless, I got an idea to take her around Chicago, and I was going to run it by Cori, but when she pulled out and took another bus, leaving just the two of us, I knew I had the perfect time to do things.

      “Let’s see what Chicago has to offer, Kellie.” I look at her, and a smile fills her face. Whatever happens, I want to make sure she can be just plain old Kellie today. I hold my hand out for her, and she places her hand in mine. The smoothness of her soft, delicate hand fits perfectly in mine. I pull her toward the door and walk to the elevator with our hands linked together. I press the elevator button down, the button lighting up, and my eyes go to our hands still together. I should let her hand go, but instead, I hold it a touch tighter, hoping she doesn’t notice, and when the elevator gets here, we walk in. A couple of people come into the elevator, all saying good morning, but no one recognizes her.

      When we walk out of the lobby, the light wind hits us right away, and I turn left, going to our first stop. We walk down the street till we get to the light. “So tell me, what is one thing you have always wanted to see in Chicago that you haven’t?” We stand at the crosswalk, waiting for the light to change.

      “A blues club.” She answers right away without even thinking about it. Just bam, out with it. “The smoky kind that they had back in the seventies.”

      I throw my head back and laugh at her. “So not what I was expecting you to say.”

      “Really?” She lets out a carefree laugh, and we walk across the street with the other pedestrians as we make our way to our first stop. “I mean, what is Chicago best known for?” I look at her as we walk side by side, facing the wind blowing at us, her long hair flowing back in the wind. “Wait a sec,” she says. Stopping, she lets go of my hand and reaches inside her jacket pocket. She takes out her sunglasses and puts them on. “That’s better,” she says, turning back. I’m not expecting her to grab my hand, but she does, and we continue walking down the street. “So a smoky blues club, sitting down and just letting the music flow through you.”

      “Okay,” I tell her, thinking in my head where I could take her. There are two places off the top of my head I could possible swing.

      “What about you?” she asks, looking over at me. “What is one thing you want to see in Chicago?”

      “You smile.” The words come out before I can hold it back. They came out before I could stop them. But between the wind in her hair and her hand in mine, I just couldn’t stop it. She stops walking in the middle of the sidewalk, causing people to have to walk around us. “I mean …” I start saying, and I can’t see her eyes. I only see my reflection in her glasses. “What I meant was I want you to experience it without the other half of your life.”

      She tilts her head to the side, and I wonder if maybe I should just stop talking. “I mean, I don’t want you to have a worry in the world today. I want you to be able to walk where you want to walk and do what you want to do.”

      “I want that, too,” she says softly, and I look around as people look at us.

      “We need to start walking, or people are going to recognize you,” I tell her, hopeful that it changes the way this is going. She doesn’t say much; she just turns, and we walk down the street, pointing out different things to each other. She shows me the store where she spent seven hours being fitted for a gown for the Oscars. “See that window over there?” I point at the highest window in the building in the corner. “I once was with a certain Hollywood Prince, and he spent four days on a sexcapade.”

      She stops walking and throws her head back and laughs. “Define sexcapade,” she asks, then continues to walk.

      “It means four days of sex every hour. We made bets to see if his dick would chafe.” I tell her as much as I can without giving anything away.

      “I actually think I know who you are talking about.” She laughs, and I look over, loving how carefree she seems, without a care in the world. She is just Kellie. “Is it …?”

      I shake my head to stop her from talking. “Even if you guess, I won’t tell you if you are right or wrong.” I make her turn to the right, and we walk up a couple of stairs, and she finally sees where our first stop is.

      “Oh my gosh,” she says with a squeal. “Is this really it?” she asks me, dropping my hand and then running toward the round silver bean. She turns around, smiling. “Brian, it’s the bean.”

      Walking to her, I take my phone out and snap a couple of pictures of her twirling in front of it, the smile never leaving her face. We walk underneath the silver bean and see that it gets you from every angle. “Look, it’s us everywhere,” Kellie says, pointing up, and I see she is right. “Give me your phone.” I hand her my phone, and she moves to stand in front of me with her back to me. She places the phone above us, taking a picture, but you see us bouncing off every side of the bean. “Look, it’s like we are never ending.”

      “It’s pretty cool,” I say while she walks to the bean. Putting her hand on it, she takes a picture of it. I look around to make sure no one has caught on to who she is. The other tourists are too busy taking pictures of themselves to notice us. We walk back out of the bean, and she stops, facing it. “What’s the matter?”

      “We need a selfie,” she says, and I walk back to her. She hands me my phone. “You have longer arms.” She wraps her arms around my waist as I hold the phone up and take a picture of us. My arm goes around her shoulder, tucking her into me, and we smile for the camera. I look at the picture after, and I know that it’s a picture I’ll keep forever. “So where to next?” She looks over and asks me, and I just smile.

      “Time to take the L train.” I smile at her, tucking the phone back in my pocket. We walk side by side, our hands brushing against each other’s, and she finally links her hand in mine, and I let her. We walk to the tracks and up the stairs. I pay for our tokens, and we stand by, waiting for the next L train to come.

      “I’ve never been on the train before.” She looks up at me. “I’ve been on the bus once in Nashville before I got noticed.”

      I reach up with my free hand and push her hair away from her face. “Prepared to be wowed.” I smile at her smile. “Nothing says welcome to Chicago like riding the L.”

      I hear the train approaching, and I tug her a bit closer to me just to make sure she is safe. The train comes to a stop, and we walk in at the same time as other people walk out. “Over there.” I point at the two empty seats in the back, and she slips inside, sitting by the window, and I slide in next to her.

      “It’s, um, an acquired smell,” she says to me, and I laugh. I hear the beeping and then the doors to the train close, and the man comes over the speaker, telling us about our next stop. As we ride through the city, she points at things. When it’s finally time for our stop, I get up and hold out my hand to her, and she takes it. We step out of the train and then walk down the steps. “That was so much fun,” she says, and I have to smile at a girl who thinks riding the public transportation system is losing her mind. “I think once the tour is over, I’m going to head to a beach and then tour cities on the down-low.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask her, and she walks next to me, turning her head and looking at me.

      “For one whole week, I want to be on a beach with my feet in the sand and do nothing. Not one single thing.”

      “Any beach or a specific one?” I make sure we are going the right way.

      “As long as my feet are buried in the sand, it could be anywhere,” she says with a smile.

      I guide her toward the houses, and she looks around. I’m waiting for her to notice where we are. Her mouth drops open. “Holy shit,” she says, putting her hands in front of her mouth. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Well, that depends.” I put my hands in my pockets, and she holds onto my elbow. “What do you think that is?”

      “It’s the Gallagher house from Shameless!” she shrieks when we step in front of it. The shades on the inside are closed. “Do you think we can go in?” She walks toward the chain-link fence in the front of the property. The red no trespassing sign and the lock on the fence show you that you cannot go in. “I think I could call someone.”

      I shake my head and try to hide my laughter. “Who are you going to call, baby?” Her eyes fly to mine as baby slips out again.

      “I’m going to call Warner Brothers,” she says matter-of-factly, folding her arms over her chest. “I know people.”

      “I’m sure you do, but for now, we just get to take a picture of you in front of the house,” I tell her, and she looks to the side.

      “Is that Vi and Kevin’s house?” She points at the house right next door with another chain-link fence and no trespassing sign. “This is bullshit. They should have tours and stuff.”

      “You know that they don’t film in the house, right?” I tell her, and she looks at me almost as though she’s in shock. “It’s filmed in LA.”

      “You ruin everything, Brian,” she growls and tries to push me. “Don’t tell me this.”

      “You know how it is in Hollywood.” I grab her hand, and we continue walking down the street. “Now, let’s go and see if we can find the Alibi.”

      We walk down a couple of streets and then finally spot a hole in the wall. I open the door, and the smell of beer hits me right away. Stepping in, I see that it’s not the Alibi, not even close. The bar sits to the left-hand side, but the man behind it is not exactly Kevin. He is short and balding. In front of him are barstools that look like they were made in the sixties along with the décor of the bar. In front of the bar are five high tables with four wooden stools each. In the far back is a pool table with a lamp hanging over the middle of it, but the lamp is missing two bulbs.

      “We start serving in ten minutes,” he says, looking over at us. I look at my watch and see that it’s almost six. “You can sit and wait if you want.”

      “What do you want to do?” I ask her, not sure this is a good idea. “We can maybe grab a couple of beers at the hotel.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “I don’t want to go back yet.” She walks into the bar and grabs a barstool and sits on it.

      “Whatcha want, sweetheart?” he asks her, and I look at him, then at my watch, and he just shrugs. “She’s a pretty face. Gotta keep those happy.”

      I shake my head and sit next to her on the stool. “What is the house specialty?” she asks, and the bartender throws his head back and laughs.

      “Sweetheart, the most expensive thing we have is the bottle of vodka,” he says to her, and then he looks at me. “You need to take your woman to a nicer place.”

      “She’s not my woman,” I say at the same time as Kellie laughs and says, “I’m not his woman.” His eyebrows shoot up.

      “Then this just became my best day ever.” He turns and walks to grab a bottle on the counter in the back and comes back with two shot glasses. He pours the clear liquid in each glass and then picks up his glass and motions to Kellie to pick up hers.

      “What is that?” I ask, blocking her hand from going to her mouth.

      “Moonshine.” He smiles at me, and the door opens, and two other people walk in. “Made it myself.”

      “Are you going to let me drink?” she asks me with a twinkle in her eye.

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I tell her honestly and then she leans in, her mouth going to my ear.

      “I’m safe if you’re here,” she whispers, and I’m stuck with the smell of her and the way she smiles at me. I’m stuck in her beauty, and I’m stuck wishing that, at this moment, I can just let go with her.
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      “I’m safe if you’re here,” I whisper in his ear, and it’s like I’m already drunk on him. This whole day has been hands down the best day ever. I walked around a city just being me. I walked around and explored and was just regular old Kellie today. And it was fantastic. I look at the bartender and take the shot, swallowing before I can even think about it. The burn kills me, and I start coughing. The bartender walks away and comes back with a glass of water.

      “There you are, sweet cheeks,” he says, and I take a couple of sips, but it literally still tastes like fire down my throat.

      I look at Brian who just looks at me. “Why would you let me do that?” I hiss out, drinking more water. “Why?”

      He shakes his head. He’s too good looking for his own good. “I tried to stop you, but …”

      I get in his face, and I hear him suck in a breath. “No, you didn’t.” I’m so close to him that if I lean in, I could kiss him. My lips would finally feel his. “You didn’t,” I whisper, and I don’t know how much time passes. I don’t know if it’s the heat from the liquor. But I whisper the next part. “Kiss me.” My heart beats in my chest, my hands are clammy, and I just want him to lean in a touch and take my lips.

      His eyes cloud over. “Kellie,” he whispers, “I can’t.” Two words that I never thought would hurt as much as they do. I blink my eyes twice and then move away from him, but he grabs my hand. I pull it away from him. “Baby.” My heart beats faster, and I’m wondering if it’s because it’s sad.

      “No,” I say, shaking my head, trying to blink away the tears. I’m angry he won’t kiss me; angry I’m literally throwing myself at him, and he wants nothing to do with me. I turn on the actress inside me and twist to face him with a huge smile on my face. “Don’t worry about it, Brian. It was the alcohol talking.”

      He tries to reach out for me, but his phone rings in his pocket. When he sees it’s Cori, he hands it to me. “This is for you.”

      “Hello,” I say into the phone, trying not to let my voice crack or for her to know something is bothering me.

      “Hello, yourself,” she says. “Where are you? We just got to the hotel.”

      “I am sitting in a bar that is not the Alibi.” I try to make a joke out of it. “Brian took me around Chicago all day.”

      “Really?” she says with a snicker. “That’s interesting.”

      “Listen, we are on our way back now,” I tell her. “They messed up our room. Can you see if you can have them fix it?”

      “What’s wrong with the room?” she asks me, and then I see Brian get up and settle the tab with the bartender.

      “There is only one bed and a pull-out couch,” I tell her, and she shrieks.

      “Did you share a bed with Brian?”

      “Negative,” I say to her and then smile and shake my head when the bartender asks if I want another shot. “But see if they have either a two-room suite or an adjoining room if anything.”

      “I’m on it,” she says. “You sound different.”

      “I just had a shot of moonshine,” I tell her, then whisper, “I think it was just gasoline.” She laughs into the phone. “Can you also see if maybe they have a massage therapist who can come up and work on my back?”

      “I’m on it,” she says. “Do you want a couple’s massage or just one?”

      “Just the one,” I tell her, and then I click end. “They are at the hotel, so we should start heading back.” I hand him back his phone.

      “Let’s see if we can grab a cab. It might be faster,” he says, getting up. “Thank you.”

      The bartender looks up at us and waves. We walk out into the night, and I make sure to hold my hands in front of me and not give him anything. I watch him walk to the curb and flag down a cab. “Good job, Brian,” I say, getting into the cab when he holds the door open for me. He gets in after me and gives the driver our address. I look outside when Brian’s phone dings.

      “She got us another room. They are moving us to a one-bedroom suite, then putting in a queen bed for me.”

      “How many bathrooms?” I ask him, never taking my eyes away from outside.

      “You don’t like sharing a bathroom with me?” he jokes, and I just shrug.

      “Two,” he says, and we finally pull up in front of the hotel. He pays the driver, and I get out and then look back at him. “Same floor.”

      I turn and walk into the lobby with him at my back, so very different from how we left. When we get on our floor, Cori is there waiting for us. “Welcome home, guys.”

      I smile at her and walk into her outstretched arms. “I’m starving.”

      “I can order something in,” she says to me, and I just nod. “I need a bubble bath and a nice relaxing night watching movies.”

      “We can make that happen.” She smiles and then looks over my shoulder at Brian. “So how did it feel to be in the city all day? Did you guys have extra security?”

      “No,” Brian says, his voice coming out gruffly, “it was just us two.”

      Cori stops walking and then looks at the two of us. “She went the whole day walking around the city and nothing happened?” Her face shocked.

      “The whole day,” I tell her, “and we went to see where the Gallaghers live.” I look at her now. “Can you get in touch with someone and see if I can tour the lot once I’m home and see if maybe I can go in the house they have here.”

      Cori just starts to laugh. “I’ll get right on that.” I watch her hand a card to Brian and then slide one in front of the black circle thing. We walk into the new room that almost looks like the last one except there is a bathroom as soon as you walk in. “The only thing is that there is one bathtub.”

      “It’s fine,” he huffs out and then grabs his bag. “Are you guys staying in this room?”

      “Yes,” I tell him, “why?”

      “I want to go get a run in, and if you are going to stay in, I’ll go to the hotel gym,” he says, grabbing his bag and going to the bathroom.

      “What is going on that I don’t know?” Cori asks quietly. “You are you and then him.” She points at the bathroom. “He’s like one second from exploding”—she looks at the bathroom door, then at me again—“and not in a good way.”

      “I have no idea what to tell you.” I shrug and then take off my jacket. The bathroom door opens, and he comes out wearing shorts and a white T-shirt.

      “I’ll be back in an hour tops. If there is anything, I want you guys to call me. You are not, under any circumstances, allowed to leave this room. No answering the door for any deliveries either.” He tosses his bag on the bed and then walks to the door. “Did you guys get that?”

      “We will be fine,” Cori answers for us, and I just walk into my bedroom, listening to the door slam. “Okay, what is going on?”

      “Nothing.” I peel off my shirt, walking to the bathroom and starting the bath. “We went out and walked around all day.” I walk out and kick off my shoes. Looking over at Cori, I watch as she gets on the bed, sitting on the side with one foot on, one foot off.

      “I need a little bit more than that.” She watches me like a hawk. I know this, and I suddenly feel as if I’m on stage and I have to be someone else, or she will know. I avoid her eyes while I unbutton my pants.

      “Cori, there isn’t anything more to say. I woke up, and he wanted to show me around Chicago, and well, that is what he did.” I fold my pants and put them on the end of the bed. “Do you know if they have a robe?” I ask, walking to the closet and opening it, finding a plush terry cloth robe hanging on a silk hanger. “We went to the bean, and then we visited a couple of landmarks and then came back.”

      “That sounds amazing. Now look at me,” she orders, and I look up. “What happened?”

      I roll my eyes. “Nothing.”

      “You can fool just about anyone but me,” she points out, getting up and coming to me. “Now, it’s easier if you just let it out and tell me, or I will sit on the side of the bathtub and harass you until you do.” I fold my arms, knowing she won’t let up.

      “I had a shot of moonshine, and it was such an amazing day, and I was maybe feeling buzzed, but he was so close to me.” I look at her and then look down, getting the courage to say the rest. “And then I asked him to kiss me.” She gasps, putting her hand to her mouth. “Yeah, well, you can stop the celebration. He said he can’t.”

      “What do you mean?” she asks, confused.

      I throw up my hands in the air. “Fuck if I know, but I am done throwing myself at him. I am done doing this hot and cold shit. I am going to get in the tub, then when I come out, I’m ordering the biggest plate of french fries, and I’m going to finish watching season one of Shameless.”

      She nods. “That sounds like the best night ever. You forgot about maybe a cheeseburger.” I point at her, nodding. “Go take your bath, and I’m going to set up things for our slumber party.”

      I turn and walk back into the bathroom, trying not to feel sorry for myself. I know he said that after the ninety days we would talk, but I was hoping he would give a little. I was hoping he would want to kiss me, that he would want it just as much as I do.

      I put some bubble bath in the water and drop my robe. Dimming the lights, I step in the hot water and hold my legs to my chest. My long hair falls to the front, and I play the day over again in my mind. I didn’t tell Cori about the way he held my hand because that’s mine to have. The way he smiled at me, the way he looked at me, and then the end when he whispered the two words to me. As I feel the hurt, the rejection, a single tear escapes, rolling down my cheek and falling into the water. I let myself have this moment, and then I make myself finally let go of my girl crush. It won’t be easy, but the walls will have to come up. I lean back now and sink into the water up to my chin and close my eyes. I stay in the bath until the hot water turns cold, and my fingers shrivel up. I get out and towel off, then put the robe on, and when I walk back out, Cori is lying on my bed. The door to my room is open and where the couch should be is a queen-size bed.

      “I just ordered room service,” she says, and I nod. Going to the little kitchen they have in the room, I grab a water bottle, and then I hear the front door slam. I look toward the doorway and see Brian storming in.

      “Hey,” he mumbles under his breath and doesn’t even look at me. “I need a shower,” he says, turning around and stomping into his bathroom. I look at Cori, who raises her eyebrows at me, and then I walk into the bedroom and climb into bed with her. I try to focus on the movie she is watching, but I can’t. Especially when he comes back out from the shower wearing shorts and nothing else.

      “Holy mother of all things holy,” Cori mumbles from beside me. “I bet he has a small, crooked penis.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t care.” I try not to think about his penis, and then the knock on the door has Cori getting up and Brian looking into the bedroom. I lock eyes with him, but he looks away. Cori comes back in with the huge tray. “I’m eating in bed,” I tell her, and she carries it into the bedroom. “Can you close the door please?” I ask softly, and she gets up and walks over to the door, closing it with the sound of the click. I sit in bed, eating little bites, and then slide under the covers, waking the next day. Cori isn’t there when I get up, and I reach for my phone and then text her. I stay in my room with the door closed until it’s time for us to head out. I keep my head down when I walk out of the bedroom, but I feel him right away. From the side, I see him getting up and walking to me. “How long is the bus ride tonight?”

      “Four hours,” she says softly. “I am going to cancel dinner with my folks so I can come on the bus with you.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Don’t. It’s fine.” She doesn’t argue with me. We make it to the venue, and the ride over is quiet as fuck. You could cut the tension in the car with a knife. “Can you get me a trainer? I’d love to go work out after.”

      “On it,” Cori says and walks away from me when I take the step to the stage. I run through the playlist, saving my energy for the show. Stepping from the stage to the gym, I have no time to pay attention to him, but I know he’s there. The trainer pushes me a bit harder than I’m used to, but I like it. I wash off my face in the big bathroom, then go into one of the stalls.

      “Did you see how hot that security detail is?” I hear a female voice and then the water turn on.

      “Did I fucking ever.” The other voice I can tell is Stacey. I roll my eyes. “His name is Brian.”

      I hear the other girl snicker laughing, and I try to pinpoint the voice, but I can’t. “Why am I not surprised that you know this already?” The water turns off, and then I hear the sound of the hand towel being distributed.

      Stacey then laughs out. “Well, then I guess it will come as no surprise to you that I fucked him last night in the gym at the hotel.” My heart stops, my breathing comes in with pain. “Best workout I had, and the man is seriously packing.” I think I’m going to be sick. I put my hand to my mouth and try to keep it in.

      “Oh my God,” the female voice says. “Again, not surprised.” I wait until they walk out of the bathroom. I stand on shaky legs, the toilet flushing as soon as I stand. My hands shake as I reach out and turn the silver knob. When I walk out and look in the mirror, my face is pale as though I’ve seen a ghost. I place my hands on the counter, looking at the sink with little drops of water still in there. I focus on my breathing, and I focus on trying to breathe without the pain in my chest. My body takes over, and I walk out, going through the motions. I walk into my dressing room and see him sitting on the couch with his phone in his hand.

      “Can you get out?” I ask him quietly, his head flying up, and he sees me. “I need to focus, and I want everyone out.”

      “You look like you are going to faint. Did you eat?” he asks, getting up, and I step back away from him. “I’ll get you a plate of food.”

      “I don’t want you to get me anything. If I need something, I can get it myself,” I tell him, my voice soft as I try not to raise it for fear it’s going to crack. I look at him, this man who yesterday couldn’t kiss me but had no problem fucking someone in the hotel gym. “Now please close the door on your way out.”

      He doesn’t say anything to me. He just walks out and closes the door. I don’t sit on the couch. I walk to the white makeup chair and sit there. Looking in the mirror, I focus on my face, focus on my eyes that are usually crystal blue but now are clouded over. I push down the lingering hurt. I push everything away, and I get on that stage to become Hollywood’s princess.
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      She hasn’t looked me in the eye since the pub, and it’s killing me. The second she looked up at me and asked me to kiss her, my heart stopped. I couldn’t breathe, the beauty of her surrounded me and captured all of me.

      I’m facing her dressing room after she kicked me out. I’m leaning against the white cement block wall. One foot leaned up on it, I’m scrolling Facebook and Instagram, but the only thing I can picture is her face when she walked in after her workout. She looked pale, so pale, and her lips were white. She didn’t make eye contact with me, and when she did, she was guarded, and her shield was up.

      I hear footsteps and look up to see Stacey, and I groan inside. I do not have time for this bullshit right now. “Hey, you,” she says, stopping in front of me. She leans in, touching my chest with one hand, and I swear to God if a cock could hide and cover, mine just did that. “I was wondering when I would see you again.” I can imagine she was wondering this since she came on to me in the gym yesterday. If a woman says she wants to suck your cock like a Hoover vacuum, it’s never good, especially since the woman isn’t the woman haunting your dreams.

      I nod at her and try to step out of her touch, but seeing as I’m against a brick wall, it’s almost impossible. “Here I am.” After she told me that in the gym, I pushed the speed up on the treadmill and ran until I thought my legs would give out, and then I walked into the room, and this guilt suddenly hit me.

      “I was thinking maybe we could have a drink together tonight after the show.” She comes more into my space.

      “I’m on the bus as soon as the show is over.” My foot now comes off the wall, and I stand straight and move to the side and then stand in the middle of the hallway.

      “Oh, you guys aren’t staying with the rest of us?” she asks with disappointment.

      “Sorry,” I tell her, and then I’m not sure if it’s because I’m all over the place with Kellie, but I blurt out, “Listen, just for the record, I don’t date when I’m working or on the job, so …”

      A sly smile starts on her face. “Is that so, Brian?” She cocks her hip. “Well, then, I guess this gives us something to look forward to.”

      She doesn’t even wait for me to answer before she walks away with a swing in her hips, and I roll my eyes. I don’t have time to think about it because I see Cori walking down the hall, and I walk to her.

      “When was the last time Kellie ate?” I know I need to relax my tone, but I can’t.

      “Um, I think she ate lunch. Why?” she asks, walking to the door and seeing it closed. “Why is the door closed, and why are you outside of it?”

      “She told me to get out, something about getting in the zone, but she was pale as a ghost,” I tell her, running my hand through my hair.

      She looks at the door, her hand on the handle, and then she turns to look at me. “I don’t know how one person can fuck up as much as you, but you better fix this.” She doesn’t say anything else. She just walks in the room and slams the door in my face, and no one comes out until it’s time for her to go onstage. She walks out and still doesn’t look at me, and she has the makeup person on one side and then Cori on the other and she just looks at me with daggers in her eyes. Kellie grabs the mic, and she walks into the little box.

