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Dear Reader,






Thank you so much for
continuing to read the Sutton Capital Series. This is the first
series I wrote when I started this journey two years ago and it
will always be special to me. I hope it’s special to you, too! If
you do love it, please feel free to loan the book to someone you
think would love it. You can also tell a friend or leave a review
on any retailer. All of these things are so crucial to helping new
writers find an audience, and believe me, I am grateful every time
someone does something like this on my behalf.

I love to hear from
readers. Please connect with me on Facebook or Twitter or get in
touch through my website at www.LoriRyanRomance.com.
I can’t wait to hear from you!

~~Lori
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 Chapter
One






PJ Cantrell laughed and
waved her arm over her head one more time for the crowd before
stepping off the stage. She would change in her dressing room and
take a few minutes to catch her breath, then head out to the side
stage door to sign a few autographs. She tried to meet with a few
fans after each show, thanking them for coming out to see her—but
it took only a minute for her to realize that wouldn’t be happening
tonight.

Her tour manager, Lydia
White, met her backstage and immediately shuffled her toward her
dressing room with more urgency than usual. Lydia was always
tightly wound, but this was different. They were flanked by Lydia’s
assistant—who also happened to be her younger brother—Ellis and
PJ’s security detail, Carl and Jeff.

“What’s
going on, Lydia?” PJ asked, glancing over her shoulder and spotting
Ellis’s concern. He wasn’t very good at masking his feelings and he
looked especially distressed. 

“Let’s
get you to the dressing room first,” Lydia murmured as they rounded
the corner. 

Ellis stood behind her.
“It’ll be all right, PJ. It’ll blow over quickly, I’m sure,” he
said, earning a scowl from Lydia. Ellis had a one-sided crush on
PJ, but he was endearing and completely devoted. PJ had already
recognized his importance on her team in the six months he’d been
with them, even though an outsider might not see it right away
given his lapdog-like devotion.

“It’s Kirt Tolleson,”
Lydia said as she pressed an iPad into PJ’s hands.

PJ groaned and rolled her
eyes. “What happened? I thought the media never picked up on the
fact that he was ‘technically’ still dating me when he started
dating his groupie?” She had managed to forget about most of her
horrifying breakup with the lead singer of Visceral Bond last year.
She hadn’t been in love with Kirt, so his betrayal had been more
embarrassing than hurtful, but at least it had stayed quiet at the
time. No one had known he’d actually gone straight from her
bed—quite literally—and into his groupie’s on a routine basis,
completely fooling PJ the entire time.

“Debra
is already working on getting this taken down. By the time you wake
up tomorrow, we’ll have it spun––” Lydia said, but PJ wasn’t
listening. She knew her manager, Debra Manning, would be in her Los
Angeles office no matter how late it was, working to handle this
for her. It’s what she did. 

PJ stared at the screen
and watched as Kirt Tolleson listened to a reporter read an entry
from PJ’s journal. Her very private journal that no one should have
been able to get their hands on. She heard her words, her
embarrassing words about the first time they’d slept together,
being read for all the world to hear. Then her words when she found
out about the breakup. How humiliated she’d felt. How ticked off
she’d been when the betrayal became apparent. All of the details
about his cheating, how she’d discovered the other woman’s
underpants in his pocket one night after a show, the way he’d
laughed at her when she confronted him, calling her nothing more
than a cheap piece of ass he could get anywhere—all of
it.

She watched as Kirt
flushed when they asked him about the ‘indiscretion.’ So far, the
interview didn’t seem that bad. She came out looking better than
him, at least. But, what really had her panicking was the fact that
they had her journal—or, at the very least, parts of it.
This cannot be happening. PJ swallowed hard and tried to focus on the interview on
the screen.

“PJ is a
really wonderful girl and is still a good friend,” he said to the
camera, his arm slung around the same groupie he’d cheated with. He
turned away from the camera and walked off, but the video kept
going for several seconds. And then PJ heard it. 