      I stand here watching right next to Cori. “I honestly don’t know what to say, but I will give you this.” She starts talking, and I look at her, but she just looks ahead. “The two of you will be the only ones on that bus tonight. She doesn’t know, or she wouldn’t get on it.” I put my hands in my pockets. “I’ve seen her through lots of things that you have no idea about. Everyone thinks about how amazing it is being on top of the world, but they don’t see the sacrifices she makes. The fact she has never had a relationship that was just hers. The fact everyone around her wants something from her. But yesterday, she walked around a city being just her, and you gave her that.” I swallow the lump in my throat that’s getting thicker. “So for that, I’m giving you this. You are going to lose her.”

      “I don’t have her,” I say quietly, and she just laughs.

      “Oh, you silly, silly boy.” She turns now to look at me. “This is your last shot. You fuck this up, and I’ll do what I need to do, and that’s getting you replaced. I don’t care if I have to bring in an army of security details, but you will be gone.” She doesn’t give me a chance to say anything before she just walks away and leaves me replaying her words over and over in my head. For over two hours, I listen to her sing to the crowd. I watch the screen in the back and see what she wants the world to see. She flirts with the crowd, she gets them singing, and she smiles. Never once missing a beat. People in the back start gearing up for take down when her encore song comes on, and she finally takes her last bow, then turns and runs off the stage. Cori is there waiting for her, handing her a water bottle that she finishes in record time. Her chest heaves as we usher her out of the venue, and she gets on the bus. She walks to the back of the bus, and the door closes. I sit on the couch, and the door opens and then I hear it close. “Okay, she’s in the shower. She has no idea I’m not going to be here, so if you need me, you send up the bat signal, and I’ll do my best to make it to you.” She doesn’t wait for me to answer. She just walks off the bus, and then the bus takes off.

      I sit here, my hands all clammy as I wonder what the fuck is going to happen. “Cori!” I hear yelled out, and I wonder if I should go back there. Finally, after the third time, I get up and walk to the back and knock on the door. “Come in.”

      I stick my head in and see her standing there, her long hair wet from the shower she just took. She’s wearing sweats and a huge sweater that falls off her shoulder. “Hey.”

      She looks at me, her eyes big. “I called Cori.” She looks down. “Can you ask her to come in here?”

      “I would,” I say, walking into the room, “but she isn’t here.”

      She drops the towel she has in her hand. “What do you mean she isn’t here?”

      “I mean, no one is here except me and you,” I tell her, putting my hands in my back pockets.

      “That is unacceptable,” she huffs out and then tries to walk past me, but I stop her. “Move.”

      “This is enough,” I hiss out, my temper taking just about as much as I can handle right now. “Jesus, Kellie. Can we just talk about this for a second?”

      “Talk about what?” she asks. Standing in front of me, she crosses her arms over her chest. “There is nothing to talk about.” She looks away.

      I shake my head, thinking about Cori’s words. One shot. “Like fuck there isn’t,” I say louder than I want to. Her eyes fly up to mine, and I watch as anger fills her eyes.

      “You really want to fucking talk about this?” Her voice roars. “What do you want to talk about exactly?” Her voice softens and then gets louder with the next question. “Let’s talk about the fact I asked you to kiss me, and you said, and I quote”—she brings up her hands to do the quotation marks—“‘I can’t.’”

      “Yeah, you’re fucking right, I can’t!” I shout back.

      “I get it, okay?” she says, throwing her hands up. “I get that you don’t see me like that. I get that it was so hard to kiss me, but you had no problem fucking Stacey in the hotel gym now, did you?” she roars out the last part. “I’m not your type; I get it. Trust me, the message has been received loud and clear.” I don’t even hear the rest of her rant. The only thing I catch is I fucked Stacey in the gym.

      “What are you talking about?” I ask in a whisper.

      “Please spare me,” she scoffs. “I heard her,” she says. When I look at her, I see big tears forming in her eyes, but she blinks them away. “I was in the bathroom stall, and I heard her come in, and she told someone that she fucked you in the gym last night.” The lump I had in my throat before suddenly becomes bigger. It becomes so big I can’t say anything. My mouth just opens and closes, so Kellie continues, “I’m sorry I put you in that position.”

      “I never fucked her.” The words finally come out, my voice heavy with anger. “I never laid a finger on her.”

      “You don’t have to do this.” She shakes her head. A tear finally falls, but she wipes it away as fast as it came. “You can do what you want with whoever you want.”

      “I never even touched her. She was in the gym, and she came on to me, but I turned her down.” I watch her face, and I watch her eyes. What Cori said finally snaps into place. I have one more shot with her. “When you asked me to kiss you, I said I can’t. I never said I didn’t want to.”

      “It’s the same thing,” she fights back.

      “It isn’t,” I finally say, the days and hours of frustration rising to the surface. “I couldn’t kiss you in that bar because I knew it wouldn’t be enough.” The weight on my chest suddenly lets up a bit, her mouth opening. “I knew that if I kissed you that one time, it wouldn’t be enough, and I would want more. I would want to bury my hands in your hair.” I laugh at the irony of me trying to stay strong and fight this. “I didn’t just want to kiss you last night in that bar. I wanted to own you, claim you, make you fucking mine. I wanted to get lost in the kiss I know I will never, ever forget. A kiss I know the minute it happens will be over for us because there will be no other.”

      “I …” she says softly, her brain trying to wrap around the words, and then my brain stops working. My head doesn’t listen to the side saying just do your job. Instead, it listens to the side that says make her yours. I walk to her, her eyes going bigger and bigger as I get closer and closer. “Brian.” It’s the last thing I let her say because my hands are in her hair, and I tilt her head back, finally giving in to the months and months of aching for her, the months of wanting to taste her when I knew I couldn’t.

      Her mouth opens when I finally touch my lips to hers, her hands going to my face as she tilts her head to the side. Her tongue finally slides with mine, and our groans are swallowed by each other. Her hands move from my cheeks to my hair, and then finally, her chest is flush with mine. The kiss goes from soft to full-on need. Our heads move side to side to get deeper, to get more. It’s not enough. I knew it wouldn’t be enough. I knew that with one taste, one touch, I’d be gone. I pull away from her and see her chest rising and falling, her nipples now poking through her shirt, but it’s the whisker burn that she has around her plump lips that I’m staring at. “See,” I whisper, trying to get my mind to finally catch up to what is happening. “Do you see now?”

      “You didn’t fuck her?” she asks me again, and I shake my head.

      “Not even close,” I tell her. “She was there, and she pretty much said she wanted to, but I …” I close my eyes. “It’s you.”

      “Me?” She puts her hand to her chest.

      “It’s you, it’s only you, it’s you everywhere.” Rubbing my face, I lean back on the little desk she has in the room before I fall, and she walks over to me.

      “It’s always been you,” she says and now she stands in front of me, and we are eye-to-eye, “from the minute I met you.”

      “Kellie,” I plead or beg. I don’t even know.

      “I want to kiss you again,” she says. “I’ve waited to kiss you for what feels like my whole life.’ She smiles, and this time, she moves first. She leans in and nips my lips and then sticks her tongue out, licking my bottom lip. Her hands go around my neck, and I turn my head just a touch, just enough for our tongues to meet again. This time, the kiss lasts longer. Her hands go from my neck to my face to my cheek to my hair. My hands go from the counter to her hips, bringing her close to me, then to her ass. The ass that has been teasing me this whole time. I slowly move them up her back to her hair again. Our kiss goes from needy to soft to slow, so fucking slow. Hours, we kiss for hours.

      We kiss until the bus stops and then the driver announces over the speaker, “We have arrived.” We release each other but neither of us moves.

      “I don’t want to leave this room,” she says softly. “If it means never kissing you again, I’m not leaving this bus.”

      I laugh. “Let’s go, baby.” I grab her hand, and she pulls me back. “I have to check in so we can make out in a bed.”

      She looks up at me, smiling. “Okay, fine. Let’s go then.” She pulls me off the bus, and I follow her. It’s scary to think I’d follow her anywhere.
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        Kellie

      

      

      I’m so warm it’s like I’m wrapped up in a cocoon. I move my face and feel skin under me. Slowly peeling my eyes open, I don’t see anything but a hard chest. His smell makes me nuzzle my face deeper into his chest. “Morning,” he grumbles, turning to his back and taking me with him. I finally open my eyes, looking out the big window at the cloudy sky.

      Last night, we checked in, and the room had only one bed with a huge couch, but I wasn’t letting him get away. So we waited for our bags, and then he went to shower. I waited on my bed, and he came to me. We spent the night kissing, just kissing, and it was everything.

      “I’m hungry,” I finally say, sitting up, then leaning over him to grab the phone. I order a bunch of food. “I hope that is enough,” I tell him, getting out of bed and walking to the bathroom. I wash my hands and brush my teeth and walk out to see that he put on his shirt. “Why are you dressed?”

      “I’m not dressed. I’m wearing a shirt.” He laughs at me. When we were on the bus, and he finally told me that he did want to kiss me, it made all the chasing worth it.

      “Can you take off the shirt?” I wink at him playfully and then walk over to him as he sits on the couch with the remote in his hand.

      “I’ll take off my shirt the minute the food comes and we lock ourselves in again,” he tells me and then gets up, kissing me on his way to the bathroom. I grab my purse and send Cori a text.

      Thank you.

      Just those two words, and she’ll know exactly what I mean by that. I owe her big time.

      I put the phone aside when he comes back into the room, and at the same time, the knock on the door comes. He walks to it, returning with the tray, and then there’s another knock on the door. He looks at me funny, but I walk to the door, opening it.

      “We have a delivery for a Miss Kellie.” The man stands there in regular jeans and a white shirt. He is wearing a green baseball hat and has a scruffy beard. I reach out to take the box from him, and then he turns and hurries away, almost running down the hall, and I know something is wrong. I’m holding the box when I feel Brian push me aside to run down the hall after the guy. But he must get in the elevator and the door closes because he looks back at me.

      “Shut the door and don’t open it unless it’s me,” he says, running into the stairwell. I lock the door behind me, but I don’t move from my spot. I wait in case he needs me. I’m not even sure how long I’m standing here before I hear his voice. “It’s me.” Rushing to the door, I swing it open, and he comes inside, his chest heaving. “I missed him. He got into a white van before I could make it outside.” Making a call on his phone, he puts it to his ear and says, “Conference call in two minutes,” and then hangs up. “Did you look in the box?” he asks, and I just shake my head.

      He sets the brown box on the table, and I watch as he unties the purple ribbon around the box. The ribbons fall to the sides when he takes the top off. The sound of the white tissue paper crumpling echoes in the now silent room. When he hisses, I look over and see that it’s a giant purple heart. The letter on the top is my name in block letters. It looks like he did it with a ruler.

      You have my heart. Now I’m going to have yours.

      “Fucking hell.” I hear Brian hiss out and then run for his phone. I pick up the note, and the hair on the back of my neck flies up. “Don’t touch anything else,” he tells me, and my wonderful day has now been taken away from me. “Yeah, it’s me. She just got another one,” he says and then picks up the purple heart. “It’s a heart-shaped amethyst stone.” I sit in the chair and just look at the heart. “No idea. I chased him to the lobby, and then he sprinted to a waiting white van. He got in, and they peeled away. There were no tags.” I see him looking at me and listen before he asks me, “What was he wearing?”

      “He was wearing jeans and a green hat, and his hands were dirty. He had black Converse on,” I tell him softly, my mind now flying back to remember everything about him. The way his eyes twinkled like he was on something, the way his lips twitched, and he almost chuckled when he finally handed me the box.

      “Did you get that?” He talks to the person on the phone. “I want to pull the video from the cameras around the hotel. If he walked in here, it has to be somewhere.” He puts the heart back in the box and covers it. “Call me when you have something.” He throws his phone and comes to squat down in front of me. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I say softly.

      “Are you okay?” he asks me, grabbing one of my hands and bringing it to his mouth to kiss it. Something that I would have gone crazy over yesterday.

      “I thought that it was over,” I tell him. “We’ve been on the road for three weeks. I thought it was over, and he had moved on.”

      “Baby,” he says softly, his hand cradling my face, “I’m so sorry.”

      “I woke up happy,” I finally say, the tears running down my face. “I woke up actually happy. I was in your arms, I had just had the best kiss of my life, and I was happy to have that. Not a kiss for the big screen or the red carpet just to be in the papers. It was for me.” I put my hands to my chest. “It was mine, and he took it away from me.”

      “There will be more kisses, baby,” he says, leaning in and kissing my lips softly, “this afternoon, tonight, tomorrow.”

      I look down, staring at his hand on my leg. “There better be.” I lean in a touch and kiss him because I can. “It’s not like I haven’t had stalkers before, but they never went to this much trouble.”

      “Well, let’s hope he gets tired,” he says with a smile, and my stomach decides it’s time to make a loud rumbling noise. “Well, then, I guess I better get my girl fed.”

      I laugh and then see him pick up the box and move it to the coffee table. “I am going to ship that back to the office and see what they get from it.”

      I’m already getting my plate and grabbing a waffle, then I look at him.

      “Do you think he fucked with the food?” I ask him, and he stops filling up his plate.

      “Go get dressed,” he says to me in a gruff way, then grabs his phone and puts it to his ear. “Rachel, we are going to plan B.” I watch him on the phone. “He got to her door, so he can get to her food. I want everything set up.” He stops talking and listens to what or whoever is on the phone. “Perfect. Send me the address.”

      “Who was that?” I ask him, and he looks at me.

      “Rachel,” he says, and I swallow the news. “She’s one of the guys.” He follows it up. “She got us another location, and only me, you, and Cori will know it.”

      “Is that really necessary?” I ask, and he glares at me. “Okay, I know he came to the door, but do you think he will come again?”

      “I have no idea, but I’m not going to sit here and wait,” he says, and his phone beeps. “Perfect. We have a car that will be downstairs in fifteen and an address. You need to take one bag, so …”

      I stare at him. “Well, what are we doing?” I look over at the luggage cart overflowing with bags. I make a mental note to have Cori send back half of them. I haven’t even touched a couple.

      “Making out,” he says, and I look back up at him, “a lot.”

      I try not to smile, but I lose the battle. “Then I’m ready,” I tell him and then look down at my crazy loose sweats and big shirt. Maybe I should dress up a bit, so I grab my bag and go into the bathroom. I put on my fitted gray sweats and white T-shirt, tying the hem in a knot on the side. My hair is all over the place since I didn’t dry it after and he spent the night with his hands in said hair. I pin it to the top of my head and then walk out. “Okay, now I’m ready.”

      I look over at him, and he has his bag next to him. When he gets up, I see he’s dressed now. He is wearing fitted dark blue pants and a gray long-sleeved sweater pulled up to the elbows. His eyes fly up, and he spots me. “Is there anything that you don’t look beautiful in?” he mumbles. I smile, the butterflies all forming in my stomach. I’m a grown-ass woman, and I’ve been called beautiful my whole life, but from him, it’s just that much better. His phone beeps. “Okay, the car is downstairs. I texted Cori about what was going on. I am going to have someone pick her up and bring her to us.”

      I nod at him and then walk out of the hotel room with him. He holds my hand the whole time until we step next to the black Range Rover waiting for him at the curb. He opens the front passenger door for me, and after I step in, I watch him walk around the car, open the back door, and throw our bags into the back. He gets in the driver’s seat and sets the address on his phone, and I watch the tall building fade as we make our way to the secret house. We pull up to a gate, and he enters a code, and the gates open. We make our way down the gravel driveway, and I see the vast green lawn and the house in the back. “Where are we?” I look at the two-story white house with black shutters. Columns line the front, holding up the second-floor balcony.

      Brian pulls up to the side of the house where there are two garage doors. I get out of the car and wait for him as he gets our bags from the back of the SUV. He walks over to one of the garage doors and flips open a cover over a keypad. He enters the four numbers, and the door starts to open, showing us that it’s empty. I follow Brian who walks to the three wooden steps leading to a brown door. He opens it, and we step into what is the kitchen and family room. I look up to see the wooden beams on all the ceilings. The whole kitchen is an oak color. The L-shaped light beige counter with stools has six trays on it.

      “Good, the food arrived,” Brian says, walking to the green couch and putting our bags on them. The whole room has so many colors it doesn’t make sense, but then when you look back and forth, it looks really cozy. I walk over to the counter, and when he takes off the covers, I see they have a feast for more than two.

      “How many people are you expecting?” I ask him, and he shakes his head but then my phone rings from my bag. I walk over to it and see that Tommy’s trying to FaceTime me. “It’s Tommy.” I look at Brian, and he nods, so I press connect. The little round circle goes around and around while connecting, and then Tommy’s face fills the screen.

      “There is my beautiful girl.” He smiles, and I see that he is sitting on a couch somewhere. “How are you holding up?” I walk to the couch and sit down on it, tucking my legs under me.

      “I’m good. I was freaking out a little this morning, but I’m good now,” I tell him.

      “What did he send?” he asks me, worry all over his face.

      “It was a heart-shaped stone, which wasn’t that bad, but it was the note and that he was able to get so close to me,” I tell him. The fact that he could have gotten to me so easily just makes the danger so much more in my face.

      “Where the fuck was Brian?” he hisses. “How the fuck did he let that happen?”

      I look back at Brian, who looks like he’s about to rip his head off. “He was right there, but I went to the door without thinking. He hasn’t even let me workout by myself,” I defend him. “This has nothing to do with Brian.”

      “Well, he should have been the one who answered the door,” he says, and now I get angry, but I don’t have time to say anything because the phone is taken out of my hands.

      “There is no way in hell you are blaming this on me. You said you had the hotels covered,” he hisses. I look at him now and see that he’s not just pissed. He’s past pissed. “From now on, I choose where we stay, and I also get to decide who gets that info, and right now, I don’t trust anyone but my team.”

      “There is no way anyone from my side leaked this information or took the information,” Tommy snarls. “I’m getting on a plane in an hour.”

      “For what?” he asks. “To make yourself feel better for putting her in danger?”

      “That is enough,” I say softly and walk over to him, grabbing the phone back. “Tommy, I’m fine. There is no reason for you to come. If I feel at any time I need you, I will let you know.”

      “Okay, sweetheart, but I’m just a phone call away,” he tells me. “You call me whenever you want.”

      “I will.” I hang up and then turn back to Brian. “What was all that?” I say, holding the phone up in my hand. “Where I stay is not a secret. You know this. The hotel people could have leaked the information to get free press. This is just the way things work.” I walk to him and put my hands on his hips. “I shouldn’t have opened the door.” He puts his hands on my hips, pulling me into a hug. I raise my head and kiss his neck. “I promise to let you do what you need to do.”

      “I don’t care if you let me or not. It’s happening.” He wraps his arms around me. “Now, let’s eat. We need to talk.” The words “we need to talk” don’t sit well with me for some reason, but I just nod. Walking over to the kitchen, I open the cabinets until I find the plates and then take one to him. There is a tray with pancakes and waffles, one with eggs, another one with chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes, and also mashed sweet potatoes.

      “Great, what every girl wants to hear. Let’s talk,” I tell him and then walk to the table with my plate half full and a pit in my stomach.
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      “Great, what every girl wants to hear. Let’s talk,” she says to me, filling up her plate but not as much as she should be. I look over at her as she sits down at the table in the corner.

      What started as one of the best mornings I’ve had has turned into a shitshow. The minute the knock came on the door, the hair on my neck stood up. I knew it wasn’t good. Watching her walk in with the brown box in her hand screamed bad news, and I was pissed at myself for letting her answer the door. I was pissed at myself for letting my guard down. I was pissed I let Tommy talk me into hotels and didn’t follow my gut and just rent houses for the tour. This stops here. I sit in the chair next to her and watch her push around her food, nibbling on a couple of pieces.

      “Babe,” I say, grabbing a forkful of chicken fried steak, “relax.” She looks up at me, grabbing a piece of waffle. “For the rest of the tour, my team and I are going to handle where we’ll be staying, and it’s on a need to know basis.”

      She looks at me. “And who is on a need to know basis?” she asks me while I chew.

      “Me,” I tell her honestly, “and maybe Cori but so far just me.”

      She throws her fork down on the plate, and it clatters with a clank. “What do you mean maybe Cori?” Leaning back in her chair, she says, “She has been with me since the beginning. If there is anyone out there who can be trusted, it’s Cori.”

      “I’ll have a chat with Cori,” I tell her and then look at her, pointing at her plate with my fork. “Eat.”

      She glares at me but picks up her fork and cuts a piece of chicken fried steak. “Where I go, she goes,” she says, “so you need to tell her. She has to organize things for me.” I get up, grab a bottle of water, and then go back to the table. “Now that we’ve settled that, how about we talk about this?” she says, gesturing between us.

      “What about it?” I ask her. Now it’s my turn to throw down my fork.

      “Well, it’s no secret I’ve wanted you for a long time.” She starts talking, and her eyes lower when she does this, so I push back from the table, sliding my chair across the terracotta tiles. Her eyes fly up, looking at me, and then she watches me round the table and pull her chair out. “Brian?” she asks me on a whisper, and her eyes widen when I pick her up out of her chair. Her arm goes around my shoulders, and she holds on while I carry her to the couch. Sitting down in the middle of the couch, I look at her.

      “If we are going to have a conversation about us, I want to do it while I touch you,” I tell her as my heart speeds up a bit, and my mouth gets suddenly dry.

      “Okay,” she murmurs and then looks down again. I put my finger under her chin and lift her face so I can see her eyes. “Now, where were we?” I ask the silly question because I know exactly where we were. “You were saying something about wanting me?” I smile and then lean in to touch her lips with mine.

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Oh, God,” she mumbles and then starts again, “as I said, it’s no surprise that I have wanted you for a long time.” She stops. “I have discussions better when I can walk and talk with my hands.”

      “Fine.” I give in, knowing she must be nervous. “But kiss me first,” I tell her. She smiles and then leans in and kisses me. Not soft like before, but with a nip on my bottom lip and then her tongue sliding in with mine. She turns in my lap, giving my cock a notion that it’s time to play. When her knees go on either side of my hips and she grinds her pussy on me, a groan roars through me. My hand grabs her face, and then slide into her long, lush hair where I grab a fist full of it and then press into her. Now it’s her turn to moan as she grinds up and down against me. I push her away from me. “If we continue this, I’m going to embarrass myself and then have to go get cleaned up.”

      She laughs at me, her green eyes bright with a twinkle. She pushes off me, and I swear to God I hear my cock moan out its disappointment. “Okay.” She stands in front of me with her hands folded together in front of her. “So I’ve wanted you for a long time.”

      I smile at her and lean back on the couch. “I know.”

      She shakes her head. “Can you try to be a little less modest?”

      “Baby, you were dating someone else when you came on to me,” I point out.

      “Technically,” she starts, and now she paces in front of me left and right. “So”—her hands go to the sides of her—“I wasn’t really dating him.”

      I sit up straight. “What are you talking about? I drove you to his house.” I stare at her, and she smiles a bit.

      “Well, the first time you drove me there, we were dating. Sort of.” She starts walking again. “I mean, it was our third date.” Her head moves side to side as she looks over at me to make sure I’m listening. “Well, then I saw you, and I broke up with him that first night.”

      I stand now. “You came back five times,” I point out, thinking about all the times I had to drive her there with her coming on to me. I was irritated and pissed each time she got out of the truck. “Five, Kellie.” My voice goes up a notch, and she holds out her hand to stop me from talking.

      “Yeah, well, in case you don’t remember, I pushed it so far and made you drive me around, hoping you would show a smidgen of anything.”

      “You were there to see another man,” I emphasize.

      “Well, not really, but yeah,” she says, and then she stops moving. “But well, the other times, I just sat in the hallway of his apartment building biding my time until I came out.”

      I rub my hands over my face, thinking back on those times how the visits went from three hours to twenty minutes, and the last time, it was seven minutes. I didn’t even turn off the truck. I look over at her. “You played me.”

      “Not really.” She smiles. “But I wanted to see you, and all the hints I dropped didn’t work, so I had to improvise.”

      “Baby,” I say, shaking my head, “I don’t date people who I work for or protect.”

      I think she stops breathing. She definitely stops smiling. “What?” she whispers. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I’ve never crossed that line before. I’ve always stuck by what I said, but then you just …” I sit back down on the couch. “You just pushed me until I couldn’t take another breath without kissing you.”

      “Well,” she says softly, “does this mean we can’t kiss anymore?”

      I shake my head. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t stop when it comes to you.” She starts to walk to me. “But.” She stops halfway there. “I can’t sleep with you until after the tour. I need to focus, and I know that I won’t be able to if it’s at that level.”

      “Brian, there are another two months.” She puts her hands on her hips. “That’s sixty days.”

      “Trust me, Kellie, I know,” I hiss out. “I can pretty much count down the hours at this point.”

      “So no sex until after the tour?” she asks. “What about other stuff?” I look at her, seeing that her eyes have gone dark. Her cheeks a bit pink.

      “Like?” I ask her, not sure I want her to answer this question.

      “Like what if I wanted to touch you?” she asks, her cheeks getting pinker. “What if I wanted you to touch me?”

      “I’m listening,” I say, but I don’t think I can hear her words because my heart starts to beat so loud it’s echoing in my ears.

      “What if I want to go down on you, or you go down on me?” she says, and that is enough for me to snap. I get up. “What if I need you to make me come?” It takes two strides to get to her. I pick her up, and her legs wrap around my waist, her arms around my neck, and she kisses me. Her tongue slides with mine, dancing, slowly turning around and around. She lets go of my lips while I turn around and head for the stairs. “Foreplay,” she whispers, kissing my cheek softly, then going to my ear. Nipping my earlobe, she sucks it in her mouth, making my cock rise in a nanosecond. Full-on hard-on, my constricting jeans make it hurt a touch. But I walk up the stairs and finally reach a bedroom. I have no idea if this is the master bedroom or not; the only thing I see is the king-size bed in the middle of the room. I throw her on the bed, and she bounces once, her hair all over her, and she props herself on her elbows to look at me. “Does this mean we are okay with foreplay?” she asks and then sits up in the middle of the bed. Her hands reach for the hem of her shirt, and she pulls it off. Now she sits in the middle wearing her white lacy bra. Little bow in the middle of her chest. The bra goes to her mid stomach, all lace. I can see her pink nipples straining to come out.

      I watch her, trying to get my breathing and my willpower under control. It’s right here, this minute, watching her with her hair all around her, that makes me want to cross that line. I want to toss all the rules out the window and give into this, but I can’t. “Jesus, you’re killing me, baby,” I say to her, running one hand through my hair.

      “Take your shirt off, Brian,” she tells me, getting on her knees in the middle of the bed. “This is going to be the longest sixty days of my life, but”—she crawls closer to the edge and to me—“we are going to get fairly well-acquainted with each other in that time.”

      “Baby,” I whisper, leaning down to kiss her when I hear my phone ringing from downstairs. Her eyes go to slits. “It could be Cori.”

      She huffs and falls back on the bed, groaning. I turn to run down the stairs, cursing all the saints in the world who brought me to this place right here. It’s like waving a fly in front of a cat. I get to my phone, and I see it’s Cori. “Hello.”

      “I’m here,” she says, “but I can’t get in.” I walk to the front door, turning the lock and opening it to find her standing there with the man who brought her. “Thank you.” I nod to him.

      “Holy shit, look at this place,” Cori says, walking in and dropping her bag at the front door. “Now what in the world happened?” she asks, turning to look at me.

      “It’s a long story.” I hear Kellie say, coming down the stairs with her shirt on again. “We can fill you in while we eat.” She smiles at her and comes to me, wrapping her arm around my waist. My eyes never leave Cori, who just stares with huge eyes and a big grin on her face. My arms automatically go around her shoulder, and I pull her closer to me. “I’m hungry.”

      “Okay, baby,” I whisper to her and lean down to kiss her. The sound of Cori laughing in the background makes me think this just might be okay. We walk back into the kitchen and heat our plates and then fill Cori in.

      “I keep telling you never go to the door,” Cori tells Kellie, who just rolls her eyes. “You never learn.”

      “Well, I did now,” she tells her. “Thanks.”

      “I think you changing things will be good,” Cori says. “No one will know.”

      “That is what I think, too,” I tell her. “Also, no more long bus rides.” I expect Kellie to say something or protest. “If it’s eight hours or less, we can do it, but after that, we get a plane.”

      “Finally,” Cori says. “There is only so much I can take, and the nineteen hours together was my breaking point.” She grabs her water bottle. “So are we telling people about you two dating?”

      “No,” Kellie says. “It’s the three of us, and that’s it.”

      “So does that mean no more dates for you?” Cori teases. I get up, grab the plates, and walk over to the sink, rinsing them off and then putting them in the dishwasher. Ignoring Cori’s laughter. I leave them at the table while I make sure all the arrangements are ready for the rest of the tour.

      “That bed has to be the most comfortable bed of my life,” Cori says from the back seat. “I swear I felt I was floating on a cloud.” I look over at Kellie, who just looks at me and smiles. We went to bed together last night, but we didn’t spend much of it sleeping. Now we are on our way to the venue. “I’m sending half your shit home,” Cori continues talking. “If you need an outfit, we can improvise.”

      “Thank fuck,” I say to them. “It’s about time.”

      “You always have to be prepared,” Kellie says. “You never know when you’re going to need a sparkly ball gown.” She laughs. “We really did overpack.”

      “We?” Cori interrupts from the back. “Don’t put a we in this. You, your stylist overpacked.” She turns to me. “I tried to talk her out of it.”

      I hear Kellie gasp. “Liar.”

      We pull up to the venue, and I park the car where I was instructed to, leaving the keys inside for the guy to get it once the concert is over.  “Here we go,” Kellie says, getting out, and we walk side by side into the venue. Our fingers graze softly when she leaves to do the sound check. I sit in the front row, looking around. To think, in six hours this place will be full of screaming fans.

      We hit the gym as soon as she comes off the stage. She’s with her trainer, and I’m on my own but always have her in my sight. She walks out while I’m finishing up, and I grab a water bottle ready to follow her when Stacey comes in. Her hair is tied high on her head, her eyes going bright when she sees me. “Well, well, if it isn’t the man I’ve been looking for,” she purrs.

      I just look at her, my blood boiling when I look over her shoulder and spot Kellie standing there leaning on the doorjamb. “Not sure why you are looking for me.”

      “Well,” she says, coming close to me, “I was hoping you could maybe spot me.” I shake my head.

      “No can do,” I tell her, “but I’m sure someone else would be more than happy to.” A fake smile fills her face as she tries to recover. I start to walk to the door and then turn around. “Oh, and I’m not sure you heard or not, but someone is going around saying I fucked you in the hotel gym.”

      I watch her eyes go from pissed to a deer in a headlight, her mouth gaping but no sound coming out. “Now, you and I know that shit didn’t happen, right?” She nods. “I put a squash to it the minute I heard the rumor. I would hate for it to be done in a public announcement.”

      I don’t bother saying anything else as I head for the door and see Kellie turning to walk away. Once I get to her side, I say, “Did you come back to spy on me?”

      “No.” She tries to lie. “I forgot my water bottle.”

      “Did you?” I tell her, stopping in the middle of the hallway. “And I guess you forgot it again?” I look at her empty hands.

      “You just went from super hot to super annoying in a split second,” she says and storms away as my laughter fills the halls.
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      “Can one get blue vagina?” I ask Cori at the breakfast table two weeks later, making her almost choke on her cereal.

      “What the fuck?” She coughs as she tries to swallow. “Holy shit.”

      “What’s going on?” I look up and spot Brian there in his shorts and nothing else. Leaning down to kiss me, he says, “Morning.”

      “Morning.” I smile at him, kissing him twice more. He walks over to the coffee machine and makes himself a cup, then comes back to the table and sits down between us.

      “So what are you guys talking about?” he asks, and even though I go to bed with him every night, and I’ve kissed him over a thousand times, he still gets my heart pounding. It’s been three weeks since we first kissed, and although our hands are well traveled over each other, it’s remained PG-13.

      “Oh, I’m happy to say Kellie, here, was wondering if one can get blue vagina,” Cori says, and Brian literally sprays coffee all over the table in a coughing fit. “That was my reaction,” Cori says, getting up and going over to the sink and coming back with disinfectant and a rag. “So, Brian, you seem like a resourceful person. Is it possible?”

      He looks at Cori and then turns to glare at me. “Private,” he hisses.

      I shrug my shoulders, getting up and bringing my plate to the sink, then washing off my hands. “It’s an honest question.” I walk over to my phone and press the home button twice. “Siri, is there such a thing as blue vagina?” I wait for her, well him, since I have the British guy.

      “Here’s what I found on the web for ‘is there such a thing as blue vagina.’”

      “Nothing, but there is something called blue waffle,” I tell them and click on the link and then drop my phone. “Oh my God. That’s so gross.”

      “It’s a hoax,” Cori says from beside me, and we both look at her. “It’s a fake story. There is no such thing as blue waffle.”

      “How the hell did you know that?” Brian asks her, and she shrugs her shoulders. “It’s just useless stuff I know.”

      “Jesus,” I say, and then she looks at me, then Brian. “Is it not working?” she asks, pointing at his penis, and I have to throw my hand in front of my mouth to keep from laughing. “I mean, it’s okay if it’s not.”

      “It’s working fine,” he grits out, then turns to me, “tell her.”

      “They have pills for that nowadays, and you won’t feel inadequate about it,” she goes on, and Brian puts his hands on his hips.

      “We can’t sleep together until after the tour,” I tell her, “and well”—I look at Brian—“I want to change that.”

      Cori puts her hands up. “Okay, this is really TMI. I’m out.” She turns and walks out of the room, and then he turns to me.

      “Baby,” he says, and I shake my head.

      “No, Brian,” I tell him, my hands going to my hips. “I get it, I do.”

      He just looks at me, and I continue talking, not giving him a chance to say anything. “But I’m a normal woman who wants to take it to the next step, and I want to take it to the top of the stairs with you.” I walk to him, slipping my hands around his waist, then get on my tippy toes. “I would like to have an orgasm that my boyfriend gives me rather than one I give myself while thinking about him.”

      His eyes flare and turn a dark blue. “Jesus, have you been doing that?” He doesn’t say anything, his voice going lower and lower. “In the past three weeks?”

      “Well, yeah,” I tell him, “haven’t you?”

      “Where?” he asks me softly, and I feel his cock hard against my stomach. Definitely nothing wrong there.

      “In the shower,” I tell him. “Sometimes in bed.”

      “With me next to you?” He picks me up and starts walking back toward the stairs to our house where we are staying.

      I hug him with my lips close to his ear and whisper, “No, it’s usually when you leave me high and dry and go shower,” I tell him. “I need more.”

      “I won’t fuck you with people in the house,” he sighs. “I can’t fuck you.”

      I groan. “Brian, I get it, I do, and I think you have the highest honor, but, honey, I need you to touch me.” I trail kisses down his neck, sucking in. “I need to come with you.” I continue my assault on his neck. “I need you to make me come.”

      “Fuck.” He exhales loudly. When we get in the room and he slams the door closed with his foot, he walks over to the bed. “Did you do it last night?”

      “Yes,” I tell him honestly. “I took my time, hoping you would come out and catch me,” I tell him quietly. “Hoping that it would be your fingers in me and not mine.” I unwind my legs from his waist. Falling on the bed, I watch him, my eyes never leaving his when I reach out and finally cup his cock in my hand. With his hard thickness in my palm, I move it up and down. “Please,” I whisper, grabbing his hand and placing it on my pussy. I don’t say anything else because he moves his hands up and down. His eyes are watching our hands as we rub each other in sync.

      “My baby fingers herself, and that’s the hottest fucking visual I can think of right now.” His voice comes out in a whisper but full of need. My hips move to get him to move faster. “Lie back, baby.”

      I don’t make him ask me twice or even think about it. He grabs my legs, bringing me to the edge of the bed, my ass almost hanging off. I’m lying on the bed in my sweats, but there isn’t anything on under them, and I don’t think he knows. When his hands find the waist, and he slides a finger in, he pulls them down and his eyes get so dark they look brown.

      “Bare,” he says, looking at my pussy which has a little landing strip. His finger moves over my slit, the stickiness of me seeping out. He brings his finger to his mouth, licking the tip. “Sweet,” he says, falling to his knees. His mouth covers my pussy, sucking it in his mouth. The heat of his mouth and the softness of his tongue have me moaning. “Shh,” he whispers, letting go and then looking in my eyes while he sticks his tongue out and slowly licks me from bottom to top, his tongue going in my folds. I try to watch him, but the sensation makes my head fall back. His head moves side to side as his tongue finally comes back down and slides into me. My hand goes to his head, my fingers running through his hair. I want to watch what he’s doing, but the feeling is just everywhere. The heat from his mouth and the slickness of his tongue—I just take it all in. My back arches up when his teeth nip my clit. “Fuck,” he hisses out when he slides one finger in me, and I moan, squeezing him. My hips move slowly up and down, following his tongue. I hear him laugh and look down. “My baby needs to come?” he asks, and I just nod. He sticks another finger in me and starts to move it faster and faster. His eyes catch mine while he sucks my clit into his mouth, nipping it and then going down to slip his tongue in with his fingers. My hips fall into rhythm with his fingers, and they rise and fall with him. I try to spread my legs as wide as they can go.

      “Fuck my face,” he says, and my body takes over. When my hand goes down to play with my clit, he growls and tosses it away. “My fingers are in you; my mouth is on your pussy. It’s mine to make come.” And I don’t know if it’s the words or the way his thumb is now rubbing my clit faster and faster while his fingers assault me, but my toes finally curl, my stomach gets tight, and my head falls back. And I come. Fuck, I come, squeezing the shit out of his fingers. My hips don’t stop, and they ride out the wave, and just when I think it’s over, he speeds up again, sucking my clit into his mouth, and I let go again. My hands push his head into my pussy, and I have no idea what is going on.

      I think I’m floating; my limbs all feel like jelly, and my legs dangle off the side of the bed. My arms let go of his head, falling to either side of me. I swear my lips are so heavy I can’t open them. I don’t need to open them because I feel his hands on me, roaming up my hips as he kisses my stomach softly. He trails kisses up my chest, bringing my shirt with him. Taking one of my nipples into his mouth, he then blows across it, and the breeze on my nipple makes me shiver. I try to open my eyes and nothing. His hands feel like they are everywhere on me. I groan, and my mouth opens a touch. Suddenly, his tongue is sliding into my mouth, and I taste myself on him. My legs finally wrap around his hips, and my arms hold him to me. He rolls us to his back, and now I’m straddling him. I let go of his lips and sit up on him, his covered cock resting right under me.

      I grab the hem of my shirt and pull it off me, my tits hanging free. One of the things I’ve never had to get done was implants. I’ve always been a nice full B cup. His eyes take me in as I sit on him naked, then his hands reach up and grab my tits. He kneads them and then rolls the nipples between his fingers, and my head falls back. I have to put my hands on his chest to keep from losing my balance. “Stop doing that. I need to concentrate,” I tell him, whispering and moaning at the same time. One of his hands moves down and finds my clit. “No,” I say, moving out of his way. I get off the bed, and he is in the same position as I was before. His legs hang off the bed, his shorts sitting low on his hips, and his thick cock forming an outline. My hand goes straight for it, and I rub up and down, his shorts moving with me. I take one of my fingers and rub it along his stomach where the waistband sits. Slowly, I slide it under, going right to left, going deeper and deep until I finally touch the soft skin of his cock. I look at him when a moan escapes him. I move his shorts down, getting my first view of his long, thick cock. My hand instinctively fists him, my fingers never able to touch. I twist my fist from the base all the way up, the little drop of pre-cum glistening on the top. I lean my head down and lick the tip, twirling my tongue around. I look down at his cock in my hand, and I swear it takes everything I have not to climb up on him and sink down on it.

      “You know what just ran through my mind?” I ask, taking the tip into my hot mouth, my tongue circling the head. He doesn’t answer; he just looks down at me, moving my long hair to the side so he can watch his cock disappear in my mouth. “That I want to sit on you and sink down on your cock.” I take him a bit deeper this time. “Fill me up,” I say once I get to the tip, my hand moving up and down while I speak. I take him in my mouth again, this time deeper, and I’m so hot for him and his cock, I stop talking. One hand is fisting him while the other is buried between my legs. I release his cock and suck one of his balls into my mouth, and his head falls back on the bed. My hand continues to work him up and down with a little twist when it gets to the top.

      “Baby.” He blows out a breath. “Come sit on my face.” His eyes are hooded. I get on the bed and crawl to him, taking his mouth as he buries his hands in my long hair that feels like it’s all over the place. He stops kissing me. “Get on my face,” he tells me again, and I throw one leg over his head while my face looks at his cock. He doesn’t wait for me to sit down. He grabs my hips, pulling me down as his tongue slips through me, and I have to hold his chest when I fall forward a touch. I finally open my eyes and then lie down, taking his cock in my mouth as he tongue fucks me. My mouth is hungry for him, and my hips start moving with the rhythm of my hand stroking his cock. I groan when I feel myself coming again, and I take him all the way in my mouth. “Fuck,” he grumbles from my pussy. “I’m going to come,” he says, and I know because his cock just got a touch thicker in my mouth. I don’t stop my mouth from working him. I don’t stop my hand from stroking him up and down, and his cum hits the back of my throat the same time I come on his tongue again. I take everything he has to give me; I take it and continue until his semi-hard cock slips out of my mouth. I fall to the side, knowing I won’t be able to move anywhere else. I lie here like a ragdoll and look at him, my pussy juice all over his face. “Fuck this, you, us, is going to be the death of me,” he says, and I don’t know if he’s talking to me or my pussy.

      “We can just give in and have sex,” I tell him, trying to lift my hand. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Want to take a shower with me?” he asks me, and I finally look at his gorgeous body when he sits, then stands up. His chest is wide, his pecs defined. His abs are all on point, the ridges defined, and the side V makes me want to bite it. His cock lays to the side, semi-hard, and I lick my lips again. “Baby.” His voice breaks me out of my daydream.

      “What?” I ask him, looking up at him, my hair all over the bed.

      “Want to take a shower with me?” he asks me again.

      “Will you bend me over and fuck me from behind?” I ask him, propping myself up on one arm. He closes his eyes, his cock starting to rise a bit. “I guess that’s a no then.” I laugh at him and move to get under the covers. “It’s a rest day, and I just had the best orgasms of my life, so I’m going to rest so I can recharge for round two,” I say, lying in the middle of the bed. “Go shower.” He kisses my cheek, and then I watch him walk to the bathroom, his ass on fucking point. “It’s annoying that you have the most perfect body … need you to eat some Chick-fil-A with me,” I mumble to his back, not even sure if he heard me. I listen to the water turn on and tell myself I’m just going to rest my eyes until he comes back.
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      “I’m not making her do eighteen hours on the road,” I tell Cori when we sit in the bus going from Boston to Toronto. We are more than halfway done with this tour, and I swear I’m about to throw in the towel.

      “What are you guys talking about now?” Kellie asks, coming in from the back of the bus. She just took a shower, and she sits next to me, curling her legs under her. She tips her face up, and I know she wants a kiss, and I’m okay giving her one. Fuck, I’ve never wanted to kiss a woman more in my life. All the time. We could be watching television, and I just want to lean over and kiss her. Anything to get my lips on her. I’ve worshiped every single inch of her, and it’s still not enough. It never seems to be enough. “Hi,” she whispers when I kiss her softly.

      “Hey, baby.” I move her hair to the side and kiss her neck.

      “You guys are nauseating,” Cori says, and I look over at her. It’s just the three of us on the bus since Jackie and Trisha decided it’s more fun on the other buses. She then looks at Kellie. “I’m going to miss the bus since Brian has canceled most of the trips.” I look over at Brian who just shrugs.

      “It’s too long a drive, and you don’t need to do it when we can get on a plane. I’ve also canceled the rides from Miami to Nashville, and the Detroit to Kansas City route,” I tell her. So far, it’s been smooth sailing and there hasn’t been another delivery. The box had no fingerprints, no evidence, nothing, so we are still what I call sitting ducks. We have been staying in houses the whole time, and it’s better than I thought it would be.

      “Are you just going to let him do that?” Cori asks Kellie, leaning back in her chair.

      “Do you want to argue with him?” Kellie says, crunching a chip. “How did the last argument go?” They both look at me, knowing the last time they argued with me about where we ended up eating, and well, in the end, I won. Cori doesn’t say anything, knowing that any argument they have with me, I’m always right. Cori pffts out, and then I look over to catch her rolling her eyes. “Exactly.”

      “That wasn’t even a valid argument. We were in Philly, so obviously I was going to have a cheesesteak.” She throws up her hand. “But this is a whole detour. I have to secure a plane and make sure all the—”

      I hold up my hand to stop her. “Already done.” I look at her, and she leers at me. “I’m that good.” I wink at her, knowing she hates it.

      “I don’t know what you see in him,” Cori says, and I throw my head back and laugh.

      “He can make me have double orgasms, and his cock is perfect,” Kellie says. I whip my head to the side while Cori makes retching noises. “What? I have to tell her. She’s my best friend.”

      “Baby, private,” I tell her between closed teeth, and she drops the bag of chips on the floor and then crawls into my lap.

      “I’m out,” Cori says. “I am going to put my ear plugs in just in case.”

      Her hands come to my face and she kisses me. “Babe,” I whisper between kisses, my hand in her wet hair, “private means me and you.”

      “Honey,” she says breathlessly when my hands roam to her tits, cupping them in my hands, “I couldn’t ever keep the orgasm thing to myself.”

      “And my cock?” I grind up now, said cock ready to fucking sink in her. This is the hardest I’ve ever had to fight. I almost gave in yesterday and just planted myself in her once and then die there.

      “Your cock,” she says, rotating her hips in circles on my cock, “it’s a thing of art, Brian.” I pinch her nipples, knowing it’s going to set her off. “And it’s mine,” she says. She comes on me while we dry hump on the couch. “How much time do we have until we get to Pittsburgh?”

      “We are going to go past Border Patrol in thirty minutes, and then we have three until we get to Pittsburgh,” I tell her, and then I kiss her again. Fuck, the kiss brings me to my knees. “You need to get off me so I can get under control.”

      She moans as she climbs off me. “You know what? I might stop giving you head if you don’t do me soon.” I laugh at her as I adjust myself. “I don’t know why you are laughing. I could do it.”

      “Could you?”  I ask her with a hint of teasing. “You love it as much as I do,” I point out, and she just shrugs her shoulders.

      “Game on.” I have been in a warzone, shot at, and dragged through the mud, but her threat is up there with things that scare me. She grabs the remote from the table and stretches out, putting her feet on me, and we watch Shameless while we wait to pass the border. We have to go to secondary inspection when they see the bus, but it’s smooth sailing, and by the time we pull up to the truck we are getting into, she’s almost dragging her ass. She doesn’t say much to me the whole way there. In fact, she hasn’t said more than two words to me. If there is one thing I hate, it’s the silent treatment.

      “Come on, baby.” I swat her ass, and she looks back at me.

      “Don’t call me that,” she snaps, and I look at her. “Give me the cock and you can call me that. Otherwise, no.” I have to hide my laughter when she glares at me.

      “Babe, it’s the whole ‘don’t shit where you eat’ thing,” I tell her, and Cori just groans from the back seat.

      “You already ate where you eat,” Cori says from the back. “Three meals a day from what I heard.”

      I look back at Kellie, who looks out the window. “I’m not talking to you.” She tries to ignore me, but I put my hand on her leg. “Nope, no access till you give up the goods.”

      “Yeah, Brian, you aren’t going to milk the cow and not put out,” Cori says from the back.

      “That isn’t even the saying,” I tell her, looking at her in the rearview mirror. “It’s why buy the cow when you can get the milk for free.”

      “Wow,” Kellie says, “here I am, trying to hold out, and I’m being compared to cattle.” She glares at me. “How many rooms does this house have?”

      “Four, I think.”  Looking over at her, I pull up to the house in question. I’ve told Rachel to start renting us smaller spaces, but she ignores me. After I grab the bags from the back, I walk up to the front door and put the code in and then turn the knob. I walk in, turn on the light, and see that we are in the front entrance. A round table is in the middle of the room with the staircase winding up to the bedrooms. “Lock the door,” I tell Cori, walking to the stairs with the two of them following me. This is our routine. We come in, dump the bags, and then I walk around the house, making sure everything is secure.

      We get up the stairs, and there are four doors all facing each other. “I’ll take that one.” Cori points to the room at the far right, then grabs her bag. “Night,” she says, closing the door.

      I walk to the one doorway in front of us and see a king-size bed. I dump our bags in the middle of the room and then turn around. “I’m going to do a sweep,” I tell her, and she doesn’t say anything to me. She moves out of the way, but I kiss her softly anyway. I walk out of the room, jogging down the steps, and check the front door. Then I walk into the huge kitchen with the dining room attached to it, check to make sure the back door is locked, and then head to the fridge and grab two bottles of water. I turn off the lights, going up the stairs, and stop when I get to the top of the stairs. There in front of the room I just left is my bag sitting in front of the closed door. “What the fuck?” I hiss and then walk to the door and turn the handle but find it locked. “Kellie,” I whisper, “open the door.”

      “No,” she says, “I’m in bed so go away.” It’s been over a month since our first kiss, and we’ve gone to bed with each other every night.

      “Kellie, I swear to Christ,” I start to say, and Cori opens her door and leans on the jamb with a smirk, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Look at who is left in the pasture without his milk.” She giggles. “Whatcha gonna do, Farmer Joe?”

      I knock on the door again. “Kellie, I’m not going to stop until you open the door,” I threaten her, “and I swear to God, I’m going to put you over my knee and make your ass red.”

      “Whoa,” Cori says, standing up straight, “if that doesn’t get you in there, I don’t know what will.” She closes the door, and I listen to see if Kellie is coming to the door.

      “Fine,” I say to the closed door, “have it your way.” I grab my bag, but I have no idea who I’m arguing with since I’m all by myself. I turn to the other open door and go inside it, slamming the door behind me. I dump my bag at the end of the bed and kick off my shoes. I get undressed and slide into the bed, stretching out and reaching for her but coming up empty. I grind my teeth together. I toss and turn most of the night, and I finally slip into sleep when the sun comes up. My eyes spring open when I hear a door shut and then footsteps on the stairs. I get up and grab my shorts out of my bag. Walking to the door, I open it and see that Cori’s door is open and so is Kellie’s. I walk down to the kitchen and hear them talking. The sound of cupboards slamming.