A mic somewhere on one of
the cameras had picked up his next comment to his new girlfriend.
It was fuzzy and poor quality, but the words were unmistakable. “A
little needy and sort of like screwing a dead fish, but a nice
girl.”

“I’m
sorry, PJ,” Ellis was saying. Lydia snapped at Ellis to be quiet,
and then continued on about spinning and publicity and twisting the
story to show Kirt and his girlfriend as shallow and heartless, and
PJ as the victim. PJ gave a weak smile and nod to Ellis, knowing
Lydia’s biting ways often hurt him. Lydia was intense and could be
difficult to deal with, but she was damn good at her job. She took
care of everything for all of them on tour, and they couldn’t
function without her. They all made concessions because of it. In
reality, Ellis and Lydia were both equally as devoted to PJ and her
career; they simply acted on that in very different ways, with very
different personalities. 

But, right now PJ couldn’t
worry about Ellis’s feelings. Her mind whirled.

She could handle Kirt’s
comments. She’d grown a thick skin in this industry, and a few
embarrassing words couldn’t do very much to damage her.

But, that wasn’t what had
her hands shaking and her chest feeling like someone had it in a
vice, twisting the breath from her body. No, it was the knowledge
that someone had gotten into her private journal that sent PJ’s
heart pounding. She knew what else was in that journal. Did they
have the whole thing? Did they know everything? PJ blinked as she
fought back tears. That journal could
not get out.

She didn’t listen to the
rest of the interview as her mind raced back to the last time she’d
written in her journal. Two nights ago, and she was absolutely
positive she’d put it away when she was finished.

“I’m
going back to the hotel,” she said as she handed the iPad to Ellis
and grabbed her bag. She didn’t want to face anyone else. She
glanced at her phone and saw several missed calls from her parents.
They might be her parents and she knew they loved her, but they’d
already dealt with a lot when she’d been younger.
Now this? Hearing
about their daughter’s sex life in excruciating detail?

No. She didn’t want to
talk to them right now. And, she needed to find out how bad this
was. She needed to know if that journalist had the whole journal or
just a piece of it. Her bodyguards, Carl and Jeff, helped her slip
out of the building and bundled her into her car.

She sank into the
welcoming softness of the leather seat and took a deep breath,
bracing herself as Carl shut the door. He would follow in a large
SUV while Jeff sat in the front seat with her driver. Both men were
silent as they pulled out of the secured parking garage and onto
the city street. Most likely, they knew she was in no mood to talk
to anyone after the night’s events.

When PJ’s career as one of
the youngest country singers in the United States—and then one of
the biggest crossover pop singers in the world—took off at the age
of fifteen, she’d had a short time when she struggled with alcohol
addiction and a spiraling private life, but she’d since cleaned
herself up. Now, most people said she handled the spotlight better
than most stars. At twenty-nine, she was a lot better equipped to
deal with the pressures than she had been at fifteen.

But, tonight had pushed
those boundaries. Before the car had gone two blocks, PJ had seen
her journal words on Facebook posts, in tweets, every site she
pulled up on her iPhone. Private clips with personal details about
their intimate relationship….

PJ’s hands shook as she
pushed the button to engage the privacy panel between the driver’s
seat and the passenger area before opening the small Coach bag she
carried with her everywhere. She swiped aside her tears as she felt
inside the lining of her bag, but she already knew she wouldn’t
find it. The USB drive, designed to look like a tube of lipstick,
was no longer tucked into the tear in the lining of her bag. It was
gone.

She closed her eyes and
leaned her head back against the cool seat. She hadn’t been stupid.
She’d never kept her journal on paper, never kept it on her
computer or stored it in a cloud drive. She wasn’t an idiot. She
had very little privacy in her world, and she knew the chances of
someone finding her journal if she kept it online or on her laptop
were too great. But, she never thought anyone would actually find
the hidden drive.