      “Good morning,” I say to them and look for Kellie. Standing by the counter looking at me with her coffee cup in front of her mouth, she doesn’t look like she slept well. I walk to her, but she walks to the table to sit down, so I open the cupboards to find a mug. I pour the coffee in the mug and then drink it black, the hot liquid burning all the way down while I look outside at the wraparound porch. We are sitting on a hill of sorts. I turn around and lean my ass against the counter, looking over at Kellie. She sits with her long legs crossed, the same legs that she had wrapped around my shoulders yesterday morning. “How did you sleep?” I ask her, and she looks over at me.

      “Amazing,” she says with a smile. “Stretched out in the middle of the bed. It was glorious.”

      “Really?” I shake my head, smiling. “Bullshit,” I grumble into my cup of coffee.

      “How did you sleep?” Kellie asks, and I decide to play her game.

      “Best night’s sleep I’ve had in a month.” Her mouth opens. “No one hogging the covers.”

      “You two are full of shit,” Cori says. “Neither of you looks like you slept a wink.” She points at me. “You look like you are from the walking dead.” She then points at Kellie. “And you look like all those bags I sent back to LA are under your eyes.” Kellie shrieks and touches under her eyes. “So cut the bullshit.”

      “No bullshit,” Kellie says. “I want to have sex with him. Lots of sex.” She throws her hands up in the air. “Sex for days.” She looks at me. “So I’m taking away the foreplay until he snaps and finally has sex with me.”

      “Baby,” I say, and she slaps the table.

      “No,” she shouts, “no baby! I can’t believe that I have to beg my boyfriend to have sex with me.” It’s the first time she’s called me her boyfriend to other people. I don’t have a chance to respond because Cori does it for me.

      “I didn’t know he was your boyfriend.” She then looks at me. “Did you know she was your girlfriend?”

      I look at Kellie. “I didn’t know what she was, but I knew one thing, and that was that she was mine.” I watch Kellie’s eyes go soft. “So you can label it whatever you want.”

      “Oh my God,” Cori says, “that was …”

      Kellie just shakes her head. Leaving her coffee, she goes to walk out of the room, but then turns around. “I’m going to shower. Or maybe take a bath. A long, wet bath.” She turns and walks out, swinging her hips. Her ass is coming out of the shorts she is wearing. I make a mental note to bite the shit out of it the next time I have her in bed.

      “Are you not going after her?” Cori asks me, and I just shake my head.

      “I know you have boundaries and all that.” She shuts down the computer in front of her. “And I don’t even know how you are going to take this, but I’ve seen her with men before.”

      “Not interested,” I say, looking straight ahead, trying not to smash the coffee cup in my hand.

      She laughs and doesn’t shut up. “I have seen her with men before, but I have never seen her like she is with you.” She gets up and walks around the table, grabbing the two coffee cups. “I’ve seen her cranky, and I’ve seen her bitchy, but I’ve never seen her sex deprived, and the last time she was with someone was over a year ago.” I grit my teeth. “Oh, don’t pretend you were a virgin before her.”

      “Cori, I can’t do it. If I do it, it will go against everything I stand for,” I say softly.

      “Sometimes, the risk is worth it,” she says and walks out, leaving me alone. I finish the coffee and then walk up the stairs, seeing that her door is closed as is Cori’s. I walk back into my room and close my own door. Getting into the shower, I wonder the whole time how far I can take this. How much more before I snap. I close my eyes and focus on the finish line. But I wonder if, when we get to the finish line, she’ll still be there waiting for me.
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      “Atlanta, you were wonderful,” I say into the mic after my second encore. Walking to the middle of the stage, I take a final bow before I turn around and run off the stage. After handing off my mic and my earpieces, I jog down the stairs and find Cori and Brian waiting. I look over at him and want to jump into his arms. It’s been a week since he last kissed or hugged me. And if I’m honest, I’m dying inside, but I’m standing my ground. I want him to take it to the next level, and I want to do it with him. Climbing into bed at night without him is hell, tossing and turning all night is horrible, and I haven’t slept through the night since he last held me in his arms. It’s ridiculous. I’ve been without him my whole life and after only one month with him, I already yearn for him.

      We are almost to the bus when I see a man walk from the side. I think it’s the driver, but his stance is different, and he isn’t wearing the jacket that he usually wears. I look over at him and see him scurrying off. “Brian, that guy over there,” I say, pointing at the guy who is now running away. “I think he came from the bus.”

      He ushers me into the bus, and we see the inside is trashed. The pillows are sliced in half, and it looks like red paint is all over the walls.

      Why are you hiding from me? is painted on the white curtains.

      Brian grabs me around my waist, and my feet don’t even touch the ground when he gets off the bus. We are walking around the bus to, I don’t know where, and I see two guys coming toward us. I start to shake in his arms. He has enough time to look up but not enough time to stop the two guys from running up to me and asking me for my autograph. I look at them and see that they are maybe twenty, and they are both wearing my tour merchandise. One guy is screeching my name while the other one goes on and on about how much he loves me. My heart pounds in my chest as I try to overcome the fear that if I stay here long enough, the man might come back and get me. I look around almost violently while I scan the back of the venue.

      “Not now, guys,” Brian says, pushing them away, and they plead with him to just get a picture. I can’t say anything. Nothing comes out of my mouth.

      Cori goes to them and tells them that she will send them huge fan bags if they just let me go, so I can leave.

      Brian reaches into his pocket and presses a button, and we are running to the car. He puts me in and looks over at Cori, who just nods and runs off. He gets in the car and takes off to where the guy came from. “Son of a bitch.” He punches the steering wheel and then takes out his phone, the ringing coming from the Bluetooth.

      “Hello,” Hunter mumbles.

      “I want all the video surveillance from tonight’s venue watched,” he says, his voice tight. “Someone trashed her bus.”

      “Where are you?” he asks, and I hear rustling in the background. “I’m putting you on speaker.”

      “I’m going to take her to the plane I had on standby,” he says, and I don’t know what to say. My hands are shaking. “He’s getting desperate.”

      “He’s bound to fuck up sooner or later,” Hunter says. “I’m going to get the team up and have that surveillance checked.”

      “I’ll be in the air in the next twenty minutes. I need you to call the pilot on standby and tell him we are on our way.”

      “Copy that,” he says, and then the phone disconnects.

      “Brian,” I whisper, and he just shakes his head, “he’s not going to stop until he gets me.” Putting my hand on my stomach, I say, “I think I’m going to be sick.” He pulls the car over, and I open my door and step out into the dark night. “I don’t think I can breathe,” I say to him, holding my chest. “He is going to get me.” I start to shake now; my body shakes as if I’m standing in the middle of Antarctica with no clothes on and I’m freezing. The lump in my throat is becoming so big I’m having trouble swallowing. The writing on the wall is all I can see.

      He grabs my shoulders. “I swear on my life he will never, ever get you.” He takes me in his arms, and I let go of the sob I was holding back. My legs give out, but he has me in his arms. “Baby, we have to go,” he says softly. “We have to get on that plane.” I nod. “You are not going to let him win. You hear me?” he says, and all I can do is just nod my head. I try to make the tears stop, but they don’t. He puts me in the car, and we take off, arriving at the airplane, and I see that Cori is there waiting.

      I step out of the car, and Brian is already walking around to grab my hand, and we walk up the stairs. “Is everything taken care of?” he asks Cori, and she just nods her head.

      “I found the driver inside, and he said that someone went to him and told him to meet us inside,” she says. The stairs of the plane come in, and just like that, we are taking off. “The bus is on lockdown.”

      I don’t listen to anything they say. I just look out the window, and I wonder why this is happening. We land about an hour later, and when we get off, I don’t even ask where we are. We get to the house, and he takes me in. Cori stays with me that night while he gets on the phone with the guys and they go over the footage. When I walk down in the morning, he’s still sitting at the computer. Cups of coffee scatter the table, and he looks like he hasn’t slept at all. “You need to sleep,” I tell him, and he just shakes his head.

      “This guy is a fucking ghost. We can’t find shit on him,” he tells me. “Then the camera cuts out, so he must know someone who works there.”

      “Brian,” I tell him, “you need to sleep, baby.” He looks up at me. “If you don’t sleep, you can’t take care of me.” I try to turn it around on him, knowing if it’s about keeping me safe, he’ll do it. “We aren’t leaving this house for the next four days. You can go sleep.”

      He gets up and kisses my neck and then goes to the bedroom and lies down. When I walk upstairs, I find him sleeping on top of the bed with his clothes on.

      For the next four days, all he does is go over the footage. The concert that night isn’t my best, and I end up scanning the crowd for the man, but he isn’t there.

      Two concerts later and still nothing, but now my bus is clean. I’m afraid to get on it, if I’m honest, but I don’t let the fear win. Not this time.

      I walk onto the bus, and Cori comes on, unzips me, and then walks off the bus. “Where is she going?” he asks me and slips off his black suit jacket and then unbuttons his cuffs. All I can do is picture him naked—fully naked—over me, on top of me, under me, behind me. Jesus, I can’t keep up with all my fantasies at this point.

      I want him to snap, and I have to say I haven’t been playing by the rules either. This morning, I knew Cori had left to go to the venue and it was just the two of us, so I put on my sheerest thong, basically consisting of string. The little piece of see-through material covers my landing patch. I grabbed my white tank top and cut it, making it hang on my tits just enough to cover my nipples. I walked down into the kitchen where I knew he was sitting. He looked up from his computer and then I saw the vein in his forehead start to pop. I walked to the fridge, the cool air making my nipples get hard and poke out of the shirt. I grabbed a water bottle, trying to keep my cool, but he was sitting in his shorts at the table with no shirt, and I wanted to get on my knees and deep-throat him. But I didn’t. My hair was loose and long and in long curls the way I knew he loved it. I walked away from him and then dropped the cap of the water bottle in front of me. I bent over, spreading my legs a bit and showed him everything that I had to offer. “Oops,” I said, getting up and then looking over my shoulder. His fingers gripped the table, his knuckles were white. “Slippery little suckers.” The sound of his groan was heard while I walked up the stairs with a huge smile on my face.

      “She’s meeting us there,” I tell him, walking to the back where the bedroom is. I close the door and get in the shower. I wrap a towel around me and then walk out of the bathroom, sitting on the bed and grabbing my phone. My best friend, Jessica, is going to be FaceTiming me soon, and I’m so excited to catch up with her.

      We met two years ago when she went with me for a weeklong interview. We had so many things in common that the friendship stuck. She’s Hollywood’s best entertainment journalist, and she is usually five steps ahead of everyone else. Right now, she is on the biggest press tour of her life with the cockiest of movie stars, Tyler Beckett.

      I get up, putting on my sweats and a T-shirt, and go out to see that Brian is sitting on the couch. Leaning back, he has one arm outstretched, and his face is down, reading a paper or something. He looks up at me when he hears the creak in the floorboard. The smile on his lips soft. I walk to the other side of the couch, and he hands me a water bottle. “You need to hydrate.”

      I want to say no, but he’s right. I text Jessica that I’m available, and then the phone comes to life in my hands.

      “Hello, gorgeous.” Her beautiful face lights up the screen. If she wasn’t a reporter, she could have been a model. I’m so excited to be talking to her, so I grab a couple of pillows and then lie down with my feet on the floor. “Where are you?”

      “On the tour bus of hell,” I tell her, rubbing my face. “Can you do me a favor?” she asks. I see her jump into her bed, getting under the covers. “Next time I bring up how much fun touring is, can you remind me of this conversation?”

      She doesn’t answer me. Instead, she just bursts out laughing because I tell her this every single time I’m on this bus for more than two days. I can’t answer her because Brian’s husky voice says, “I’ll remind you, babe.” I watch Jessica on the screen, seeing her eyes widen, and then I turn my glare at Brian.

      “I told you not to call me that,” I hiss, then come back to Jessica. “Um …”

      “Um? I’d say that’s a good word, all right,” She turns on her side, her head sinking into the pillow.

      “I’m going in my room.” I get up from the couch and then hear him grumble as I walk into my room, close the door, and then collapse on the bed. “I’m in hell.”

      “I think you have a lot to explain,” she tells me, and I just nod. What can I say? I don’t even know what to say. We had massive amounts of foreplay, and he refuses to do me, so I’ve stopped till he gives it up. So instead, I give her the little pieces of the truth.

      “I had to amp up my security, then guess who walks in as my bodyguard? Christ on a cracker, it was Brian,” I tell her, and her eyes go wide yet again. Yeah, everyone in my inner circle and the ones I trust with my life have all heard about Brian and my schoolgirl crush on him. “Yeah, so he swaggers in here, and I’m not kidding with the swagger.” My eyes roll, and she laughs at me. “I just . . . it’s so irritating . . . I’m supposed to be ignoring him and all this shit, and he’s basically my shadow.”

      “Well, at least he’s not an asshole who pretends to be your friend and then tries to kiss you and then ignores you.” She goes into the whole story about her and Tyler, and I want to tell her to run the other way. It’s no secret they don’t like each other.

      “He already fucked Roxanne a while back,” I inform her, and she just closes her eyes softly. “It was a one-night thing.”

      “How do you know?” she asks me. Her tone is pissed, and I just wonder just how much she hates him now.

      “We share the same stylist.” I tell her the only bit of information I have. I’m not going to go into detail about how hot it was and that he rocked her world so hard she is dying for a repeat. “So what are you going to do?”

      “Fuck if I know. What are you going to do?” She turns the question around on me. “I think I’m going to ignore him to give him a little taste of his own medicine.”

      I laugh at this idea. “I think the only thing that men can’t handle is when you ignore them.” I hear footsteps, and I don’t know if my door is going to open or not, so I wait a second before continuing, “I did that to Brian, and he snapped after four hours.” I try to hide the smile on my face, but I can’t. It was a good day.

      “What did he do?” She asks the same question with a twinkle in her eye.

      “He told me that he would put me over his knee and turn my ass red.” I think back on the day he said that, and knowing that my knees got weak the minute he said it, Jessica’s only reaction is her mouth hanging open. “Yeah, but not yet. Because he doesn’t eat where he shits, or shits where he eats, or however the hell that saying goes.”

      “I get that.” She tries to be rational, but I’m past that point, so I just glare at her. “What? It’d be really awkward if you guys hooked up and then you dumped him, and he had to watch you flirt with other people.”

      “I don’t flirt,” I hiss. “It’s called Southern charm.” She laughs at me, and we talk about nothing and everything. About my tour, about her tour, about the journalists on her tour.

      “I have someone trying to FaceTime me,” she tells me. “Can I call you back?”

      “Yeah, go and be good and safe and please try not to kill him.” I laugh at her, and she points her finger at the screen.

      “Go see your babe.” She smiles at me, and I glare at her while she disconnects.

      I toss the phone on my bed and then get up, going to the door. I come out and see that he’s still on his phone. “Have a good chat?” he asks me, not looking up.

      “Yeah,” I mumble and then open the drawer, grabbing a granola snack. Going to the couch, I sit on the other side of him. “How long until we are there?”

      “We should be getting to the car in about thirty minutes, and then I changed the plans for tonight.” He looks at me, and then I just stare at him. “Since it’s just the two of us, I went for a smaller place, but it’s right on the beach.”

      “What?” I whisper. This whole time, I kept saying I wanted to be on a beach. I want to sit my ass down on the sand and watch the waves. Feel the sand between my toes.

      “Well, we have four days off, which is the most I think that we’ve had, so I was thinking.” I drop the granola and crawl over to him. As I straddle his lap, one of his hands automatically goes around my waist, and he squeezes my hip.

      “You.” My hands go to his face, cupping his cheeks, then my finger traces his lips. Lips I’ve missed. “Are taking me to the beach?” His hands start to go up my back and then in my hair. He pushes it over my shoulder, nodding his head. “You remembered.”

      “I remember everything when it comes to you, baby,” he says softly as he waits for me to make the next move, and I lean in a touch more. “Give me your mouth.”

      I try to fight this, but it’s a losing battle. It always is when it comes to him. “Okay,” I say, leaning in and giving him my mouth, which he takes. The kiss is so needy, it leaves me breathless. Our hands feel like they are everywhere. His hands start in my hair, and then he cups my heavy and achy tits. My back arches, pushing my tits into his palms. Then they travel to my ass as he kneads it, and I push my pussy into his thick cock. I throw my head back and moan. “Fuck.”

      The bus comes to a stop, and we hear the hiss of the brakes. “We have arrived.”

      “No,” I groan, and Brian leans in and kisses my neck. “Let’s stay here,” I beg him, afraid of leaving here and not getting to kiss him again.

      “Let’s go to the beach, baby,” he tells me, and I slowly unwind my limbs from him. “Go put your shoes on, and I’ll be waiting outside.” I look down at my bare feet and then go into the room, sliding my feet into my Gucci slides. I grab my phone and toss it in my Hermes bag and then walk out, seeing him standing next to a black Range Rover. “Ready?” he asks, grabbing my purse, then opening the door to let me get in. He leans in, kissing me, and then walks around the SUV to the driver’s side. He doesn’t say anything; he just buckles in and starts the vehicle. Watching him take off in the dark of the night, I gaze at the signs, not even knowing where we really are. He turns down this bumpy road and then pulls onto a paved driveway. The lights in front of the house are on, and I see that the house is all blue, like a royal blue. The door and windows all white. We walk up the two steps to the front door, and he unlocks it with a secret code. Looking to the side, I see that half the house is higher. Walking into the entrance, the staircase is right in front of you, going up one flight and then turning to another flight. The ceiling is low until you walk farther into the house, and it opens up to the second part. “Let’s get you settled, and we can take a tour in the morning.” We walk up the steps, and he walks into the master bedroom where the lights are dimmed. The huge king-size canopy bed fills the room with white drapes on all four posts. The back wall is all windows. Walking over to the wall, I see the white handle on one of the frames. I unlock the door and walk out onto the back balcony, hearing the waves crashing in the distance. The air smells of saltwater and sand. I walk to the railing and put my hands on it, staring out into the dark of the night. You can’t really see anything except a couple of blinking lights in the distance. I look down and see a small pool and hot tub. “I closed up everything downstairs.” I turn my head to see Brian walking back in. I turn and lean against the railing when he makes his way outside.

      “Thank you,” I say softly with a smile. He walks to me, his hands going on the railing, and he boxes me in.

      “I missed you,” he says softly, leaning down and kissing my cheek. “Missed touching you.” He kisses the other side. “Missed having you in my arms.” He trails kisses to my ear. “Missed eating your pussy,” he whispers in my ear, nipping it, and I lean into him. “Missed having my cock in your mouth,” he says, and I swear my pussy gets wet from just his words. His hand comes up my stomach and goes under my shirt. He finds my tits. “Bare,” he says. He’s not surprised I’m not wearing a bra, and he rolls my nipple with his fingers. “I’m done.” He says those two words, and I don’t know what to think of them. It makes my heart stop, and I’m suddenly sick to my stomach. My mouth becomes dry and when my back goes straight, he must sense it. “I’m done fighting this.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask him softly, my hands now going up his arms and into his hair, his face still buried in my neck. He slowly unburies his face from my neck and then looks at me. “What do you mean, Brian?” I ask the question I’m afraid of him answering.

      “I’m done fighting with you,” he says softly, the wind blowing, making my hair fly over my face. “I’m done going without you.” His hands push away the hair. “I’m done waking up without you.” My hand holds his face. “You win,” he says. “You always win.” I think I know what he’s saying. I hope it’s what I think he’s saying.

      “Make love to me,” I tell him, and he nods. His mouth crashes onto mine, and when he picks me up, I wrap my legs around his waist. He walks back into the room and closes the door behind him. My face is buried in his neck as he walks over to the bed. I kiss him when he gets close to the bed, my tongue sliding into his mouth. Letting go of his mouth, I grab my shirt and rip it over my head. “Can we do the foreplay later?” I ask him, wanting to get him naked as fast as I can. He drops me on the bed and starts to unbutton his white dress shirt, but I push his hands away. “Let me,” I say, working the buttons off until I untuck it from his pants. When it finally opens, I lean forward and kiss him in the middle of his chest. His heart’s hammering fast. My fingers slowly unbutton his pants and then slowly move them down over his hips. “Tell me.” I look up at him, pulling down his boxers and pushing them down his legs, his cock hard and waiting for me. “Tell me this isn’t a dream.” I lean in and take the tip of his cock in my mouth.

      “No foreplay,” he hisses before moving out of my reach to step out of his pants and shoes. He stands in front of me naked. Slowly walking toward me, he leans down and takes one of my nipples in his mouth. His touch is softer than before. My hand holds his head to me. He pushes me on my back, and I look at him as he reaches for my sweats. “I love that you wear sweats after the show.” He slowly peels them off me. I lift my butt so he can take them off me. My legs fall open, and his face falls between my legs, a growl ripping through him while he sucks my clit into his mouth.

      “No foreplay,” I pant out, and then he gets on the bed with me, and I turn to put my head on the pillows. “I had this whole plan for when this would happen,” I tell him as he gets between my legs, his hand stroking his cock. “I had this outfit all set up to bring you to your knees.”

      “Baby, your smile brings me to my knees,” he says and then comes closer to me. “The soft smile when you wake up brings me to my knees.”

      I reach out for him. “Please,” I say, and he lowers himself.

      “Put me in you,” he says softly, and right here in the middle of a king-size bed in the beach house he rented for me, I grab him in my hands and rub him up and down my slit. Placing him at my entrance, I watch him slowly, ever so fucking slowly enter me. I feel every single ridge. We both watch him until he is all the way in. “Fuck,” he hisses out. “So tight,” he says, pulling out a touch and then slamming back in. The sight of him in me mesmerizes us both. I watch him pull out more and more each time until it’s just the tip and then slam into me. My eyes finally close with that fifth or sixth thrust. “Let me have your eyes,” he tells me, and I open them, giving him whatever he wants, whenever he wants it. “Your eyes turn royal green right before you come,” he says, thrusting into me faster and faster until I’m almost there. He slows down, making me groan and wrap my legs around his hips, pushing him more into me. “For two weeks, you kept this pussy from me.” He slams into me, rotating his hips, making my clit tingle. “Two weeks, I couldn’t eat my pussy.” I tilt my hips back a touch, and he goes so deep, my eyes roll. “Two weeks, I didn’t make my girl come.” He pounds into me mercilessly now, my hips moving up to meet him, making sure he gets in there. “Two weeks without you.”

      “Please, honey,” I pant out. He leans down and bites my nipple, the sting going straight to my clit. “Fuck,” I say, moving my hand down to my clit to rub it in little circles. “Make me come.”

      “How many times did you come without me?” he asks me, bending and nipping the other nipple. My finger moves faster now, and I’m so close. I watch his cock moving faster, covered in my juices. So wet it’s leaking onto the bed. “How many times did my pussy come without me?”

      “None,” I answer, looking into his eyes. “It had to be you.” I tell him the truth. “It’s always you.”

      “Mine,” he growls and plants himself deep inside me, and I finally come. He just pounds into me over and over again while I ride it out not once, but twice. One going straight into another one, my finger not letting up either. “Mine,” he says again when he finally throws his head back and comes in me, then slowly collapses on me. My arms wrap around his neck, my legs locking behind his back. I take his weight, our chests sticky with sweat, his face buried in my neck, and I slowly start to rub his back. Our breathing finally starts to calm down, and I look out the window. Seeing the gold sun starting to come up, I know right here is where I’ve always been meant to be. Everything I’ve been through has led me to him. My eyes close slowly, and I fall asleep, knowing I have everything I’ve ever wanted.
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      I feel the heat and moan. With my eyes still closed, and my back pressed into the mattress, I feel wet warmth. My eyes slide open when I feel hair on my legs. Kellie takes my cock into her mouth. “Hmm,” I mumble, my hand moving the hair off my legs so I can see her better. This morning, I finally gave into the pull of her. I fell asleep still buried inside her, only waking when I slipped out of her, which made me wake up again and take her again. This time, I lifted her hips a touch and slowly fucked her. Her head on the pillow and her legs closed made it even tighter, and now she’s waking me up.

      “Morning,” I hiss out when she sucks me deeper.

      She doesn’t answer me; she just moans and then releases my cock. She crawls up the bed. “Morning.” She kisses my lips, licking my bottom lip. “I woke up this morning, and it took me a while to figure out what that tenderness was from,” she tells me, taking my cock in her hand and moving it up and down. “Then I looked over and saw you naked, and the memories of this morning all came crashing back.”

      “Did you?” I say, reaching my hand up and rubbing her nipple with my thumb in a circle. It pebbles right away. She throws her leg over my hips, and I watch her get on her feet, squatting over my cock.