Even if someone spotted
it, they would have thought it was an old lipstick, and she’d never
told anyone it was there.

She’d gotten used to
keeping the journal in rehab and had never given up the habit. It
was her respite, her outlet for things that couldn’t even go into
her songs. Things she couldn’t tell anyone. And, now it was out
there.

She tried not to panic as
she thought about all that was in the journal, all of the private
details that whoever had taken it would be able to sell. Lord
knows, they’d probably made a ton selling the entries about Kirt to
JMZ’s Celebrity News, the station that seemed to be the originating point for the
Kirt Tolleson interview tonight. What
would they be able to sell the rest of it for? And, did she have
any hope of getting it back before they did?

PJ swiped at the rest of
her tears, hoping her mascara wasn’t running down her cheeks. She
gazed out the window at the traffic that kept the town car moving
at a crawl as it made its way to her hotel. She’d have to call
soon. She’d have to warn her Aunt Susie and Uncle Brian about what
might be released. They’d need to prepare Matthew.





Chapter
Two






Gabe Sawyer was in as foul
a mood as he’d ever been. He stared out the floor-to-ceiling
windows that lined one wall of his hotel suite, providing a view of
the New York City skyline that was just one of the things that had
made his hotels famous. The opulence that surrounded him was
nothing but the best—furnishings with rich fabrics and textures
that screamed lavish and wrapped visitors in luxury and comfort.
The off-white tones with deep garnet and orange accents added to
the beauty of the room and matched the flowers that graced vases
strategically placed throughout the suite.

His cell phone rang,
drawing his attention away from the ice cubes melting in the glass
of whiskey on the glass end table beside him.

Caller ID showed
Jack Sutton was
calling….

Gabe and Jack had been
friends for years, and he was one of the few people Gabe talked to
when he was in the kind of mood he was in tonight. They’d talked a
lot lately, trying to figure out the next direction Gabe should
take with Grand Hotels. He’d built his luxury line of hotels first
fifteen years ago, with a large chunk of the start-up money coming
from Sutton Capital, Jack’s company. Grand Towers was now
established as one of the elite five-star hotels with locations
across the country and around the globe. Each hotel had dual towers
with luxury penthouse suites in the ten-thousand-dollar per night
range. He stood in one now and watched the New York skyline through
his window.

After he’d made his name
with the Towers, he'd ventured into executive suites for long-term
stays, creating Grand Garden Suites. This was followed shortly
after with Family Grand Hotels—a chain targeting families with
family-friendly pricing and destinations. And now, he was bored.
Bored and—though he hated to admit it—done. He’d set out to do what
he had planned with his hotel chains: bury himself in work to
forget the falling apart of his family and to create the largest
chain of hotels across the country. But what now?

Where did you go when you
realized your entire life had been focused on work and business?
What did he do now that it just wasn’t enough? He’d even asked his
friend.

Jack hadn’t had any
answers for him, other than to tell him he’d help find buyers if
Gabe wanted out. Well, that and to encourage Gabe to find the right
girl, settle down and have kids like Jack—but Gabe had a feeling
that wasn’t exactly in the cards for him. Then again, a few years
ago, who would have thought it would be for Jack?

“Hey, Jack,” he said into
the phone.

“Wow, you sound like shit,
Gabe.”

This brought a bark of
laughter from Gabe. “Thanks, man. So nice of you not only to
notice, but to point it out.”

“More of the same?” Jack
asked.

“Yeah.” Gabe paused. “I
think I’m done, Jack. I do want out.”

The line was quiet for a
minute, and he could picture his friend leaning back in his chair,
his expression inscrutable.

“Good. I think that’s
good,” Jack said, surprising the hell out of Gabe.

“I thought you’d tell me
to wait, not to sell. That my hotels were everything to
me.”

“Are they?” Jack
asked.

Now it was Gabe’s turn to
be quiet.

“No. Not anymore,” he
finally said. “I thought for a while there I might start a new
chain or something, but….” He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to. He
knew Jack understood.

“But you’re finished,”
Jack said, reading Gabe’s mind.

“Yeah. I am.”

“All right. I’ve got a few
groups that would be interested in buying you out. I don’t think
there’s any single investor ready to take over your majority share,
but I’ve got some ideas. Let me make some calls and I’ll get back
to you in a few days.”

“Thanks,
Jack. I appreciate it,” Gabe said, refusing to question whether he
was doing the right thing. He still had no idea what he’d do once
the deal was done. He didn’t actually need to work, but the idea of
retiring and sitting on his ass at the age of thirty-nine didn’t
appeal either.

“And I may have an idea
for a new project for you,” Jack said, his tone cryptic.

“Oh
yeah, what’s that?” 

Jack Sutton was known for
having the Midas touch, and he was also always trying something new
and interesting—which was exactly what Gabe needed. He couldn’t
imagine he’d want to pass up anything Jack offered.

“I’ll tell you about it
the next time I see you. You coming home for Maddie’s birthday
party?” Jack asked.

“Of course,” he said and a
grin found its way to his face before he realized it. No matter
what was going on in his life, the mention of Jack and Kelly’s
two-year-old daughter always brought a smile to his face. “I’ll
arrive in town sometime tomorrow morning. I’ll see you guys
Saturday.”

“Great.
I think she’s expecting you to buy her a pony,” Jack joked. Gabe
knew perfectly well Kelly would kill him if he spoiled
Maddie that much. Besides, you didn’t buy two-year-olds ponies, did
you?

Gabe laughed and holding
his cell to his ear, stepped out onto the terrace that overlooked
New York City. The night air was warm, having only dropped a few
degrees when the sun slipped out of sight beneath the horizon that
evening. He leaned against the edge of the railing about to press
Jack for more details about his mysterious project, when noise from
below drew his attention.

“Hey, Jack, I gotta
go—I’ll see you Saturday,” he said and disconnected.

Gabe looked down on the
front entrance of the hotel. The paparazzi were hawking the door.
Gabe had expected that tonight, with PJ arriving, but he had to be
honest, he hadn’t expected quite the number he saw jockeying for
position on the sidewalk outside the hotel.

What the hell?
Three more of the vulture-like paps had just
walked up.

Gabe grabbed his iPhone
and punched PJ’s name into a search engine then scanned the top
headlines…. He bit back a curse when the news flashed on the small
screen. He didn’t have to watch much of the video to know why the
scumbags waited at the hotel entrance to get at her tonight. Kirt
Tolleson was a dirtbag who had cheated on PJ like the idiot that he
was. Gabe couldn’t imagine another man on the planet who’d be
willing to walk away from PJ Cantrell. An asshat like Kirt Tolleson
had never deserved PJ in the first place.

When Gabe had asked PJ
about it shortly after the breakup appeared in the news, she’d been
good and ticked off. But this?
Having the public see her humiliation…. Gabe knew
she had to be reeling from this.

Movement on the street
below pulled Gabe’s attention back to the front entrance and he
watched as PJ’s car pulled up to the curb. The driver stayed in the
car while one bodyguard stepped from the front of the car and
opened the back door. Where the hell was
her other bodyguard? Gabe hoped to see him
appear from the back, but no. Only PJ stepped out.

He couldn’t make out her
face, but he knew it was her. Her coppery red mane of hair and tiny
body would register with him anywhere. Register and make him hard
as a rock in an instant, though he’d learned how to control that
reaction around her. They were friends and nothing more.

Gabe growled and picked up
the hotel phone that sat on a side table near the balcony doors.
Whenever he stayed in one of his suites, his line was directly
routed to the general manager of that location or to the
manager-on-duty when the GM was out. He didn’t know who picked up
and at the moment, he didn’t care.