      “I did,” she says and rubs my cock up and down her wet slit. “You were just there sleeping, and the only thing going through my head was the first time I saw your cock.” I hold her hips, watching as she slowly, so fucking slowly grinds down on my cock. “I wanted to ride you so badly, and you denied me,” she says breathlessly, using her legs to rise and fall on my cock but never really going all the way down. “Denied me for weeks until this moment right here,” she says and then finally takes me all the way. She balances with her hands on my stomach as she grinds her clit on me.

      “You need help, baby?” I ask her, putting my thumb in my mouth and then finding her clit. Her head falls back as she moans and rides me. She’s using her legs to rise and fall, so my other hand moves from her hip to her nipple, and I roll it between my thumb and forefinger. Pinching it at the same time as I press down on her clit. “My baby like this?” I hiss out, trying not to look at how good she looks riding me, or I’ll fucking come before she gets there. “Baby, you need to get there,” I tell her between my teeth, “and fast.”

      “I’m almost there,” she says, “but I don’t want to stop.” She closes her eyes and picks up speed.

      “Get there, baby, or I’ll take you there,” I tell her, gritting my teeth. My thumb rubs her clit faster and faster, and I know she’s about to come because her pussy starts to squeeze my cock. She moves up and down and then finally plants me all the way in her and grinds on me, and I come with her. She collapses on top of me, her hair all over me. “You can wake me like this every single day.”

      “Promise?” she says, kissing my chest. I roll us off the bed while still in her and walk over to the master bathroom.

      “Bath or shower?” I ask her, and she doesn’t say anything; she just grumbles.

      “Is that your way of asking if I want it bent over or to ride you?” she asks, laughing. “The answer to that is either.” I laugh and turn the bath water on and then go to the double vanity, placing her on it and slowly slipping out of her. “Come back,” she says, and I laugh, watching her while I grab a cloth and wet it. I walk over to her and clean her up. “Thank you,” she says softly. I kiss her lips softly, and my cock starts to stir. “Oh, is he ready for round four?”

      “I need food, and I kind of wanted to have round four in the hot tub downstairs,” I tell her, and her eyes light up. “Okay, fine, round five.” I pick her up and carry her to the tub, and we have round four and then round five when she bent over to pick up something. We did have round six in the hot tub.
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      “I could get used to this view,” she says from between my legs, sitting on the beach. The sun sets while the waves roll in softly. She turns her head to the side and kisses my neck. “I can’t believe we’ve been here for three days already, and I don’t want to go back to the tour bus.”

      She sits back against my chest with her hands on my legs. “How about we come back when the tour is over?” I suggest, and she just nods.

      “Well, isn’t this nice?” I hear Cori’s voice from behind us. It’s the first time she’s come here. “This house is on point,” she says, sitting next to us.

      “Hey,” Kellie says, looking at her and then looking back at the sunset.

      “Hey, yourself,” she says, smiling. “Does you two being all chummy chummy mean that the banana has visited the fruit bowl?” She leans back on her hands, and I just shake my head.

      “A woman never kisses and tells,” Kellie says, and I smile at the fact that she won’t share this private moment with her, “but I will say that the eagle has landed.”

      I groan at the last part of her statement while Cori holds up her hand to high-five. “One small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.”

      I don’t even answer. Instead, I bask in the fullness that I’m feeling. When we go to bed that night, it’s together, and it’s like that every single night.
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      Everything just fits into place, and when we try to have a night out in New Orleans, it’s no surprise that she is finally spotted, and the flashes go off when we step out of the restaurant. I make sure I get her in the car and then pull away without hitting any paparazzi, but it’s a close call. “Four more cities,” I say under my breath, and that night when I pound into her, it makes all this fuss worth it. My phone ringing wakes me up the next morning, and I groan when I look at the clock and see that it’s only eight a.m.

      “What is that?” I hear her mumble from beside me.

      “It’s my phone,” I say, getting up and seeing that it’s Anthony. “Hello,” I whisper into the phone, looking around for my shorts.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I hear him shouting, and I finally manage to get my shorts on and walk out of the French door onto the balcony. I rented a plantation. I had no idea how big this place would be, but it’s what she’s used to. When we first walked in and she saw the winding staircase, she smiled but not as big as when she saw the baby grand piano. She walked over to it and started playing and singing a song I’ve never heard her sing before. It made it worth every single penny.

      “I was sleeping,” I hiss at him, walking to the railing of the balcony that overlooks the pond in the middle of the estate, putting the phone on speaker.

      “It’s eight,” he says, panting out.

      “Where the fuck are you?” I ask him and then watch a bird fly down and try to grab something in the water.

      “I’m at the gym on the bike,” he says, “but it’s nine. Why are you still sleeping?”

      “I only get to bed after four or maybe five a.m., depending on when we get to the town,” I tell him, rubbing my face.

      “You are living the dream,” he tells me.

      “I live out of a suitcase and haven’t slept in the same bed more than three nights in a row.” I laugh. “Trust me, I’m not living the dream.”

      “Well, from the pictures I saw online this morning, I would say you are not only living the dream, but you’re also banging the dream,” he tells me. I look on my phone and see that I have a ton of notifications.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I tell him, clicking on the link Rachel sent me not five minutes ago. The link takes me to a picture of me and Kellie leaving the restaurant, my hand in hers as I make our way through the crowd.

      “Have to say I never thought you would cross that line.” He laughs out loud as I read the headline.

      Who is Hollywood’s Princess secret date?

      “So how long have you been tapping that?” he asks, and I want to punch his throat right now. “I want all the details. Now that Sandy is knocked up, I have to live vicariously through you.” I don’t answer him, and he just continues. “Dude, I never imagined that you would be the one who breaks the ‘I don’t shit where I eat’ motto.”

      “Anthony,” I say, hissing between my clenched teeth.

      “Out of all the women to fall off the wagon with, you picked a good one. What is going to happen after the tour?” he asks me the fated question I have no answer to.

      “It’s not a big deal, man. I’m just riding the wave,” I say softly, though the words taste like acid.

      “Well, I really hope it’s a big wave,” he says. “Okay, I have to go. Sandy is on the other line.” The phone beeps, ending the call. I stand here, looking out at the pond, then turn and walk back into the house to my girl. But I find the bed empty. The bathroom door is closed, so I make my way downstairs and start the coffee. When I walk back upstairs with two freshly brewed cups of coffee, she’s stepping out of the bathroom.

      “Morning,” I say, walking to her and kissing her lips.

      “Morning,” she mumbles. “Is everything okay?” she asks me, grabbing her cup of coffee and taking a sip.

      “Yeah, it’s fine. It was Anthony. There is a picture of us in the paper,” I tell her, grabbing my phone and showing her the picture. She grabs my phone, scrolling to read the article.

      “It’ll be fine,” she says. “It’ll be old news by tomorrow morning.” She hands me back my phone, and then I  grab my own coffee and walk to the bed to sit next to her.

      “I have to talk to Cori,” she says, getting up. “I’ll be right back.”

      She grabs a shirt and then walks toward Cori’s room, opening the door and then walking in. I google Kellie’s name and find all the pictures that were taken last night. Kellie looks stunning in her black leather pants and lace button-down shirt. A shirt that I tore off her and lays in shreds on the floor next to her pants. One red stiletto is next to the pile of clothes, and the other stiletto is downstairs at the front door.

      We get to the venue at four o’clock where she does the sound check. After that, she hits up the gym and then retreats into her dressing room. She has been really quiet, and I wonder if it’s because the picture in the paper bothers her. “Are you okay?” I ask her, and her eyes look at me.

      “Yeah, I just think I might be coming down with something.” She gets up when it’s eight o’clock and puts on her earpiece, and we walk to the stage.

      The hallways all look the same in every venue with the white cement blocks. We turn the corner, and I look up. I’m surprised to see Dante and Hunter standing there together when we get to the stage. “What the hell are they doing here?” I mumble, and then they look up at me, and we are suddenly joined by Tommy.

      “Hey,” I say when we get close enough to them. They are standing right in front of the stage entrance where Kellie enters. “What are you guys doing here?”

      “Brian,” Hunter says, his voice low, and I look over at him, wondering if something horrible has happened, but he doesn’t say anything else because Kellie now talks.

      “Good, you’re here,” she says to them. “Thank you for doing this on short notice.”

      “Anything for you,” Tommy says, going to her and hugging her, and I look from her to Cori, who just glares at me.

      “What is going on?” My eyes glance at everyone, and then they finally fall on Kellie, but I see something I haven’t seen, emptiness. She blinks once, and then looks over at Hunter, who just nods at her and then she turns to me.

      “You’re being replaced,” she says, her voice not showing any emotion. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a show to do.” She turns to walk away from me, and I reach out to grab her arm. She stops, her eyes going to my hand holding her arm. “Get your fucking hands off me.” The tone of her voice surprises me, but not more than her yanking her arm out of my hand.

      “Kellie,” I whisper, my heart starting to speed up.

      “Get your fucking hands off me,” she says again, and now everyone springs into action. Tommy and Cori go to her side. Cori stands beside her, and Tommy stands in front of her like a shield. Hunter and Dante stand at mine. Hunter puts one hand on my arm while Dante stands right behind me.

      “You’re fired,” Tommy says, and then I look at Kellie.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I ask, my voice now louder than it was before.

      “Nothing.” She shakes her head, and when she looks at me, I see her eyes glisten over with tears that she blinks away. “It’s not a big deal, man. I’m just riding the wave.” She throws the words in my face. “Now, get the fuck out of here.” She looks at Hunter. “Make sure he isn’t here when I get off that stage.” She turns and walks into the box, which will take her up to the stage.

      “Hunter,” Tommy says, but I don’t look at him. My eyes are still on the box that holds her. Now the space empty. “You have your orders.” My eyes now go to Tommy, who glares at me. “You heard her. Get the fuck out of here.” He turns and walks away with Cori by his side.

      Her voice now fills the arena as I’m left standing here with Hunter and Dante. Hunter speaks first. “We need to go.” He turns to Dante. “You have this?” he asks him, and he just nods at him.

      “I’m not fucking going anywhere,” I tell Hunter. “Not until I explain to her what she heard.”

      “Brian,” Hunter says, “she isn’t going to listen to anything you have to say right now.”

      “He’s right,” Dante says. “Whatever you tell her right now isn’t going to mean shit.”

      “You can’t ask me to just walk away.” I look at Hunter, who just shakes his head.

      “I’m giving you an order to stand down and let Dante take over.” Hunter puts his hand up, stopping me from talking. “We need to assess the situation and then come back.”

      Dante walks to me, whispering, “I got your woman covered.” I look back at the empty box that is waiting there for her to come back down for her first wardrobe change. I don’t say anything. I just nod my head, knowing that even if I stay, she isn’t going to listen to me. I walk out of the venue, leaving the love of my life.
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        Kellie

      

      

      “New Orleans, I’ll leave my heart here,” I tell the crowd, turning and running off the stage. If only they knew the truth. I can’t leave my heart here because it’s shattered into a million little pieces.

      When I got out of bed this morning and walked to the door, I grabbed the handle and then listened to him say those words. I thought my legs would give out. I’m just riding the wave. The heat started moving up my neck, and if I wasn’t holding the door, I would have collapsed on the floor. I turned and staggered to the bathroom, closing the door behind me and sliding down until my ass touched the ice-cold floor. The tears escaped my eyes, and I didn’t even feel the burning and stinging you feel when the tears come. Instead, the rivers of tears ran down my face, and my stomach hurt. I put my hand on the middle of my chest, trying to dull the pain that now resides there. I heard him walking back in, and the sob ripped through me, so I moved my hand to my mouth to cover the sobs. I gave him my heart, and he had no idea. I gave him pieces of me I never gave anyone. I let him in so far that the roots were growing, making him a permanent part of me. But all he was doing was riding the wave. It must be why he finally gave into his stupid rule. It would be a good story to sell to the tabloids … security guard fucking Hollywood’s princess.

      Anger filled my soul, and I slowly got up and walked to the sink, turning on the cold water. I put my hands on the counter and tried not to look in the mirror as I cupped my hands under the cold water and splashed my face twice. Grabbing a towel, I patted my face and then made the mistake of looking in the mirror, and I saw it. The love bites from last night. The little hickey that he left on my hip. It was going to fade; the marks would fade and so would the feeling that I had for him. But the scars on my heart would run deep. I walked out of the bathroom and saw him standing there, and when he came and kissed my lips, I didn’t even breathe. I didn’t take a breath while I sat on the bed and he showed me the picture of the both of us or as I read the article asking the old question who is he? He was a liar, he was a fake, he was the love of my life. I needed to get away from him, so I walked into Cori’s room. She was sitting up in bed on her computer, and her eyes flew up to see me pressing myself to the door.

      “Are you okay?” She got up, worry all over her face as I shook my head, the tears coming down. “Where is Brian?”

      “I need your help,” I whispered, trying not to let out the sob that was holding steady in my throat. “I need you to call Tommy, and then I need to call Hunter and get Brian out of here.”

      “Oh my God,” she said, getting out of bed and coming over to me.

      “Don’t.” I held out my hand. “If you come closer and hug me, I might fall apart, and I don’t have time for that right now. I need to make this happen, and I need to do it in a way that he doesn’t know what is going on.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” she said, and I just nodded my head, knowing she would. She would make sure I was okay. I stayed away from him most of the day, faking that I wasn’t feeling well. “Everything is in place,” Cori whispered when I got back from my workout. I tried to keep my mouth closed most of the day, knowing that if I opened it, I might collapse, and I didn’t have time for that. Once I got on stage, it was almost robotic. I remember nothing except saying goodbye and being thankful it was finally over.

      “The bus is waiting,” Cori says when I walk off the stage, and I find Cori and Tommy both waiting for me with Dante. Tommy puts his arm around my shoulder, and we walk out to the bus. When we all get on the bus, I just go into my room with Cori behind me. I go through the motions of undressing and then stepping into the shower. When I come out, Cori is sitting on my bed. “Are you going to talk to him?”

      “No,” I say softly, “it’s done.”  I get under the covers of the bed and just lie here. “He got what he wanted.” I close my eyes, letting the tears finally flow. My pillowcase is soaked by the time we arrive in Houston. I walk out of the bus, and I’m surprised to see we are at a hotel.

      Tommy is there to walk me inside the hotel and take me up to my suite. “I have everything set up for you,” he says softly. “I have to get going tomorrow, but I’ll be there waiting for you in New York.”

      “Okay,” I say when we walk into the suite. “You didn’t have to come for this,” I tell him, noticing the huge bouquet of pink roses on the table.

      “I’ll always be there for you,” he says, pulling me into his arms and kissing my head. “We’re a team.” I nod my head, and then he looks at Cori. “Get her into bed and I’ll call her in the morning.”

      I turn away from them and walk down the hallway. Going to the bedroom in the back, I pass a bedroom with a queen bed. “I need ice cream,” I tell Cori, and I hear the door shut behind Tommy, “and french fries.”

      Dante stands there with his hands in his pockets as he watches us. “Do you want anything?”

      “No, I’m good,” he says and then goes to sit down. “I’ll just wait for you two to get settled before I get to bed.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I tell him when there is a knock on the door. He springs up and walks to the door before I even take a step.

      “I’ll handle it,” he tells whoever is at the door, and I wonder for a minute if it’s Brian. Did he come back? But it’s not Brian; it’s my luggage. “I take it all this is yours?” Dante says, and I take the top bag and unzip it to grab my phone. I stop when I see a pink rose on top, and my heart speeds up.

      I grab the rose and bring it to my nose when I see the gold paper hanging from the stem. I turn it over and then drop it to the floor when I see what’s written.

      Now that he’s gone, it’s just a matter of time until you’re mine.

      “Dante,” Cori calls him, and he rushes over, picking up the rose and then reading the message.

      “Son of a bitch,” he says and then goes over to the vase of flowers, identical to the single one, and there is another note. He pulls the white envelope out, taking the card out and hissing, “Motherfucker.” He grabs his phone, tossing the card down, and then another knock sounds at the door and he rushes to it.

      I walk over to the note, picking it up from the floor, my hand still shaking.

      

      I won’t let him stand in our way. You’ve always been mine.

      “Here is the ice cream and fries, but we have to go,” he says, and I look at Cori.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I say. “I’m fucking done with everything!” I shout louder than I intend to, and Dante just looks at me, setting the tray down in the middle of the dining table in the corner. “I’ve had the shittiest day a person can have,” I say. Walking over to the table, I grab the ice cream, pull off the lid, and then grab a spoon. “I woke up this morning thinking I had everything in the world, and just like that, I was forced to see it was a lie.”

      “It wasn’t a lie,” Dante says, and I glare at him, but he stands his ground. “We need to leave.”

      “I’m not leaving,” I tell him. “I’m staying right here.”

      “Brian has …” he starts to say, and I hold up my hand.

      “I don’t give a shit what Brian has,” I snap at him, and now Cori comes to my side, whispering my name.

      “Maybe it’s a good idea,” she says quietly. “Whatever happened, he would never put you in danger.”

      “Really?” I ask her and then look at Dante who just stares at me. “Because his words hurt me more than any note written on that paper.” I uncover the plate of fries and dip one into the ice cream. “So forgive me if I don’t give a shit what Brian has or doesn’t have.”

      “You can’t honestly believe that,” Dante says.

      “I believe the words that came out of his mouth. I also believe you are paid to make sure nothing happens to me. I was his meal ticket out, and I’m happy that I know the truth now.”

      Dante throws his head back and laughs. “Meal ticket out? You really don’t have any idea, do you?” The question throws me off, and I just stand here. “Newsflash: all those fucking houses he booked …” I stare at him, waiting for him to finish, but a knock on the door has him stopping. When he returns, the manager of the hotel is with him. “We’ve decided that we aren’t going to move, but we want this floor emptied in the morning and also no one can come up without a special key that I have.”

      He nods his head. “Whatever we can do to help.” He looks at me. “I’m very sorry, Miss Hudson, for all the inconvenience.” I just nod at him and look out the windows at the sunrise. Dante handles the manager, and Cori makes sure everything is in its place. The flowers are disposed of, and when I turn back around, the door is shut again.

      “What did you mean before?” I ask Dante, who is on his phone, his fingers going crazy. “About the houses?” He looks up at me.

      He shakes his head. “Nothing,” he says. “Not my story to tell. You want answers, only one person can give them to you.” I nod at him and walk back to my room where Cori is pacing back and forth.

      “I have to go,” she says and then hangs up. “Tommy wants to cancel the rest of the tour.”

      “No,” I say, getting under the covers. “I just want it over with, and then I’m going to disappear for six months.” My head sinks into the pillow. My eyes are heavy, but I still look out the window.

      “Kellie,” she says softly, sitting on the edge of the bed, “I think you should consider canceling the rest of the tour for your safety … and your sanity.” I look at her, and she stops talking. “I’ll go tell Dante we are going to sleep.”

      She gets up and walks out of the room. My eyes go to the soft glow of the sunrise in the dark morning. I fight sleep, afraid of my dreams. I fight sleep because I know that when I wake up, I’ll still be here, and I’ll still be without him.
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      “When I said we need to assess the situation, I did not mean let’s stalk the fuck out of Kellie,” Hunter says, getting into the Range Rover waiting for us on the tarmac. We just took a private plane from Dallas to New York, the last stop of the tour. Tonight I’m going after her, and nothing will stop me.

      It’s been a week since she sent me away. A week of hell. Anyone would have gone away with their tails tucked between their legs but not me. I got on the plane and went on the tour with her. I just wasn’t the guy out front like Dante was. It also gave me time to go over everything, but all the surveillance videos show nothing. Everything was clean, no fingerprints except hers and mine. I’m now waiting on the amethyst heart lead I got.

      I followed her to Dallas, and she got another flower arrangement this time with a note that said:

      

      Every day is a step closer to us being together. Only a matter of time, my love.

      Your future husband

      

      It took Hunter and another security guy to stop me from storming upstairs. The only reason I didn’t get there was because I was on the phone with Dante, and he told me he had the situation under control. He already had the flowers being sent to Rachel so she could take care of trying to get prints off them. And then Cori. Yeah, Cori, after she told me to go fuck myself and hung up on me ten times, she finally let me say more than don’t hang up on me.

      “Did Rachel get anything back from the flowers?” I ask Hunter when I get into the truck, and he just shakes his head. I pull the truck out of the airport and make my way over to the penthouse I borrowed for the week. “I’m taking time off after the tour,” I tell him, and he looks up from his phone. “I don’t know for how long, and I’m sorry to leave you on the spot, but I can’t.” I don’t finish my sentence.

      He smiles and then continues typing on his phone. “We kind of figured that out when you almost put me through a wall after I led you away from her.” I look at him from the side. “You’re lucky I didn’t stab you in your sleep.”

      I laugh. “Like you can sneak up on me,” I tell him. “You wish.”

      “It’s hard to sneak up on someone who hasn’t slept in a week,” he points out. “Dante says they just got to her apartment, and the whole place is full of flowers.”

      The hair stands up on my neck, and he sees that I’m gripping the steering wheel harder than I should, turning my fingers white. “Relax, they are all from her friends and record label, congratulating her on a good tour.”

      He turns his phone, and I see that flowers are scattered throughout her whole apartment. “Those are all from her friends? Are they female friends?” I ask, and he laughs softly, but then looks back at me, and his smiles goes away.

      “Do you want me to ask?” He looks at me, not sure what to do, and I just shake my head. “I don’t know why I suddenly feel like I’m in high school again and I have to pass a note to the girl that says do you like him yes or no?” he says, and then both our phones go off. I look down and see it’s from Dante.

      My eyes are focused on the road. “What does it say?” I ask him, and he looks at me.

      “Apparently, your girl has an itch and needs to go shopping. He says you owe him, and he’s cashing it in next week.” I laugh as I zigzag through traffic and then pull up to the penthouse where the doorman comes out and greets me.

      “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Brian,” he says, and I smile at him. I’ve known him since I was about seven. “Last time I saw you, you had just enlisted.” I nod at him. “Thank you for your service. I take it your father forgave you.”

      “You can say that,” I tell him, smiling. “He gave me the okay to be here, so”—I toss him the keys—“thank you.”

      We walk into the marble lobby, getting into the special elevator that takes you all the way to the three-floor penthouse. I grab my phone and text Cori.

      Me: How is she today?

      She answers right away.

      Cori: She’s the same, ignoring it. She isn’t sleeping even if she pretends she is.

      Me: I’m in New York.

      Cori: I’m not surprised. We are going shopping, and she has dinner with Tommy tonight.

      Me: Keep me posted.

      Cori: I will.

      “So where do I stay?” Hunter asks from the living room. “I can see all of Central Park,” he says, and I look up.

      “The guest floor is through that hallway and down six steps,” I tell him. “I need to get things set up for tomorrow night.”

      “So you really think it’s going to be a good idea to get on the plane with her when she takes off?” My plan is to ambush her while in the air.

      I shrug my shoulders. “She can’t jump out of the plane,” I tell him.

      Turning and walking out, I stop when he says, “But she can throw you out of one.” I have no doubt she probably will, but I’m not letting her go without the biggest fight of her life.

      “I’ve got an errand to run,” I tell him, and he just nods.

      I walk to the store I’m looking for and ring the bell. The door buzzes to let me in. An hour later, I’m walking out of the store with a black box.

      I get back to the penthouse and send Hunter a message that I’m back, and he comes up to meet me. “Rachel is sending over the tape from the hotel. She said she doesn’t see anything, but maybe we will.”

      “This guy is slick, I will give him that. He’s been a ghost this whole time,” I tell him, and he just nods at me.

      He leans into me and whispers, looking around. “You know there is a woman who came to my room and offered me fresh towels.”

      “Yeah,” I say, looking at the email. “There is also a butler who hangs around here somewhere.” I flip through the internet with her name, and she was right. I was very much forgotten the next day. Pedro, the butler, comes in and goes to work organizing our dinner. When I finally get to my room, I collapse on my bed.

      Me: Is she in bed?

      I text Cori, and she doesn’t get back to me right away. She’s been my saving grace this whole time. When I finally explained to her what happened, she was angry and sad for us. She then stored my name in her phone as Brianna just in case Kellie saw the texts.

      Cori: She cancelled her dinner with Tommy and is lying in bed watching the skyline.

      I put the phone on my chest, then look out my own window at the skyline, wishing I was with her and that she was in my arms. I close my eyes, seeing her face smiling and then laughing. I can still hear her laughter, and with that, I slowly drift off to sleep. In the past week, I’ve slept maybe a couple of hours a night, never really letting myself sleep in case she needed me.

      I open my eyes eight hours later, and I jump out of bed, grabbing my phone and checking to see if I missed anything. I guess knowing that we were going to finally be together, my body let go, and I finally slept.

      There are a couple of emails from Rachel about a possible lead to the amethyst heart that was sent. She is waiting on a reply from one man, and I know it has to be the key.

      Dante sent two texts, both confirming what I already knew—that she is staying in, and the second is a list of things that she will be doing the next day. She has a couple of radio interviews, she is going to be on Good Morning America, and then she will be on The Howard Stern Show.

      I see it’s almost four a.m., and I know I’m not going to be sleeping anytime soon, so I get up and change. Going to the gym, I push my body for a couple of hours, stopping when I get a text from Dante with a picture, and my hands almost snap the phone in my hand.

      Dante: My view does not suck.

      The picture is of Kellie wearing tight white jeans that cup her ass perfectly, the same ass that I bit a week ago. She is wearing a light pink shirt that ties at her neck and goes long to her knees, leaving her whole back open down the middle. Her long hair is piled on top of her head in a huge bun, and she is wearing the same color shoes as the shirt.

      Me: Why are you taunting the beast?

      Anthony replies, and I see that it’s a group message. Dante replies right away.

      Dante: I’ve been up since two a.m. when she decided that it was a good idea to bake fucking banana bread. Guess who had to follow her to the kitchen and watch her?

      Me: Well, your shift ends tonight at eleven, so you can sleep then.

      I answer them, then I smile.

      Me: I’m adding Rachel to this group text.

      I laugh, knowing that Rachel will skin Dante’s balls. The two of them are like oil and water but never letting the other one go. They had been dating in secret for the last two years, but when push came to shove, they finally told us.

      Dante: Fuck off.

      Dante: I’m working. I have to go.

      I turn on Good Morning America and wait to see her come out. I walk to the kitchen where I make a protein shake while I watch the show. Hunter comes in search of coffee. “Dalia put on the coffee at six,” I tell him, and he just nods. Kellie’s name is finally announced, and I see her coming out. She looks like she’s lost weight. Her eyes are a light green shade, and she smiles the whole time, but her smile is the fake one she reserves for the press. It isn’t her smile that she gives me that makes the side of her eyes crinkle, and it isn’t the smile that makes her eyes crystal green.

      “So what are your plans after the tour?” one of the co-hosts asks her, and I wait to hear her answer.

      “That is easy to answer,” she says, and the sound of her voice just makes everything okay. The tightness in my chest lets up a bit, my breathing comes out a touch easier, and I feel like it’s going to be okay. “I’m going to be holed up in a secret location enjoying me time.”

      “If only she knew,” Hunter says, sitting down next to me, and I look over and glare at him. The interview is over, so I turn off the television. Our phones beep and when we both look down, we see it’s from Dante.

      Dante: Change of plans. She’s hitting Live with Kelly and Ryan. Last-minute drop-in.

      “I hate these last-minute plans,” I hiss and then turn on the television again. This time, she walks out, and I stop breathing. She’s still in the white jeans, but she’s changed her top, and her hair is now cascading down. Her shirt is a blue and white striped long-sleeved shirt ending right before the waist of her jeans, and it cuts right down the front in a V.

      “Holy shit,” Hunter says from beside me, and I want to throat punch him. “If she moves even a touch, I think you’ll see something.”

      “She’s taped in that,” I tell him with plans to burn that fucking shirt.

      “Did she ever wear those shoes with you?” Hunter asks, and I finally see the strappy blue stilettos that tie around her ankle. I don’t know what they talk about. I have no idea if she even spoke. I send Cori a text.

      Me: Throw that shirt out or I burn it. Either way, I win.

      She responds right away, and I swear I can hear her laughing.

      Cori: She bought seven of them in different colors.

      I groan. The rest of the day goes by at a snail’s pace. Finally, at nine o’clock, I get dressed in my dark blue jeans and white shirt, and I grab my brown leather jacket. After putting on my black boots, I meet Hunter in the living room where he is dressed the same.

      “What’s the ETA?” he asks me of the plan tonight. A plan I have been putting into action from the time I walked away from her.

      “She always goes on stage at eight, and she’s off at ten thirty,” I tell him and then look at the clock to see it’s almost ten thirty. “We should head down and get to the airfield. She should be there no later than eleven, and I want to get on the plane and scope it out before she gets there.” He nods at me, then grabs his things, and we make our way outside to the truck already waiting at the curb. I get in and make my way down to the private airfield where the plane is waiting. “She should be getting into the car right about now,” I say, and our phones both go off at the same time, but this time, I see that Cori is calling.

      “Hello,” I answer the same time Hunter answers his phone quietly.

      “Brian!” she shrieks, her tone making my blood turn cold. “Brian, she’s gone.” I look over at Hunter, who is listening to whoever called him. His eyes come to me, and I just know that something is wrong. Cori’s sob rips through the phone. “Brian.”

      “Where are you?” I ask her, turning the truck around and speeding toward the venue.

      “He has her,” she sobs, and my heart stops. I can’t think, I can’t breathe, I can’t do anything.

      “Who has her?” I ask her, and all of a sudden, all the little pieces click together.

      “Tommy.”
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      My head feels so heavy as it rolls from side to side. I try to open my eyes, but the dizziness and throbbing make me stop. I groan, my hand going to my head as I try to stop the pounding and fight the darkness again, and then I hear the voice.

      “Are you finally up?” I hear Tommy’s voice, and suddenly, it all comes back to me.

      Stepping off the stage and throwing my hands up in the air to celebrate the end of the tour. Tommy waiting there for me with the biggest hug and smile. He pulled me to his side, his arm around my shoulder as he kissed my forehead and told me how proud he was of me. I couldn’t wait to get back to the changing room to shower and take off. My bags were packed, the plane was waiting, and I was going to sleep for a month. When we walked past the dressing room, I tried to stop, but he kept walking straight down the hallway, mentioning that he had a surprise for me. When we got close to the car, I looked over at him and then felt a little pinch in my neck as I was drugged.

      Now here I am in the car as I try to open my eyes. Fighting the heaviness of my eyes, I try to focus on the darkness of the road, but the nausea sets in and my stomach feels like it’s roiling. “I’m going to be sick,” I grumble, then wonder if he’s going to pull over.

      “You’ll be fine. We are almost there anyway,” he says, and I now lean back in the seat, my hand holding the handle of the car as I try to breathe through the nausea. “Just a little bit more and we’ll finally be home, honey.”

      Honey? What is he talking about? “What home?” I whisper, my mouth dry. “Water.” I try to swallow again, and it’s like sandpaper. “I need water.”

      “Not yet,” Tommy says, and I open my eyes and see that it’s pitch black outside and even the headlights of the car are off. “We are going to be arriving any minute, and now that we’re finally reunited, our life together can begin.” I look over at him and notice he’s sweating. He is usually so put together and always well groomed and dressed, and now he looks disheveled. His thumbs are tapping the steering wheel. The car takes a sharp right turn, and I fly to the side but then he finally puts the car in park and shuts it off by pressing the button. He gets out of the car, and I see his shadow walking to my side. When he opens the door, he leans in, kissing me on the lips. I lean away from his touch, and he touches my chin with his thumb. “It’ll only be a matter of time before we are husband and wife, and I can’t wait.” He leans over me to unbuckle the seat belt, and then he grabs my hand to help me get out of the car, but my knees give out, and I fall, the rocks cutting into my hands and knees. “Fucking bitch,” he curses and then grabs my upper arm, yanking me up. I have to focus, or I’ll fall again. He puts his arm around my waist, and my feet are just moving in slow motion until we get to the wooden stairs. We walk up the five steps, and then he opens the door, pulling me in and closing it behind him. I look around the cabin and see that it’s just a living room with the white and green checkered couch, and the dining room and kitchen all open. The only light is the little side lamp by the couch and the light over the kitchen sink. He walks me to the dining room and pulls out a wooden chair, then pushes me down on it. I almost fall over, but he steadies me and then walks to the counter and comes back with rope and duct tape.

      “What are you doing?’ I ask him, and he wraps my feet together with the duct tape. I try to move them and can’t.

      “I can’t have you running before the preacher gets here tomorrow,” he says, looking up, and I see that his eyes look crazy. He grabs my hands and does the same thing to them, and now even if I wanted to run, I can’t. “Hope it’s not too tight,” he says. I try to move my hands but nothing budges.

      “I don’t understand,” I whisper, and then he ties me to the chair with the rope around my waist. “What is going on, Tommy?”

      He runs his hands through his hair. “I never meant for this to happen,” he starts to say. “But …” Wringing his hands together nervously, he looks at me and tries to talk, but nothing comes out of his mouth.

      “But what?” I look at him, trying to see if he will reason with me. “Whatever it is, we can fix it.” I try to get him to look at me. Surely, he wouldn’t hurt me.

      “It’s gone,” he says quietly, sitting on the table in front of me. “Everything, it’s gone.”

      “What do you mean it’s gone? What is gone?” I ask him, and I get a sinking feeling in my stomach. I don’t know if it’s all this, but my stomach roils, and I have a feeling I’m going to throw up.

      “It’s gone. Everything is gone. The company, the houses, my money, your money, it’s gone.” It’s worse than I thought, so much worse.

      “I don’t understand.” I look at him, and he gets up and starts to pace in front of me. He runs his hands through his hair, pulling it and cursing.

      “I took a gamble on a new project. A retirement project that was going to triple my money.” His voice then softens. “I just needed the investment, and then once I cashed out big, I was going to replace the money, all of it. They said six months tops, but then the city shut it down. The environmentalists blocked it because of fucking frogs or some shit.” He shakes his head. “We couldn’t touch it because of wildlife!” he yells, picking up a glass on the counter and throwing it against the wall. I close my eyes as it shatters behind me. “Then I just couldn’t get it back. I just kept chasing the money to get it back to you before anyone noticed it was missing, but I couldn’t get it back. No matter what I did, it just bled more money.”

      “That explains it … My debit card was denied today,” I tell him. “We were at Gucci, and when I went to pay with my card, it said declined. Of course, they just gave me the stuff, and I didn’t have a chance to call the bank to discuss it.” The sickness I was feeling before comes back now, and I think I’m going to get sick. “Are you saying everything is gone? All my hard work.” I look at him, my voice going a bit louder than I wanted to.

      “Everything but the houses in Nashville,” he tells me, and I laugh, not sure if I’m going crazy or in shock.

      “How?” I have financial planners who watch my money to make sure this type of thing doesn’t happen.

      “I forged some documents, and they didn’t question me,” he says, shaking his head. “I submitted some fake bills, and they just pushed them through.”

      “They would have called me,” I tell him. At least, I’m hoping.

      “They did, and I told them to let me tell you,” he says, rubbing his face.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask him softly, and he just shrugs, so I yell the last part, and I try to get up out of the chair, but the ropes prevent me from getting up, pushing me back down. “Why not just tell me?”

      “I don’t know.” He closes his eyes, rubbing his face with his hands. “I was trying to get the courage to, okay?” He comes over to me and then squats in front of me. Grabbing my hand in his, he kisses it. I try to yank it away from him, but I’m stuck. “I was going to.” He now reaches out and pushes the hair away from my face, and I turn my head. He grabs my chin with more force than he’s ever used and then yanks my face back to his. He holds my chin in his hand, telling me the rest. “And then Brian came into the picture,” he hisses, getting up. Putting his hands on his hips, he gets louder. “And all of a sudden, you had your head up your ass and then you went and fucked him,” he spits, and I blink my eyes closed. “I figure I’d scare you with the first couple of letters and then you would turn to me instead of him.” He laughs. “I’d save you.” He puts his hand on his chest. “I’d be the savior and make everything okay, and then you would finally do what I’ve been dying for you to do since the beginning.” I wait for the next part, my heart pounding. “Fall in love with me,” he whispers, putting his hand on my cheek and my stomach roils from his touch. “And then when you found out the truth, you would already be in love with me. But it wouldn’t matter because we’d figure it out together.” He drops his hand from my face, then looks in my eyes. “I would never do anything to hurt you.”

      I try to make sense of it, try to see that the man in front of me is the same one who’s taken care of me from the very beginning. “It was you all along,” I whisper in shock. “All the letters, the heart, the roses … it was you?”

      He puts his hands in his pockets. “After the stone, I was going to come to you.” He shakes his head. “But then Brian took you off the grid, and I couldn’t get any info on where you were.” He looks up and then exhales. “Nothing. He wouldn’t cave even when I threatened him. The only time I could get to you was at your shows, and then it was too late at that point.” He continues to shake his head, as if trying to get his thoughts in order. “I had people watching you with him, and they said you were in love with him.”

      I laugh at him. He’s off his fucking rocker. “This is a joke, right?” I ask him and then look around. “This whole thing is a joke, right? You can’t seriously think I could love you?” I tell him, and he walks to me. His hand comes out, and it happens in slow motion or maybe it is just my brain taking longer to catch up to what just happened, but he backhands me across the face. I see stars. I’m not sure what is going on, and if I wasn’t tied, I would have fallen over. I try to focus and see he is now standing in front of me with a gun pointed at me. “You might as well shoot me because there is no way in hell I’m marrying you!” I yell at him, trying to wriggle free. Everything happens so fast, and I’m not ready.

      The front door gets kicked in or shot in, I have no idea, but Tommy finally looks over at the commotion, and I see him. Brian. Dressed in all black, he’s holding a gun in his hand and pointing it straight at Tommy. Tommy finally registers who it is, and his hand goes up, and he pulls the trigger. The sound of the gun firing echoes in my ears, and suddenly, my throat is raw with the yells coming out of me. “Nooooooooo!” I sob out, screaming and yelling the whole time as I watch Brian stumble back and all I see is blood.
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      “He has her,” I say to Hunter, crouching down behind a shrub, waiting for the signal to go. The minute I got off the phone with Cori, I sprung into action. Hunter was on the phone with Dante, who was on the phone with Anthony and Rachel.

      Between the four of us, we had eyes on him ten minutes later. It helped that I put a tracker on his phone, but it was the longest ten minutes of my life. From there, we got on the phone with the SWAT team and the FBI. I was ready to call in every single favor that I and my family had.

      I rushed to the command post that we had the local police do. It’s funny how fast shit gets done when you know the right people. I pull up to a van that is open on the side as unmarked cars start arriving. I get out and toss my black jacket in the back and rip my shirt off to get ready for war. In a matter of five minutes, Hunter, Dante, and I are ready and in black gear. I am tightening the Velcro on my bulletproof vest. “Why are we standing around?” I ask impatiently, looking at the guys in charge who are all pretty much dressed the same way as I’m dressed.

      “We have to make sure we have everything in place,” Jake, the local cop says, crouching down next to me. He presses the earpiece in his ear. “The back is secure.” He listens. “We have eyes on the suspect, and he’s waving around a gun,” he says, and I get up, but he pushes me back down. “Don’t get your woman killed.”

      “You tell me, Jake. You know your woman is in a house with a crazy madman and you aren’t charging in there?” He doesn’t answer.

      “Be smart,” Hunter says from beside me. “We want her in one piece.”

      “He touches a hair on her head, and I’ll put him seven feet under,” I say, and then Jake looks at me.

      “He just hit her.” And I don’t care anymore. I charge toward the house, running low just like I was taught in boot camp to get to the door without anyone even knowing I’m there. My hand holds my gun in front of me. “Stand down.” I hear from beside me, and I look in the window, and I see her. He is in front of her while she looks at him with dry tears on her face, but she’s angry. I’m proud that she didn’t let him win, but then he does something that makes my blood run cold. Ice is running through my veins now, and all I see is red.

      He holds his gun up, and it’s pointed right at her, square in the face, and she still doesn’t back down. She just yells, “You might as well shoot me because there is no way in hell I’m marrying you!”

      When she says that, I turn to look at Hunter, who just nods at me, and I stand back and kick in the door. The cheap lock gives way, and the frame of the wooden door breaks off. My arms are locked on my weapon, and I look at Tommy, who turns to me and takes a shot, hitting my left arm. I feel the burning and heat coming from being shot, but I don’t stop. I stumble back just a touch, and then her voice fills the room as she yells, “Nooooooooo!

      I look at him, and if I didn’t have any witnesses, I would put a bullet right between his fucking beady little eyes. “Should have shot my right side, motherfucker,” I tell him, and I fire my shot. It hits him right in the shoulder, and his arm jerks back, and the gun falls to the floor with a loud clunk. I run to her as men with their weapons drawn survey the room. Each has their own mission as they secure the house and make sure another threat isn’t in the house.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, going to the ropes around her waist first as my heart returns to normal. Seeing the gun drawn and pointed at her, I felt my heart stop, my breathing stop; everything in me stopped, and the only thing I could do was get to her. She looks down at me, her eyes finding mine. Even with all the commotion around us, her eyes never leave mine. “Baby,” I say once the ropes around her waist are loose.

      “We told you to stay back,” Jake hisses at me, and I don’t even pay attention to him. The only thing I’m looking at is her.

      She turns her head when she hears Hunter’s voice coming from somewhere close. “You’re lucky he let you keep your balls.” He’s squatting in front of Tommy. “Stupid bastard, you think you could touch her, and he wouldn’t do anything?” He shakes his head, laughing. Two uniformed cops are around him. One sits him up while the other one cuffs him, and he winces out in pain. “Pussy,” Hunter mumbles.

      “Are you hurt?” I ask her, and now she turns to me and sobs. I grab the knife from my thigh and cut the duct tape from her wrists. She flies into my arms; her arms go around my neck, and she buries her face in my neck, crying. My arms go around her waist. “Baby, I need to cut the tape from your feet,” I say quietly to her, and she just shakes her head. “I promise you that you can come back into my arms. Just let me get you free.” She slowly leans back and then looks at my arm that has been leaking blood, but I ignored it until I got to her. I look down at where her eyes are and see that a small puddle has formed.

      “We need a paramedic!” she shouts and then starts to cry again, looking around for someone to pay attention to her, but everyone is busy doing their own thing. I reach for her face and cup one side, and she winces. I can finally see the swelling from where Tommy hit her and a small gash on her cheek. “Someone get him help.”

      “It’s a flesh wound,” I say to her and finally cut off the duct tape from her feet. Standing up, I pick her up and carry her out of the house. The whole place is now lit up, and I see twenty cop cars, all parked with their headlights aimed at the cabin and all the lights shining on us. Two ambulances are waiting with the paramedics sitting on the back of the ambulance. The doors open, a gurney is inside. “I think she needs stitches on her cheek,” I tell them, and she just shakes her head while they move to the side. I step into the ambulance and place her gently on the gurney, then move out of the way for the girl paramedic to come in and check her cheek.

      She doesn’t even make it to her, pushing her hand aside, and saying, “He got shot.” She points at me while one paramedic fixes her and the other pulls up my sleeve.

      “It just grazed you,” he says to me, “but you’re going to need stitches.” I go and sit next to Kellie, holding her hand in mine.

      “You are both going in,” the paramedic says. “Are you going together?”

      I look at her and say, “She doesn’t go anywhere without me.” The guy nods at me, and they both jump out of the back. After shutting the door, he blares the sirens as we make our way to the hospital.

      When we get to the hospital, I get up and open the back door of the ambulance when I hear them slam their doors. I step out and wait for them to get her out and wheel her in. “He is the one who is shot!” she yells, trying to get up off the stretcher.

      My phone beeps, and I take it out to see a text from Hunter.

      Hunter: Press is on the loose. Getting everything ready to shut down the hospital. There in two minutes.

      The nurses try separating us, but after one look at my face, they know that isn’t going to happen. They instead wheel us to a bigger, more private area. “Close the blinds.” The nurse nods her head and goes to close them, then comes over. “The press have gotten hold of the story,” I tell the nurses and then look over at Kellie, who is now sitting with eyes wide open. “It’s going to be okay.” Walking to her, I say, “Hunter is here. But you need to let the nurses check you, okay?”

      She nods at me, and the nurses go over to her. I give them room to do their thing. One checks her blood pressure while the other assesses her cheek. “We can probably glue this, and the scar will be very minimal.” I look over at the door and see them coming in with another gurney for me.

      The nurse who looks like she can probably take me out even though she is five foot two points at the bed, so I go. She rolls up my sleeve and just nods while my phone beeps. She cleans the wound, the stinging doesn’t stop me from reading the texts with my team.

      Dante: Press is all over, man.

      Dante: I found a couple in the ER waiting room.

      Hunter: I say we have a fifteen-minute window. What is your ETA?

      I look at the nurse who is finishing my arm. “We need to get her out of here in the next fifteen minutes or a mob will descend, and it’ll be a dangerous situation for everyone.” She looks at me and just nods when two detectives come into the room. Their eyes go straight to me, and I know one from when I did security for some rap guy who decided it was a good idea to carry a weapon through airport security. I nod at the one I know, and he just looks at me.

      “Brian, she needs to give a statement before she leaves, or she needs to come down to the precinct.”

      “You have fifteen minutes,” I tell him, and he understands what I’m saying. “After that, she is going, so if it’s longer than that, you need to schedule it with her attorney.”

      He nods at me and then walks over when the nurses finally finish with her. The doctor checks her over and then walks over to me to check out my stitches and cover it up.

      “Miss Hudson,” he starts, and she looks at him, “I’m Detective Glashow, and this is my partner, Detective Schneider. We have a couple of questions for you, and then we can let you go on your way.”

      “Anything I can do to help,” she tells them softly, and then she looks at the doctor and the nurses who quickly exit the room. I get off the bed and move to stand beside her.

      “If you can explain to us how you got to that cabin?” Detective Glashow asks her.

      “I have no idea really,” she tells them. “The only thing I remember is stepping off the stage, walking with him to my dressing room, and then he told me he had a surprise for me.”

      “How did he get you in the car?” he asks, looking up from the notepad he’s writing on.

      “I have no idea. I do remember feeling a pinch,” she says, touching her neck. I move closer to inspect it and see a little red mark.

      “She has a tiny puncture wound,” I tell them and ask them, “What difference does it make how she got there?”

      He just looks up from his pad and then looks at Kellie, ignoring me. “Did you go with him willingly?”

      “No.” She shakes her head while speaking. “I was going to get on a plane and take off an hour after my show.”

      “Did Mr. Surray tell you anything?” he asks her, using Tommy’s last name.

      “He said that we were going to be married,” she says softly, looking at me while I stand here with my legs open. I put my hands in my back pockets and try not to freak out. “He said that he’s been taking money from me, and that if he married me, I wouldn’t hate him.”

      “Son of a fucking bitch.” I shake my head. I take my phone out and text Rachel.

      Rachel: Tommy took money from Kellie; check accounts.

      “Who tied your hands and feet together?” he asks, and now I’m about to lose my shit.

      “Get to the point, Detective.” My eyes leer at them.

      “Miss Hudson, Mr. Surray is under arrest and will be in court tomorrow morning on charges of fraud,” he says, and she looks at him with her mouth open. “He’s been embezzling funds from all of his clients, leaving most no choice but to file for bankruptcy.”

      “Oh my God,” she says, bringing her hand to her mouth.

      “Mr. Surray said you went with him willingly, and it was your plan all along to marry him in the morning,” Detective Schneider says, and she shakes her head.

      The tears fall now. “I was never going to marry him, and I told him that he should just shoot me now since there was no way I was going to marry him.”

      “Well then,” Detective Glashow says, “I can see why you two fit so good together.” He looks at me, putting his pad away. “I’ll call you if we need anything else.” He nods, and they both walk out the room. Cori rushes in, her face white with tears streaming down her face. She rushes to Kellie’s side, taking her in her arms.

      “I’m so sorry,” she sobs, “I should have followed you, but I was just talking to Trisha, and by the time I walked back to the room, you weren’t there, and I just had an uneasy feeling.”

      “It’s okay.” She comforts her while rubbing her back. “You couldn’t have known it was Tommy.”

      She finally leaves her arms and then walks to me. “I’m so sorry I didn’t keep her safe for you.”

      She hugs me, and I whisper to her, “I trust you with her life.” She just nods. “If it wasn’t for you, we wouldn’t have known where she was,” I tell her. “You called the minute you found out, and it solved the whole case really.”

      “How did you find me?” Kellie finally asks me, and I just look at her, finally able to smile.

      “I’ll always find you no matter how far you run,” I say softly to her. She looks like she is going to say something to me but doesn’t because Hunter comes in.

      “Hey.” He looks at Kellie. “I’m glad you’re okay, but …” He looks at me. “The press has tripled. I saw a CNN van, and I also saw a Fox News van. You have reporters at both penthouses and her house in LA.”

      “We need to move,” I say, walking over and taking her into my arms. She wraps an arm around my shoulder and then lays her head on my shoulder. I nod at Hunter and walk out of the room. Hunter stays in front of me, and Cori is on our side. We walk out the back door, and I climb into an ambulance and place her on the stretcher. Cori gets in, followed by Hunter, who gets in and closes the door. “Go,” I say to Dante who is in the front driving. We pull out of the hospital without the sirens and without the press even finding out we left.

      Once we get to the airfield, the plane is there waiting for us. Hunter opens the doors and is joined by Dante who looks at Kellie.

      “I should have been closer to you,” he says, and I know he will feel the guilt. It’s in us to feel it.

      “No one could have known,” she tells him when I put her down on her own two feet. She walks to him and hugs him, and I try not to yank her back to me. “You helped save me.”

      “I saved you,” I tell her, and she looks over at me. I finally see her smile while Hunter and Dante chuckle. “We have to go,” I tell her, and I grab her hand, nodding at my boys. We walk up the steps and into the plane.

      “Where is Cori?” she asks him when she looks over at the attendant who is closing the door.

      “She is going to meet us in a couple of days,” I tell her. “She needs to make sure things are set up, and then she’ll meet us.”