“Get
more security out front. PJ just arrived and she only has one
bodyguard with her. Get some of our guys out there,” he ordered
before hanging up and going back outside. As he watched, someone
with a camera reached right past the useless man in a suit trying
to block access to PJ. The camera man yanked PJ around as he held
his camera up in her face, snapping off shots the whole time. It
took her bodyguard too damn long to get the guy off her.


Gabe watched as his staff
poured out the front doors and surrounded PJ, whisking her into the
lobby and away from the crowd.

He had only minutes before
PJ would step off an elevator. He hoped she’d remembered his
invitation and headed to his tower instead of going up to her
suite. Two years ago, he’d told her if she was looking for privacy
or a friend to talk to, she could come up to his penthouse when he
was at the hotel at the same time that she was—which was often.
Over time, they talked more and more frequently because they were
both night owls.

He hoped on a night like
this, when she had to be feeling angry and hurt by the betrayal of
her privacy, she’d come to see him.

 He grabbed his keycard and
slipped it into the back pocket of his jeans, then drew a shirt
over his head before stepping onto his rooftop garden and charging
down the circular stairs to the private elevator entrance. He knew
within minutes she was on her way up. Only he, his secretary and PJ
had the key fob that would allow them to enter the
elevator.

Gabe paced until the
elevator chimed her arrival, and smiled slightly when PJ’s glance
fell on him immediately.

“Pru,” he breathed out,
using her first name rather than the initials the world used to
address her. She always laughed at him for that, but he liked her
full name. Prudence Jane. No one other than her family used it any
longer. When she’d been ‘discovered’ she had been using the
nickname PJ and that was part of her branding to the
world.

She blinked those long,
sexy eyelashes his way and he saw she was fighting back
tears.

“You saw?” she asked. He
didn’t know if she was asking about the video or what had happened
with the photographers down below, but he nodded.

“You holding up?” he
asked, but he wanted to kick himself. He knew she’d say yes, even
when it was clear she wasn’t okay.

“I’m
okay,” she said but her bottom lip caught between her teeth and he
knew she was anything but okay. He wanted to reach out and hold
her, comfort her. But they’d never had that kind of relationship,
though at times he felt so close to her it stunned him. They had
spent hours talking on the rooftops of his hotels, and it hadn’t
been that long ago that Gabe had started to feel a lot more than
friendship toward her, but Pru, so much younger than him, had never
indicated she wanted more from him. 

For whatever reason, Gabe
Sawyer—a man who routinely dated models and actresses and other
people in the spotlight—froze up a little when he got around
Pru Cantrell. He was sure he came across as some stiff CEO, and he
didn’t blame her for thinking that. He was ten years older than her
and was usually wearing a suit or a tux when he saw her. He glanced
down at his jeans and bare feet and cringed. Well…until
today.

“I just
wasn’t really up to going to bed,” she said with a little laugh,
and Gabe’s mind immediately filled with images of her in his bed.
He pushed them aside as he always did when he was with her.


“Come
inside?” Gabe asked, gesturing over his shoulder to the stairs that
led to his suite. He’d never invited her in before. They’d always
sat in the rooftop garden and talked. Would she think he was trying
to take advantage? Or would she accept he just wanted to be there
for her after the night she’d had? 

Gabe felt his heart kick
as she nodded yes and followed him up the stairs.

***

PJ gulped and stared at
Gabe’s bare feet as he led her into his suite that was an exact
duplicate of hers, but located on the opposite tower of the hotel.
She was in Gabe Sawyer’s
hotel room. And, good lord, why couldn't she take
her eyes off his feet? How were feet sexy?

They’re not.

Except those particular bare feet topped by
those soft,
faded jeans were
distinctly sexy. Those were somehow hot as hell. But she’d always
appreciated his good looks…. Everything about Gabe was hot as hell,
from his deep-brown eyes to his almost-black hair that sometimes
got a tiny bit messy late at night—when PJ itched to comb it back
into place with her fingers. Sometimes the attraction she felt made
it difficult for her to talk coherently and PJ just clammed up
around him. She felt like a teenage idiot around Gabe, not a grown
woman with a career that demanded she regularly make small talk
with all kinds of people. Around Gabe, she just couldn’t think of
any intelligent thing to say.