      “Where are we going?” she asks me, and the long speech that I had planned for tonight is gone. Instead, I go with the condensed version.

      “I just bought a house in Montana.” I sit next to her and buckle her in first and then myself. “We have to talk.” She looks at me. “There are a lot of things to say.” I put an arm across the back of the couch, my hand touching her shoulder and my thumb rubbing circles on it. “But the first thing I’m going to say is that I love you.” With everything that she went through, the only thing I could think of was that I never told her I loved her. I never got a chance to say those three words, so I knew it was the first thing I would say to her. “I’ve loved you for a long time.”

      “But you told …” she says now, her voice cracking, and I put a finger on her lips to stop her from talking.

      “Did you really think the first time I said anything about me loving you was going to be to someone who wasn’t you?” I smile at her, and she blinks. A lone tear runs down her face, and I wipe it away with my thumb. “That is for you and only you,” I say softly, moving closer to her “Only you, baby.” I lean in and kiss her lips softly. “I love you.” My hand cups her cheek softly. “All of you.” I kiss her cheek with the cut. “Every single part of you.” I move to the other cheek. “For the rest of my life, I’m going to love you with everything that I have.” Her hand comes up and holds the wrist to my hand holding her face.

      “Mr. Kitch,” the flight attendant says, “we are ready to take off. Oh, and your father is waiting for your phone call.”

      “Mr. Kitch?” she asks me, and I see the question in her eyes. Her eyes go to the television in the corner that has been playing. Suddenly, my picture flashes on the screen. It’s a picture of my father and my brother. Then the picture of us out in New Orleans flashes onto the screen with the ticker at the bottom,

      “Oil tycoon billionaire’s son falls for Hollywood’s Princess.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brian

      

      

      The wheels hit the tarmac, jostling her awake. “We’re home,” I whisper. After I professed my love for her, she put her head on my shoulder and fell asleep in minutes. I pulled her to me and let her sleep while I touched base with everyone on the ground. We definitely had things to discuss, but she needed to eat first, and then she needed to sleep. I let her walk off the plane, and the truck was there waiting for me. I hold her hand, walking to the truck, and wait for her to get in before walking to the driver’s side and getting in. The GPS is already set with address in it.

      “Where are you taking me?” she asks me, looking over at me. “Are we in Montana?”

      “Yes,” I tell her. “We are going home.” I don’t say anything else. Instead, I reach out my hand and hold hers while she looks out the window at the mountains in the distance. When we pull up to the full iron gate, I press the button on the remote on the sun visor.

      The gate opens, and we drive up, and I finally get to see the house I bought. “This isn’t my house,” she says, and I just look at her.

      “No, it’s ours,” I tell her, driving past the little creek that runs through the land and then finally seeing the house. The outside lights are on, and you see that it’s two stories. The front of the house looks like wooden logs. Six windows cover the side of the house, showing you the inside, so we are definitely going to have to get blinds. I drive under the awning, but it’s really where the game room sits, and it attaches to the four-car garage that is hidden on the side. It’s held up by thick rock wall arches.

      I get out of the car and open hers while she gets out and her mouth just hangs opens. “This house looks magical,” she says, and I look up at it closely and see it really does. There are so many windows all over that you never really could tell in the pictures. The front door sits on the side of the house at an angle with five stairs.

      The door is glass as well. “We need to change this door,” I tell her and grab the keys from my pocket to unlock the door. I open the door. “Welcome home, baby,” I tell her, leaning down to kiss her and wait for her to walk in. She does and then she stops right there in the entryway. The house has the open concept with a ceiling so high you need to strain your neck. The back of the house has the same windows as in the front. A staircase on the side leads you upstairs. Walking farther into the house, you see a huge rock wall with a fireplace in the middle of the house. There are four master bedrooms in the house all on the second floor, the hallway in a square around the house and all you see are doors. The railings have clear glass. “We have to go furniture shopping also,” I tell her, looking around and seeing that it’s very rustic, and there are more wooden antlers than I care for.

      “This house is so beautiful,” she says, and then she looks at me. “You bought this house?”

      “Well,” I start to say, “technically, I bought it, but my mother picked it out.”

      She stands there, looking at me. “Are you hungry?” I ask her, and she shakes her head.

      “I want to get out of these clothes,” she says, looking at the outfit that she wore on stage. I grab her hand, and we go up the side stairs and see that the walls are all rock, the long hallway in rich dark wood.

      “I have no idea which room you want, so how about we start in there and then work our way around the house?” I suggest, opening the first door I see. “All the rooms have their own bathrooms,” I tell her and see the big king-size bed and a huge window in the middle of the room.. “I’m going to get your bags, so why don’t you take a shower?” I say. Leaning in to kiss her on the lips, I then walk out before I take her against the shower. I jog back downstairs, looking for our bags, and they are right there sitting on the couch.

      By the time I walk back upstairs and pull out a pair of her sweats and a shirt, she is walking into the room with a towel wrapped around her. “Your turn,” she says, coming up to me. “I’ll wait for you here,” she whispers. She goes to her bag on the bed and tosses it on the floor along with her clothes, then slides under the covers. And by the time I finish my shower, I find her softly snoring. I walk to the door and flip off the light, and then walk over and slide into the bed with her. I pull her to me softly, not wanting to wake her, and for the first time in over a week, I fall asleep peacefully.
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      When I finally open my eyes, the sun is shining bright. “It’s about time you woke up.” I hear from beside me and look at her, sitting up in bed with her back to the headboard. She leans over and kisses my lips. “Morning.”

      I grab her and drag her back down with me, burying my face in her neck. “Morning,” I grumble. Her stomach makes a gurgling sound, making me laugh. “What time is it?”

      “Four o’clock,” she says. “I got up maybe twenty minutes ago and tried to shake you awake, but nothing, so I got on my phone instead.”

      “Okay, let’s go eat,” I say, rolling out of bed and putting on shorts while she grabs a robe. We walk down to the kitchen, and I open the fully stocked fridge and see trays and platters of cooked food all labeled. “We have mac and cheese, chicken fried steak …”

      I look over at her, and she is holding a box of Honey Nut Cheerios in one arm while her hand is in the box, and she is shoving them in her mouth. “I don’t care.”

      I grab both trays and put them in the oven. “Thirty minutes,” I tell her, looking at the instructions on the top of the container.

      “Well, it gives you thirty minutes to fill me in.” She looks at me, and I just nod my head. Grabbing her around her waist, I head to the couch. She puts the box of cereal down and sits on the couch, and I sit next to her. I lean in and kiss her lips. “Spill it.”

      “Okay.” I take a deep breath. “What do you want to know?”

      “Well, let’s start with the obvious,” she says. “How did you find me?”

      she whispers.

      I close my eyes, not wanting to remember the moment my heart literally stopped in my chest. “The plan was for you to get off stage and then Cori was going to have you brought to the plane where I was going to be waiting for you.”

      “I was going to my house,” she whispers. “Cori made sure it was all set up.”

      “I was going to be on the plane, and I was going to force you to finally listen to me,” I tell her, grabbing her and pulling her on my lap. “I was going to tell you everything, but then she called me, and I thought my heart had stopped.”

      “Honey,” she says softly, putting her hand on my face, and I turn my face and kiss the palm of her hand.

      “Anyway, it all happened so fast. Cori called me, and Dante called Hunter. The team back home was already in place and getting a ping off his phone.” I breathe out a huge sigh of relief. “Then when I found out what he told you, I had Rachel dig into his background and check accounts, and I have to tell you it didn’t take long to put the pieces together. He was broke. He was even lower than broke,” I tell her, and she looks at me in shock. “He was at the end of his rope, and he was getting sloppy. We put a tracker on his phone. He turned it off, but you can still get a location from the Bluetooth in his car.”

      “I texted Cori,” she says. “She is going to find out what I have left.”

      “You have everything left,” I tell her, and she shakes her head.

      “He blew all my money and took out loans on the houses. I have nothing.” I shake my head. “I have the house in Nashville only because my mother co-signed.”

      “Baby, you aren’t losing anything,” I tell her, and then I tell her what she is going to find out soon anyway. “Cori stayed in New York to go talk to my lawyer.”

      “Your lawyer about what?” she asks me.

      “About buying all your stuff back,” I tell her. “You aren’t losing everything you worked hard for because of a piece of shit like Tommy.”

      “What?” she asks, confused.

      I look up at the ceiling. “My father is Harold B. Kitch the second,” I tell her, and she just looks at me. “My older brother is Harold B. Kitch the third, and lucky for me, my mother got to choose my name and went with plain old Brian.”

      “Hold on one second,” she says, getting up. “Your father is the oil tycoon who was in the newspaper just last week for acquiring the biggest tech company in the world?” she asks but doesn’t wait for me to answer. “It was all over the papers last week.”

      “That would be him,” I confirm. “I don’t have anything to do with the business. When I turned eighteen, my father was ready to give me a larger role in the company, but I ran away and enlisted.” She opens her mouth in shock. “My big brother went to Warton and graduated at the top of his class, and my father assumed I would be following the same path, but just the thought … I couldn’t do it.” I hold up a hand. “But that doesn’t mean that I don’t have stocks in them, or that I don’t have a trust fund that has more money than I know what to do with, and even if my children’s children spend stupidly, there is much more.”

      “He’s a billionaire. Your brother was on the cover of Forbes.” Her voice is monotone as she gets all the information I’m throwing at her, and she is putting all the pieces together. “The company was worth over a hundred and forty-five billion dollars.”

      “I know. Trust me, I know. He sent me the article in a frame,” I tell her. “You’ll see he’s a cocksucker, but he took the reins, and for that, I owe him. He got to go to stuffy boardrooms while I got to play with guns.”

      “Oh my God,” she says, putting her hand in front of her mouth. “That is what Dante meant. You paid to rent the houses we stayed in?” I nod my head.

      “All of them,” I tell her. “I also did this case pro bono.” She smiles.

      “You,” she whispers out, stuttering. “You.” Her eyes fill with tears.

      “You did all that for me.”

      “No,” I tell her, wiping away the tear rolling down her cheek. “I did it for me. I did it for us.”  I kiss her. “I did it because you’re mine.”

      “How long were you working pro bono?” she asks me, and I smile.

      “Since the second time I picked you up.” I kiss her now, and when her tongue slides into my mouth, I feel like I’m home. I feel like my heart can start beating again, and I feel like I’m finally alive again.
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      “So how much?” I ask Cori, who sits at the island in the kitchen, as I pull open the fridge and grab a water bottle. She finally arrived this morning after spending five days in New York with Brian’s lawyers going over everything.

      I wasn’t just broke. I had nothing left. Well, I would have had nothing left if it wasn’t for Brian and his lawyers, who got everything back.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that,” she says, and I glare at her. Brian comes into the room, walking straight to me and kissing my lips.

      Then he turns to say hello to Cori. “What are you guys talking about?” He stands next to me. Ever since we got to this house, I never go more than ten minutes without him.

      “She was asking how much you paid to get all her things back,” Cori tells him, and he just shakes his head while I look at Cori and mouth, “Traitor.”

      I move away from Brian, crossing my arms over my chest. “Why can’t I know?” I ask them both. “I don’t want to be kept in the dark about anything.”

      “Fine,” Brian says and looks at Cori. “Tell her.”

      “Well, the good news is that nothing was in foreclosure, so all we had to do was pay off the mortgages again,” she says, and I start to calculate that it must have cost him close to twenty million.

      “I’m going to pay you back.” I look over at Brian, and now he glares at me. “You are not going to be stuck paying my debt.”

      “It’s not your debt. It’s Tommy’s debt, and I won’t have it touching you,” he says, leaning back against the counter. He doesn’t say anything else because there is a ring at the door. “I swear to God,” he starts saying, “if that is one more flower delivery, I’m sending it back.”

      I just smile when word got out about everything that I went through, and the flowers started arriving once they found out where she was. Now the whole house has flowers; you literally smell them everywhere.  He walks to the door, and when he opens it, the man is standing there in the UPS outfit, and he hands him the envelope in his hand. “Perfect timing,” he says and closes the door and then looks at Cori. “Is everything ready?”

      “Yup.” She smiles, standing next to me. “Her bags are on the plane and ready to go.”

      “What is going on? Where am I going?” I look at them, and then Brian comes over to me.

      “I know I promised you we could stay here, but …” he starts saying. “Well, I FaceTimed my mom when we got here, and she saw the décor, and she has the men coming in to gut this place tomorrow morning.”

      “What?” I ask in shock, looking around. Okay, there is a lot of wood and antlers. “What if I tell you that I don’t want to change anything?”

      “Then I’ll ask you if you knocked your head when Tommy kidnapped you,” Cori says.” Jesus, have you looked around here? It’s well, it’s very rustic, and you are a country girl, yes, but you aren’t this country.”

      “So where are we going?” I ask him, and he smiles.

      “The beach for one month,” he says, and I try to hide my excitement. “One month, me and you on our own private island.”

      “Jesus, besides your brother”—Cori looks at him—“is there anyone I can marry?” Brian laughs and then looks at me.

      “If you’re ready, the plane is ready.” I look down at my jeans and sweater.

      “I’m ready,” I say “I don’t even care what I look like. My man wants to take me to a beach for a month.” I hold his hand, and Cori drives us to the airport where the same private plane is waiting. “Where are you going to go for a month?”

      “Me?” she asks, getting out and giving me a hug. “I’m going to get my ass back to the house and make sure all that shit is gone, and when you come back, everything is going to be perfect.” I climb the stairs to the plane, step in, and take my seat with Brian by my side holding my hand.

      “I love you,” I tell him, and he looks at me. “Even if you didn’t have any money in the world and I had to start over all again, I would be okay with you by my side,” I tell him as the plane leaves the runway and takes me to the beach.

      “You can go change,” he tells me. “The bag is over there.” I get up and go into the bathroom and take out my aqua sundress that Cori packed for me. It’s a tube top and goes all the way to my ankles. I grab my gold strappy sandals and put them on and then go out. He looks up from his phone and smiles. “We will be landing in an hour.”

      “How close to the beach are we?” I ask him, looking outside, and all I see is crystal blue water.

      “Right on the beach. The house is totally secluded,” he tells me, and I climb on his lap now. His hands going to my ass.

      “Does this mean we can go skinny dipping?” I whisper, and he nods. “Does this mean I won’t have any tan lines?”

      “As long as I’m the only one on the island, you can walk around naked. We have to take a private boat to the island. Then they come back daily, depending on if we need them or not.”

      I lean in and kiss his neck, trailing my tongue. “Think we can have some sex on the beach?”

      He pushes one side of my hair behind my ear. “I think I can help with that,” he says with a smile. I lean in to taste his lips, then lay my head on his shoulder and just take in the serenity of his arms. The heat hits me as soon as I get off the plane, but a town car is waiting for us. The driver opens the door for us, and the cool air hits us right away.

      I look out the window at the view of the ocean, and it looks like there is ocean on both sides as we make our way through the town and then toward the pier. We pull up to a wooden dock with a boat waiting for us. We walk down the dock holding hands while the driver brings our luggage, and I have to say, she really downsized with my packing because it’s just a small carry-on bag. The driver smiles at us and holds out his hand for me to get into the boat, but Brian gets into the boat first and then holds out his hand for me. I shake my head. “It was hard enough to trust Dante with your life,” he says, and I sit on the white leather bench with him next to me, his arm around my shoulder, and I hold my hair when it goes all over the place while the boat zips through the empty ocean, the water so crystal blue you can see the bottom. I see a couple of houses in the distance, actually only three, all with a forest between them. We pull up to the dock, and a man dressed in a white linen suit is waiting for us. Brian gets out of the boat first and then holds out his hand for me.

      “Welcome to the island.” He smiles at us. “My name is Andre, and I’ll be giving you a tour of the house.”

      “Brian,” he says, holding out his hand, “and this is Kellie.”

      I hold out my hand. “Pleasure.” I smile, and he turns to walk toward the house. From where I’m standing, it looks like the house is shaped like a diamond. We walk in, and the air conditioner is working as the cool breeze hits my warm skin. I don’t even pay attention to anything he says. Instead, I go to the living room, going down two steps, and see that it looks like the ocean never ends. The two walls are glass from top to bottom, and the view downstairs where the pool is has a swim-up bar and two huge palm trees on the side of the pool. There are two daybeds at the end of the pool with a wooden dock that leads all the way to the white sandy beach. I see six daybeds down by the ocean along with two awnings for shade. He takes us through the house to the kitchen, the movie theater, and then to the master bedroom, which has the same view as the living room. Except you can open a sliding door and let the ocean breeze come in. The king-size bed is so high you need a stool to get into it.

      By the time he’s finished giving us a tour, the only thing that I know is that I need to get my ass in that water on the beach. “If you need anything, my number is by the phone. I’m about five minutes away by boat and available twenty-four hours a day. The maid will come in every day at noon. If you don’t need her or want her to, please let me know.” He turns to walk out of the house, and I grab Brian’s hand and pull him toward our bags in the bedroom.

      “The plan is to get me to the beach,” I tell him, and he just smiles. I open my bag and fish around for my bathing suit. I grab the white bikini, then go into the bathroom and change. I tie the back and then slip on the bottom held together by five strings on the sides, holding the two little materials together for the front and the back. The top is all mesh with two flower decals where my nipples are. I turn and walk out of the room, seeing Brian sitting on the bed already in his suit. “Oh, I thought you would have put your Speedo on.” I see his cock spring to action while he looks me over. I walk up to him, cupping him in my hand. “I take it you approve of the swimwear?” I kiss him, and he groans. “But it’ll have to wait. My toes need to feel some sand.”

      He laughs and grabs our glasses, and we walk out. There is a tiki hut as soon as we walk down the bottom steps, covered in shade, and to the side, under the house, is a sitting area with two swings and a chandelier in the middle. I put my glasses on, and we walk past the pool, spotting a sauna in the corner and see that there is a hot tub and a cool tub both on the side of the pool. We walk to the wooden deck, and I feel some sand, and I smile. “Did I mention how much I love the beach?” I look up at him, and he nods his head. “Like I love, love, love the beach. I love my Montana house, but the beach?” I sigh when we get closer as we walk down to the two daybeds. There are two buckets of ice, one with water in it, one with a bottle of champagne, and then next to it is a platter of strawberries with a glass cover. Five towels are rolled up on the daybed and next to it is sunscreen. I put some on my hand and put it on Brian, and he does the same for me. “Are we going in?” I turn to walk to the water and dip my toes into the warm water. “Why aren’t you coming?” I turn and walk back to where he is. “Are you not coming in the water?”

      “Yeah,” he says, and then he looks down at the sand. Putting his hand in his pocket, he says, “I want to go in, but I have this.” He pulls out a ring. But not just any ring. It’s a huge ass pink squared diamond ring. “You see, when I was in New York, I went into this shop and told them to bring me their prettiest ring. I mean, it had to be pretty, it had to be feminine, and it had to be magical.” My heart starts to pick up its beat, and my mouth suddenly gets dry when he gets down on one knee in front of me, the wind blowing my hair again. “I wanted all these things because I knew the woman who would wear this would never compare to any ring, not even close.”

      “Brian,” I say, and the tears start rolling down my face. I take off my glasses and lean forward to take off his also. I need to see his eyes, his blue eyes that I want to look into for the rest of my life.

      “You see, this woman is so beautiful she takes my breath away every single time she walks in the room.” He blinks away his own tears, and my hands cover my mouth. “This woman drives me crazy, and she also makes my heart beat a million times faster than if I ran a marathon. I’ve loved her longer than even I knew. I love her smile, I love her smirk, I love her shyness, I love her laugh, I love her playfulness, but most of all, I love her heart. I love her with everything that I have, I love her with the last dying breath that I’ll take. I’ll love her when she gets mad at me, I’ll love her when she argues with me, I’ll love her when she carries our children, but most of all, I’ll love her every second of every day.” He holds out the ring now. “Kellie, I don’t know what the future holds, and I don’t know much about anything, but I know one thing, and that is that I want it with you by my side.” He smiles now. “Will you be my wife and my partner?”

      I nod my head. “Yes,” I whisper, and he grabs my hand and slips the ring on my finger. I look down and see that it’s perfect. A pink square diamond with white teardrop diamonds on the sides. It fits me perfectly. I lean down, putting my hands on his face, and I kiss him. “Let’s go,” I say, pulling him up and turning toward the house.

      “Why?” he asks me.

      “Because I want you to make love to me,” I tell him, “for a long, long time, and I want to do it looking at my ring, and I want us to be totally naked.”

      “Well, then let’s go, fiancée,” he tells me, and we run into the house. I leave my top at the door, the bottoms ripped into pieces—those strings really never stood a chance—and when he finally slips inside me, the sun comes in and shines right on my ring.
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      One month later, I’ve just come in from watching the sun come up. It’s something that I get to do again now that everything is calm. Every morning, he wakes me softly, and we lie on the couch outside with me in his arms as we take on the day.

      We are both sitting in the newly renovated and modern Montana house, and a new chyron appears at the bottom of the screen.

      “Oil tycoon billionaire’s son to marry Hollywood’s Princess.”
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      Eighteen months later

      “I need to get into the dress.” I look over at Cori, who is wearing her champagne silk maid of honor dress. “We are four minutes late, and I am not going to be late today.”

      When we came back to reality, I met his parents, his amazing parents who welcomed me into their family without a second thought. He chose me, and that was good enough for them. They might be billionaires, but they never flaunted it or made it show. I mean, their house was still fifty million dollars, but to them, it was all material that could be replaced.

      When I walked into the courtroom to testify at Tommy’s trial, I was holding my fiancé’s hand, and his father walked beside me to show that you don’t fuck with his family as he said. My future mother-in-law was already sitting in the front row waiting for us. She held my hand the whole time, and when Tommy got up and was sentenced to life without parole, my heart broke a little for the man he was. I couldn’t forget that without him, I wouldn’t have met Brian, but that is where it ended. Everything else that I had for him was hatred.

      “We are going to get you there on time,” Jessica says from the doorway, coming in. She is in her own champagne-colored gown, this one altered to show her rounding belly. “Sorry I had to go eat.” She rubs her little belly, and I look at her, smiling, putting my hands on my own belly. We haven’t told anyone yet. It is still very, very early, and I want to keep this our secret for as long as I can.

      “Your almost mother-in-law is on her way in,” Cori says. I look at the door, and Brian’s mother comes in. She is so beautiful, it’s no wonder her sons are drop-dead gorgeous. She is poised and oozes elegance and class. Another thing that happened is she took over the wedding planning when I told her I had no idea what I wanted. Well, her eyes lit up as though I’d told her that Santa was on his way, and low and behold, our wedding came out with her touch. She always sent me options, but as long as he is at the altar waiting for me, I didn’t care. Now here I am standing in a room with a wedding dress I’ve never even tried on because it was specially made for me.

      “Honey,” she says, coming in and taking me in her arms, “if you don’t get dressed, I won’t be able to stop him from coming in and putting you over his shoulder and carrying you to the altar,” she says, laughing. “I’m not even making that up. He just said that to me.” I laugh and shake my head. I have no doubt he would do exactly that.

      “Is Brian here?” I ask, looking at the door, but my soon-to-be mother-in-law stops me.

      “You will not give in to him right now. You will get into that ball gown and then meet him at the altar, which is what I told him.” She smiles at me. “But he did send me in with this.” She hands me a square black box. “I will say that I have no idea what is in that box.”

      I sit down now, taking the note out and reading it.

      To my beautiful wife on our wedding day,

      Thank you for allowing me to love you and for spending the rest of your life with me.

      Always yours,

      Brian

      I try not to tear up, and I blink them away as fast as I can. I open the top, and my breath stops when I see that it’s the matching earrings to my engagement ring. Pink square diamond earrings. “Those are beautiful.”

      “Now,” she says and holds out another black box, this one long, “I don’t know if you got your whole something new and something blue,” she says, handing me the box. “I’ve never had a daughter,” she says, and I look at her, “and well, as much as I love my boys, it’s great having one.”

      “Oh, Shirley,” I say, tears trying to sting my eyes. “You have welcomed me with open arms. I couldn’t have asked for more.”

      “Now, this is your something new with a little bit of a something blue.” I open it and gasp. It’s a diamond flowered bracelet, each piece of the bracelet has pink in the middle, and then the petals are all diamonds, except one of the diamonds has a blue stone in the middle.

      The door opens again, and this time, it’s my mother. “I hate to interrupt,” she says, smiling, and I look at her in her own mother of the bride dress. Another thing Shirley did was include my mother in everything she did, which made it even more special. “But it’s taking all of his hunky friends, his father, his brother, your father, and the hunky actor to stop him from coming in here.”

      “That boy never did have patience,” Shirley says. “He came out three weeks early.” She shakes her head. “Let’s get you in the dress,” she tells me, and I nod my head, walking over to it and stepping out of the white satin robe that says bride on it. I step into the blush pink wedding dress, slipping my hands into the Swarovski crystal spaghetti straps. My mother zips the back, and the top of the dress is lace with soft crystals throughout and fits like a glove. A crystal Swarovski belt sits on my waist right before the dress kicks off in layers and layers of organza. The layers are trimmed with satin.