Conversely, Gabe didn’t
seem to have any issues around her. He tossed his keycard on the
table by the entrance and nodded toward the couch in the living
room.

“You hungry, Pru? I was
planning to make an omelet. I do mine with egg whites, but I can
add whole eggs to yours. Have a seat and I’ll whip up something for
us.” He didn't seem to care that it was two in the morning, and he
sure didn’t seem to be obsessing over her presence in his suite the
way she was.

“Um, thanks.” She lowered
herself to the couch, but then quickly got up and followed him into
the kitchen, looking over his shoulder as he leaned into the
fridge. “You cook?”

Gabe stood, pulling a
carton of eggs and an armload of veggies out of the fridge. When he
spun around to answer her question, it put them almost toe to toe.
PJ’s breath caught.

His gaze met hers with an
intensity that made her mouth drop open in an involuntary plea for
him to kiss her. OMG. PJ blinked and stepped back, realizing she’d put herself much
too close to him. Much closer than he probably intended to get to
her.

He’d always treated her
like a friend, a kid sister even. Nothing more. With most men,
that’s what she wanted—friendship. With Gabe? Well, she’d known for
a few years that she knew she wanted a lot more than friendship
from Gabe.

What am I thinking?
Someone has my journal, and all of my secrets could be shared with
the world at any moment…and I’m lusting after a man who’s utterly
unreachable.

Gabe cleared his throat
and dumped the ingredients on the counter.

“Yeah. I got tired of
having room service about….” He raised his eyes to the ceiling as
if calculating something in his head. “Oh, eight years
ago.”

The grin he threw her way
made her panties melt. PJ slipped onto one of the bar stools that
lined the counter separating the kitchen from the spacious living
room. Still, he continued to affect her, and she pressed her legs
together to douse some of the heat she felt.

“Mmm. I tried cooking for a while for
that same reason,” she said. “It g-got more than...complicated,”
she stuttered. What an idiot.

Gabe raised his eyebrows
at her as he whisked the eggs together and then tossed the
vegetables to sauté in a pan on the burner.

PJ felt her cheeks burn as
she tried to figure out how to explain herself without sounding
like an arrogant, spoiled celebrity. Gabe helped her
out.

“Complicated? Oh, right,
shopping. I guess going to the grocery store can be a bit
tough.”

She nodded and shrugged.
“My mom and I used to cook together when I was a kid. I loved it.
When she was with me on tour, in the early days, she would shop and
we could still cook together. But now she doesn’t go on tour with
me very often. I tried having Ellis get stuff for me, but it’s
weird having someone else do your shopping. You know? And grocery
shopping online isn't really the same.”

Gabe nodded and turned his
attention back to the stove. The smell of the melted butter and
onions made her stomach growl, and she realized he really knew his
way around a kitchen. Her suspicions were confirmed when Gabe
placed a plate in front of her a few minutes later and she took her
first bite. She may have groaned a little more loudly in
appreciation than she intended, but the omelet melted on her tongue
and the sound just slipped out before she could censor
herself.

Gabe stilled, his laser
eyes on hers, but then quickly moved back to plating his own
omelet. Had she imagined his
reaction?

“Good?”
he asked, grinning again. “When did your parents leave the
tour?” 

“They
came on tour after I left rehab and stayed until I was nineteen. By
then, I had a good manager and support staff around me so they were
able to go back to their lives. They come out for a week or two
with me each year now.” PJ looked at Gabe’s intense gaze and
wondered if it were inappropriate to fantasize about pulling him
across the counter and stripping his shirt off to reveal his
chiseled chest…. Would it be wrong to ask to have him for
dessert? 

So wrong, PJ. So very
wrong.

She blushed and focused on
her plate before she made a fool of herself. The last thing she
needed to think about was sex. She had a lot bigger problems on her
plate than a delicious omelet, and the simple fact that her sex
life with Kirt would be plastered all over the Internet by now.
Though, for the moment, that seemed a world away; she needed to
figure out who had her journal before they sold more of it. Her
thoughts must have shown on her face.

“Hey,” Gabe said, his
voice soft, “you thinking about that jerk again?”

PJ cleared her throat and
shrugged her shoulders. She couldn’t tell him the other part of the
story, the part where her whole world could be torn down around
her. The part where her family would be destroyed—they’d be more
affected than she would be by what might come out in the press
‘reveal.’

PJ pulled her phone from
her pocket when the vibrating she’d been ignoring got to be too
much. Her mom.

Are you okay?

Not even remotely, PJ
thought, but she didn’t tell her mother that.

Yeah. Hanging out with a
friend. Talk to you in the morning.

The next text was from
Debra, her manager: Got a response out to
the media. Do you want to do interviews?

No: PJ answered. She had almost a week off before her next show,
and she’d decided to take it off and bury her head in the sand for
a bit. I’d rather ignore Kirt and the
media for now.

You got
it: came Debra’s response a minute
later.

A few seconds passed, and
PJ knew Gabe was watching her as he ate his omelet.
PJ tucked her phone back in her pocket and
finished the last bite of her meal.

“So what else do you cook?
Breakfast food only, or are you more versatile than that?” she
asked and was relieved when Gabe seemed happy to go with the light
conversation.

“I’m not all that bad with
comfort foods—pot roast, meatloaf. I make a mean chicken pot pie,”
he said with that grin that made her legs quake. PJ wondered if
maybe she was in some sort of denial. Rather than dealing with the
fact that someone out there had her very personal and private
journal, and she could only assume they would be revealing its
contents to the highest bidder as soon as they could get a buyer,
she was here lusting after a man who probably still thought of her
as a nineteen-year-old.

That’s how old she was
when she and Gabe Sawyer first met. She’d been nineteen and he’d
been twenty-nine. And of course, he’d seen her as a kid. He’d
always been very kind to her, respectful, making sure his hotels
provided the highest level of care for her whenever she stayed in
any of them. That was one of the reasons she always inserted the
clause in her contract that provided she be put up in a Grand Tower
if there was one within twenty miles of her concert site. He’d
always treated her the same, and she assumed he still saw her as
that nineteen-year-old girl.

And then, a few years ago,
they’d started talking more, spending time together at his hotels,
outside of events and fundraisers. She’d discovered she liked
talking to him, and he’d seemed to understand her, to understand
her need to have someone to simply listen without making a big deal
out of who she was. She’d started to see him as more than just a
friend, but he’d never given any indication he saw her in any kind
of romantic way. Knowing her luck, he saw her as a little sister;
someone to be taken care of—not someone to sweep off her feet with
a soul-wrenchingly hot kiss that would melt them both to the core
like she sometimes imagined.

Not where your imagination
should be headed, PJ.

“Hmm. You go from egg
white and veggie omelets to heavy, rich comfort foods.” She
scrunched her nose at him and he laughed. “What’s up with that?”
she asked.

Gabe glanced up at her. “I
try to eat pretty healthy most of the time, but who doesn’t need
some good comfort food once in a while? Most of the time I make
stir fries or baked chicken and vegetables, but some days are mac
and cheese days, right?”

PJ nodded, not able to
lose the smile on her face. She really did know all about those mac
and cheese days.

This felt good, just
hanging out with someone who seemed to have no expectations. No
agenda. He was certainly used to being around people like her. And,
he had no reason to want something from her. He had his own money,
his own fame—and everyone already knew she loved his hotels. There
wasn’t anything she could give him besides what he seemed to be
asking for: her friendship. Even though, at times, she wanted more
from him than that, there was something liberating about knowing he
wasn’t trying to get something more or to use her for his own gain.
She could be herself with him in a way she couldn’t with anyone
else.