      “Oh my gosh,” Cori says, “you look like a princess.” She dabs the corner of her eyes. “Definitely no veil,” she says, and I nod my head, looking into the mirror. My hair is loose because I know he would want it that way, the loose curls in the front and hair pinned back at the side with a diamond brooch. I slip my feet into champagne-colored satin shoes.

      There is a knock on the door, and my mother goes to answer it. “It’s time,” she says, and then everyone gets into place. I walk out, and the wedding planner hands me my pink and champagne roses with stems wrapped in a white stain. Shirley walks down the aisle with Harold, followed by my mother and Hunter, who is the only groomsman. His brother, Harry, is the best man. Jessica walks down the aisle, Tyler smiles at her while she walks, and then it’s Cori’s turn. The door now closes, and I get into place as the wedding planner fixes the long train in the back.

      “Are you ready, baby girl?” my father asks while I put my hand through his arm, and my other hand holds the bouquet in front of me.

      “I’ve never been more ready in my life,” I tell him, smiling. “Wedding March” starts playing, and the door opens, and I don’t see anyone but Brian, who stands at the top of the altar in his black tux. His smile radiates, and I slowly walk down the aisle, my eyes never leaving his.

      My father walks me to the front and then kisses my cheeks. “Who gives this woman to be married?” the preacher asks, and I now look down and then look up.

      “I give myself to be married to him.” And right here, in front of two hundred of our closest friends, we exchange vows. He slips on my wedding band, and as soon as I slip his on, he grabs my face in his hands and seals it with a kiss.

      “You aren’t supposed to be kissing yet,” his brother hisses from the side.

      “I can do what I want,” Brian says, his thumbs rubbing my cheeks. “She’s mine.” I roll my eyes, but we both know I’ve always been his.
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      One year later

      “Your mother just bought our daughter a real tiara,” Kellie says, walking into our master bedroom. We are in Los Angeles for the Grammy awards tonight. She was in her bathroom having all the glam done, and she looks stunning, but then again, she always does.

      “How do you know?” I ask her, not surprised in the least. Three months ago, the second love of my life was born. Grace was a whooping nine pounds, four ounces, and she came out screaming. We didn’t know what we were having since we wanted it to be a surprise, but when my mother found out, well, let’s just say that she was over the moon.

      “Because she showed it to me when she got here,” Kellie says and comes to sit on the bed. “Last week, she bought her a pink motor car.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Baby, there is nothing you or I or anyone in this world can tell my mother to make her tone it down.” I pull her to me, and she slides on top of me, her head resting on my chest.

      “Why did I agree to go to this thing tonight?” she asks me, yawning. “We can always cancel.”

      “No way in hell.” I wrap my arms around her and kiss the top of her head. “You worked your ass off for that album, and now we are going to reap the rewards.” After our monthlong vacation, Kellie took the next three months to write songs, and finally, we went to Nashville, and a whole new album came to life in just seven days. I watched her work so hard, and the minute the album was released, it killed it on the charts. It killed every other record she’d ever released, and it took five days to go triple platinum. Tonight, she is up for eight Grammys, and I couldn’t be more proud.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” I hear my mother at the door, “but someone is fussy, and I think a little bit hungry.” She comes in, and I see that she changed her outfit again. It’s the fifth one today. Another thing my mother went nuts on was clothes. This little girl has so many clothes, she will never wear the same thing twice.

      “Hey there, princess,” Kellie says, getting off me and going to get the baby. She gurgles with just the sound of Kellie’s voice. Another thing my wife didn’t do was hire a nanny. Nope, not my superwoman wife, she is the one doing everything. “Did Grandma change you again?” she asks my girl, and I see her blue eyes sparkle as she smiles at her. “Is my girl hungry?” She coos at my wife while she unties her shirt and brings her to her breast. My little girl attacks her meal. “Someone was hungry.”

      “I’ll go get things ready for her diaper change.” My mother claps her hands together and walks to the nursery to get another outfit ready. I lean over and kiss my daughter’s head, and she kicks me away.

      “What if she doesn’t take the bottle?” Kellie asks me, looking at our daughter and then up at me again.

      “Then she is going to tough it out because it’s Mommy’s night to shine.” I hear Cori’s voice from the doorway, and she walks in. “How is my goddaughter?”

      “She’s amazing,” Kellie says, and she continues to feed her. She is so calm—she never stresses, she never freaks out—and Grace is the easiest baby ever. Thirty minutes later, my mother comes back to get her and scoops her away to change her clothes again.

      “Okay, you two, we have to be out of the house in twenty minutes,” Cori says, and I just nod at her. Kellie gets up and walks into her closet. I go to my closet and put on my black suit, coming out when Kellie is walking into the room. “We don’t have time for that,” Cori says, slapping my arm.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I tell her, and I look at my wife who is standing there in a long-sleeved white body-hugging gown. The whole thing looks like it has white and black crystals all the way down. She slowly does the turn, and I see the back. It’s fully open to the bottom of her back with a little train.

      “You are so beautiful,” I say to her, and she smiles as she attaches her teardrop diamond earrings that my parents bought her as a push present. A think I didn’t even know existed, who knew you had to give her a present for giving birth.

      “You look so handsome,” she says, coming to me and kissing my lips. “Let’s go before I change my mind.” We walk down the staircase, and my mother is in the living room while she walks Grace around, talking to her. My daughter is in another outfit.

      “You look lovely,” she tells Kellie, and then I see my brother coming out of the kitchen.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask him and see he’s in a tux.

      “I’m on the guest list.” He smiles, and I hear Cori groan in the back of me. “I’m half of the KT record label.”

      “Oh, boy.” I hear Kellie whisper beside me. And I look over at Cori who is glaring at him. My mother just smiles at them as the front door opens and my father walks in.

      “It’s grand central station,” I say, and he comes over, kissing Kellie on the cheek and then slapping my shoulder, but we are quickly forgotten when he spots Grace.

      “There she is, my little princess,” he says, shrugging off his jacket, but my mother turns away from him. “Woman, give me my granddaughter.”

      “Go and wash your hands,” she says, and he walks to the kitchen.

      “Okay, so you guys have her text me if you need anything,” I tell them, pulling Kellie away and then walking out to the limo that is waiting. Kellie picks up her gown and steps into the limo, and then I get in with her, and we have to wait a couple of minutes for Cori and Harry to come out.

      “Sorry, I had to change,” Cori says, getting in, and I see she is wearing a nude-colored dress that goes over one shoulder. Slick and classy, my brother gets in after her. “Okay, you will be one of the last people to arrive, so you have to haul ass and get in there.”

      “What’s the worst that’ll happen?” Harry asks. “She’s Kellie; they are going to open that door and make sure she gets to her seat.” Cori turns and glares at him.

      “When you become her manager and her PA and run her life, you get a say in this.” I smile at Cori. It was a no-brainer that the only person who could do what Tommy did was Cori, and when push comes to shove, I know that she will do whatever needs to be done for Kellie. She then turns and looks at Kellie. “We need to dump this one”—she motions with her head to my brother—“off somewhere.”

      My brother laughs, and I sit here shocked. “What in the fuck is going on?” I mumble under my breath, watching when he puts his arm around her shoulder and pulls her to him. “They don’t even know each other.”

      “She helped me set up the children’s foundation,” Harry says, and his arm stays over her shoulder. She pushes away from him, but he doesn’t let her get far.

      “Let me go,” she hisses, and Kellie laughs.

      “Oh, dear,” she says and then we arrive. My brother gets out first and then holds his hand out for Cori. I step out, and I hear Cori pleading with him.

      “Not in front of all these people,” she whispers, and he just nods his head and walks the red carpet by himself. I hold out my hand for Kellie, and she steps out, and the crowd goes wild. She holds up her hand waving, and we walk down the red carpet.

      “I didn’t think she could look more beautiful.” I hear a man’s voice and then look over at the guy walking toward us.

      “Carter,” Kellie says and walks to him, kissing his cheeks. “If it’s isn’t Hollywood’s Prince.” He shakes his head at the nickname. “Look at you all dressed up,” she jokes, then looks behind him. “Where is your harem?” He bursts out laughing.

      “Erin.” He turns to the raven-haired beauty behind him. “This is Kellie,” he says, and the woman walks up to her and holds out her hands.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she says, and then Kellie looks around.

      “This is my husband, Brian.” She reaches for my hand. “Brian, this this the mega-star Carter, and his girlfriend, Erin.”

      “Oh, no,” Erin says, “I’m not his girlfriend.” She shakes her head, and Carter now glares at her. “I’m PR for his brand.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Kellie says and then looks at me.

      “No one even knows what that means,” Carter says to her, grabbing her hand, but she puts her clutch in it, so he can’t.

      “It means I’m in charge of your image. We already went through this,” she tells him quietly. “Now if you can please stop letting people think we are together.”

      “I’m not in charge of what people think,” Carter says with a sly smile. “Let’s go take a picture so you can put it on my Instagram,” he says, and then nods to us. “See you in there, and good luck tonight.”

      There is the sound of a bell, and I spot Cori coming over to us. “Now, we have to go now.” Kellie nods to them, and we walk down the red carpet, stopping to take pictures. I stand back, letting her snap pictures all alone, and then we get inside, and we are ushered to the front.

      The night drags on, but it’s a successful one because she’s already won three Grammys, and the biggest award of the night is still coming up.

      Carter and Tyler are introduced, and they both walk out in matching tuxes.

      “What a night it’s been,” Tyler starts talking, and the girls up in the balcony go nuts.

      “It’s been one hell of a night, hasn’t it?” And if I didn’t think it can get louder? Well, the minute Carter talks, the girls go ballistic. Tyler looks at Carter and laughs.

      “Looks like you have a fan club,” he says and then he just nods his head.

      “Let’s get to the last award of the night for album of the year.” Tyler now introduces the nominees.

      “And the winner is?” Carter says, opening the envelope and then looking at my wife. “Kellie Kitch.” I jump out of my seat in excitement and look at my wife, who is sitting there stunned.

      “You did it, baby,” I tell her, grabbing her and kissing her on the lips. “Now go get the award.” She smiles at me and then hugs Cori and kisses my brother on her way up the steps. She greets Tyler with a kiss on his cheek and does the same to Carter who holds the little black and gold award.

      “Oh my goodness,” she says into the microphone, “this was totally unexpected. Thank you so much.” She holds the award in her hand and then looks down at it and then up again. “I don’t know where to start,” she says, shaking her head. “I want to thank Harry who, last year, took a chance on me when I said let’s do a record label,” she says, smiling at my brother who puts his hands up and applauds her. “To my family who gives me so much support. To Cori and Jessica who know when I need girl time and run no matter what they have going on.” She smiles. “To my in-laws who jump at any given moment to support me.” She smiles at the camera. “To my beautiful little girl at home. Grace, Mommy thanks you for choosing me to be your mama.” She wipes away a tear and then she looks at me. “And finally, to my husband, Brian, who motivates me every day and pushes me to be the best person I can possibly be. I love you more than any words can say, and I’m so glad I get to call you mine.” She holds her hands up in the air, and the next day, that is the picture on all the covers of the papers with the headline.

      The Oil Tycoon’s Billion-dollar Princess scores big!

      The end
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        My hands shake as I walk back to my desk. I knew he was good looking. Okay, I’m lying; he’s not just good looking, he is so far past that I can’t describe it. But I get it now with the smirk and the smoldering look. I can totally see why the ladies flock to him . . . and why he allows them to flock. That smirk speaks volumes.

        Placing the coffee cup on my desk, I sit down and look at the computer screen. Counting in my head slowly, I breathe in and breathe out. I lean back in my chair and stare up at the lights. This is a bad idea. I have a feeling this whole thing will be a failure before I start. When the phone buzzes, letting me know it’s time for me to be introduced, so to speak, I get up. Grabbing my own folder that I prepared, I walk down the hallway. Almost like you are walking to the principal’s office . . . or like the movie The Green Mile. I’m not sure which ending would be worse at this point. I swallow and take a deep breath, then I knock on the door and walk in.

        Sylvia is the first one I hear speaking. “Erin, I believe you’ve already met Carter.” I look over at him, and his smirk stretches into a full-blown smile on his ridiculously perfect face.

        “Erin, what a pretty name,” he says, and I hear the guy beside him groan. Carter reaches over, extending his hand, and I automatically reach out and shake his hand. His hand grips mine, and he slowly moves it, then stops and just holds my hand.

        I look over at the other people sitting in the meeting. Ryan just shakes his head when the guy next to him gets up and pulls our hands apart to introduce himself. “I’m Jeff. I’m Carter’s manager.”

        I smile at the guy whose beads of sweat forming on his brow and upper lip are becoming awkwardly apparent. “Nice to meet you,” I tell him. Walking over to sit next to Sylvia, I try my best to control the pace of my beating heart. This is a big meeting with the biggest Hollywood player and all his people, and I’m sitting at the table feeling very out of my element. But I know it’s my go big or go home moment.

        “We were discussing with Carter the ways to change his reputation,” Sylvia starts and then looks at me, then at Ryan. “Erin will be taking the lead on this, and she will be reporting back to us.”

        “Basically,” Ryan says, “if she says do this or do that, then there is a reason, and I need you to respect it.”

        “I have no problem doing whatever Erin suggests I do for her,” Carter says, leaning back in the chair.

        Jesus, that fucking smirk is on megawatt charge right now, and it’s becoming harder and harder to avert my eyes from his mouth.

        “So what are you suggesting exactly?” Jeff asks, and Sylvia looks over at me and just nods her head. It’s enough of a diversion that I’m able to focus so I get ready to pitch my ideas.

        “Well, for one, we need to work on his Instagram,” I start and take out some of the pictures that I pulled from his account. “He has twenty million followers, and the only pictures he is posting are of him partying with different women, multiple times a day, coming and going out of different hotels and bars . . . so a lot of female adoration from a personal standpoint, but not so much from the followers on your social media accounts.”

        “Twenty million is huge,” Jeff says, and I nod.

        “It is, but it has gone down a million over the past six months.” I take out proof of this, handing it to them.

        “There has to be a reason,” Jeff says. “Some of the accounts must have been fake or closed.”

        “One million accounts are gone. That’s roughly fifty-five-hundred followers per day. He’s bleeding followers, so it could be that people aren’t interested in seeing who he is sleeping with today,” I tell him. “We’ll use Tyler Beckett as a recent example. He grew to forty million followers after he started posting about his wife and kid. Not so much his kid but his home life. He became more personable, someone the masses can connect with, can celebrate their success with, can support. It’s a unique algorithm that works with the female population. It gives the average woman an idea that ‘hey, the love of his life is just like me and maybe someone like him could fall in love with me’ when they see that he’s posting pictures of a normal Sunday morning making pancakes with his wife and child. It’s all about image and the impression, and the debauchery and a partying lifestyle that you have been posting about lately are not something your followers can relate to.”

        “Well, considering I don’t have a wife and a kid, everything that you are saying could be a huge problem,” Carter says, and I just look at him.

        “Well, considering that you can post about anything else—literally anything—except for how much traffic a certain body part of yours gets on a daily basis, then yeah, maybe it might change.” I’m about to apologize when Sylvia interrupts.

        “What she is saying in a nice way is no one wants to know who you are going home with. They care about what you do during the day.” I watch Carter as he takes in all the information.

        “They want to know that you are the guy next door,” I say. “They want to see that you get up and you have coffee. You have a dog or a cat. They want you to be like them, and the girls want to see that you have a soft side also.”

        “Trust me, honey, there is nothing soft about me,” Carter says, and Ryan slaps the table, getting up.

        “This, right here, is why you need her,” Ryan says. “I think you can be the biggest there is, but if you can’t get the people to come to the movies because of your fucking attitude, then it doesn’t matter.” Ryan looks over at me. “I want to be included on this all the way.”

        “Not a problem,” I tell him, and then he looks at Jeff.

        “I trust you will explain to him how important this is,” he says while the other guys stand and start to walk out. “If you will excuse us, we have to get on a plane.” He looks over at Carter and points a finger, and says, “SIXTY DAYS, Carter . . . don’t disappoint.” No one says anything while the other guys walk out of the room. With the click of the door, it’s suddenly just the four of us in the room.

        “Okay,” Carter says, the smirk now missing from his cocky demeanor. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

        “Perfect,” I say. Maybe I can actually do this. I mean, maybe he can be a civil person to work with.

        “Let’s meet tomorrow,” he says. “Ten a.m. at my house.”

        “Um.” I start to stutter and maybe suggest we just meet here when Sylvia answers.

        “That is a great idea,” she says, and I look over at her, trying not to make my mouth hit the floor. “You two need to be on the same page.”

        “I couldn’t agree more,” Jeff says, and then he starts to get up. “So we will see you tomorrow at ten a.m.”

        He said we, so I kind of breathe a little sigh of relief. “That sounds great.” Carter gets up now, grabbing his glasses, and just smiles at Sylvia.

        “It’s great seeing you again.” When he turns to me, his eyes change and his smile changes, but I’m the only one who can see the shift. He’s the hunter, and I’m his prey. “Erin, see you tomorrow,” he says and turns to walk out of the room, and it’s only then I notice that I’m not breathing. I was holding my breath, for what I’m not sure. Maybe hoping he wouldn’t notice me at all.

        “I don’t know why we couldn’t have the meeting here.” I look at Sylvia who just leans back in her chair.

        “He isn’t going to be himself here,” she says, and I know she’s right. “He’s going to have a chip on his shoulder, but if he’s in his home, he’s going to be open more. The guy was just told via a legal and binding contract that he cannot have sex at all for the next sixty days. A man of his proclivities will more than likely have more than a chip on his shoulder. If not now, then in the very immediate future.”

        “This is true.” Gathering the pictures, I get up and push my chair under the table. “How long should I expect to be at his house?”

        She looks over at me, and I see her smirk. “Thirty days.” I don’t say anything when she walks past me out of the room, leaving me by myself.
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        Breaking News: Tyler Beckett is ready to take on the press. Sources say no expense will be spared, and the press will be handpicked. The question is, who will be the lucky ones?

        

      

      “Knock-knock,” I say, knocking on the big brown door to my editor Stephanie’s office. Laser-focused on her computer screen, she looks up at the unexpected, yet hopefully welcome intrusion and removes her glasses. Her button-down white silk shirt is tied at the neck with a bow sash off to the side, showcasing how put together this woman really is.

      “Hey, Jessica,” she says, smiling at me. “Come on in.” She motions with her hands to the empty seat in front of her executive desk, causing her gold and silver bangles to clink together.

      “You said to come see you before I head out for the day,” I say, acknowledging the reason I’m invading her space. Walking into her corner office, I’m drawn to the view of the Hollywood sign like a beacon in the distance.

      When I walked into this office seven years ago, I intended to get some experience under my belt to add to my resume. I busted my ass in high school and had my master’s in foreign communications by the time I was twenty-two. I had a plan to travel the world and bring people stories that they often didn’t hear about. Aspirations for seeing my byline on articles and published in print and online were what I dreamed about the most.

      But here I am, seven years later, getting the juicy Hollywood scoop that people crave. And the best part? I am not just good at my job; I am the best at it. I know every single photographers’ number by heart. If something happens in this town, people call me to offer first dibs on the scuttlebutt.

      “Yes,” she answers. “Please sit.” I walk toward her, my long, flowing black skirt moving between my legs as I take a seat in one of the chairs. After crossing my legs, I wait for her to tell me why I’m here. “I got a call today from HillCrest.” She looks at me, rocking back in her chair.

      “What now?” I ask. HillCrest is one of the biggest production companies out there. They began with indie films, and then one of their movies blew up and won seventeen Academy Awards. That was fifteen years ago … now, if you want them to back your movie, it means a blockbuster, even if it’s shit. Trust me, some pretty shitty ones have gone on to gross over the one-hundred-million mark that weren’t worth the paper the tickets were printed on.

      “I’ll cut right to the chase.” Getting up and walking to the corner window, she keeps her back to me. “Tyler Beckett’s new film.”

      “Adrenaline Run?” I ask her, thinking about the chatter of it becoming the biggest box office hit ever, or at least that is the word on the street. The trailers have been playing nonstop for the past two weeks, the billboards are everywhere, and the mass transit ads on every bus around every corner have a larger-than-life picture of Tyler Beckett in all his cockiness. Unless you live under a rock, you know that this movie is coming. “I’ve seen some of the trailers, and I’m not going to lie; no matter how much I want to hate the movie just because of Tyler, it looks like a good one.”

      She turns around, now looking at me. “HillCrest is going all out for this film. I mean, all out.” She emphasizes these last words. “They are putting together a press junket.”

      “Okay, that isn’t anything new.” I get up and walk over to her, both of us now surveying our respective kingdoms.

      “No, you’re right,” she says and then turns to me, “but it isn’t going to be your ordinary hotel junket.”

      “Well, then, what are they doing?” I ask her, my interest piqued now. “Knowing Tyler Beckett, it will be a spectacle no doubt.” I’m tempted to roll my eyes.

      “Yeah, you can say that.” She turns and walks back to her chair. “It’s definitely something no one has seen or done before, which is why we need to be at the forefront of the promotion.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, he’s so damn irritating,” I say in exasperation. She just stares at me, probably wondering where in the hell that outburst came from. I can’t tell you why I feel like this when it comes to Tyler, but I just do. Maybe it’s because he is always one step ahead of me when I have a juicy scoop about him. It’s like he knows I’m going to blow the lid on whatever salacious deets I have on his latest scandal, so what does he do? He releases a statement of his own right before I publish my story, sinking my breaking news before the ink even dries on the page.

      He is known to play hardball, though. Three years ago, I got an exclusive video of him and a certain woman, a married woman even, who just so happened to be his best friend’s wife. They were on a yacht somewhere in the middle of Italy, and the hour before my story was set to run, he put out a press release that they were dating, and she was getting a divorce. Needless to say, I spent much of that night getting drunk and slurring a few choice words for the asshole. I don’t know where his spies are, but they are all around with their ears to the literal ground, so I learned quickly not to show my hand to anyone. But even with that, he remains one step ahead of me. Every. Damn. Time. It’s the most irritating thing.

      “Thirty days,” she says, my mind still out in Tyler Beckett Purgatory, so I’m not comprehending what she’s saying. “Jessica, they are going on a thirty-day tour.”

      “Thirty days?” I look up at Stephanie, not believing what she’s saying, but then I look back down again. Realizing she’s dead-ass serious, I roll my eyes at the audacity of a tour that lasts longer than some relationships in Hollywood. “That’s insane and dare I say a tad overkill.” I walk back to the chair and sit down. “How the hell are they going to pull that off?”

      “They bought a plane, a big ass plane.” She stops talking, allowing that last part to sink in. “A select number of press are going to be traveling with them. They are doing ten worldwide stops. The stop in Paris will be the official movie premiere, then it will end in Australia, but the press tour stops before that in Los Angeles. There is talk of taking a few of you to Australia, but it’s still up in the air right now.”

      “That schedule alone is crazy. Can you imagine a whole press tour and the logistics of something of that magnitude?” As I shake my head, my mind’s a whirlwind of what it would take to pull off a press junket that lasted that long.

      “I honestly can’t fathom it.” She taps her finger on her desk, staring me down. “But they are taking ten journalists with them.” We stare at each other when she drops the bomb on me. The reason I’m here in her office right now. “You are one of the select few chosen.”

      “No.” Sitting up straight, I look her dead in the eye, not even believing what I’m about to say to my boss. But there’s no other way to say it. “Not a chance in hell, Stephanie . . . no way.”

      “You know what’s so damn funny?” She wears a knowing smirk on her face as she leans back in her chair, tapping her index finger on her chin. “That is exactly what Tyler said when he saw your name on the list of press members who would be joining him on the month-long tour.”

      “He said that because of me?” I ask, shocked. I mean, I’m not shocked but still. “Me?”

      “I need to know what that is all about. You aren’t telling me the whole story, and before I send you off to be a part of history in the making with this exclusive opportunity, I want the goods.” She knows I’m holding something back, yet refusing to say a word of truth.

      “I have no idea. We don’t exactly run in the same circles.” I think we’ve been in the same room maybe ten times, and during each of those encounters, we were surrounded by hundreds of other people.

      “Well, according to Ryan from HillCrest, yours was the only name he dragged his heels about.” Her eyes remain on me, waiting for me to confess all my dirty little secrets.

      “Good.” I cross my arms over my stomach, mumbling under my breath to no one in particular. “He’s an asshole, and I don’t want to be anywhere near him either.” I think about the times I got cheated of an exclusive story because he got the jump ahead of me to put out his own story. The times on the red carpet when he would walk right past me, only to stop at the reporter next to me. The times I interviewed him, pushing his buttons by asking him questions I knew were off-limits. So it really comes as no surprise that he doesn’t want me on the tour.

      “Ryan overrode him,” she tells me. My eyes plead with her to override Ryan even though I know her hands are just as tied as mine are in this situation. She then says the sentence I’ve been dreading to hear since she mentioned a thirty-day press junket and Tyler Beckett in the same breath. “Pack your bags, Jessica. You’re going on tour.”
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