“Ice
cream’s my weakness,” she said. “I keep the freezer stocked with
these salted-caramel ice cream bars. They’re covered in chocolate
with chunks of pretzels in them. They’re amazing.” PJ was a little
mortified to realize she moaned again while talking about her ice
cream bars. She let her eyes glance up to Gabe’s and caught the
heated intensity of his look. 

Then, with the blink of an
eye it was washed away.

What was that
about?

“So, tell me,” he said as
he picked up his now-empty plate and grabbed hers before heading to
the sink. “Do you think it was Kirt who stole your journal and
leaked it to the press? More publicity for him? Maybe he meant to
let those words slip out. When did you have it last?”

PJ’s stomach dropped.
She’d forgotten about her journal for one blissful
minute.

“No. Well, maybe. I don’t
really know.” She felt even more stupid, not knowing how someone
got her journal or who might have it.

“Where did you keep it?”
Gabe asked the question gently, as though he wanted to be sure she
knew he was only asking the question to be supportive.

PJ shook her head and felt
the telltale prick of tears behind her eyes. “That’s the
thing. Nobody knew I kept a journal. And, I mean nobody. I never wrote in
it in front of other people. Only when I was by myself at night
after everyone had gone home or after I’d gone into my own room. I
kept it on a USB drive that I hid in a tear in the lining of my
purse. The drive even looked like an old lipstick so anyone who did
find it would just think it was makeup.”

“It’s not on a cloud or
backed up on your computer or anything?” he asked.

“No. I should have just
deleted it after each entry, you know? I mean really, what’s the
point of saving all that?” She shrugged. “I just got in the habit
of it in rehab and never stopped.”

He raised an eyebrow at
her. “That’s a lot of years. You were what, sixteen when you went
to rehab?”

“Fifteen. I wanted to get
that whole addiction thing out of the way early in life. Call me an
overachiever.” The comment got the laugh she was looking
for.

Gabe grabbed two bottles
of water and tugged her toward the couch, settling down on one end
while she sank into the other.

“Someone knew it was
there,” Gabe said returning the conversation to her
journal.

PJ bit her lip and nodded.
That was the worst thing about this whole mess. Whoever took it had
to be really close to her. She kept her purse with her all the
time. If she didn’t have it with her, Lydia or Ellis carried it.
Maybe one of them had gotten lazy and left it where a fan or
stagehand could access it backstage—but she didn’t think that was
likely. They were as protective of her privacy as she was. They
might not have known they were protecting her journal, but they
knew her cell phone was in there, and they wouldn’t have left that
lying around for anyone to pick up. Whoever did this was someone
she trusted or someone her family or team had trusted.


Chapter
Three

 


Gabe couldn’t believe
they’d been up all night talking together. When PJ had looked so
sad talking about her missing journal, he changed the topic to
something lighter. They’d spent the last five hours talking about
books, music, movies, pets they’d had when they were young—pets
they wished they could have now but didn’t have the time for—and
food. They talked a lot about food. PJ’s eyes lit up, and she
became animated when she talked about the things she
loved.

 She told him about her writing
process and how song ideas seemed to build in her mind, until it
felt like she’d explode and she had to write them down. If he tried
to explain that to someone, it would sound stupid. Coming from her,
it somehow seemed magical and otherworldly.

Wow, you’re a
sap.

He was, though. He was a
total and complete sap where PJ was concerned. She smiled weakly at
him now, the exhaustion clear in her face. It wasn’t just that she
was tired from staying up all night talking. It was a real,
bone-deep exhaustion from the weight and the pressure on her. He
could see it. Her life was filled with pressure on a good day,
given her tour schedule and the demands of recording new material.
Add to it the additional stress of the missing journal, and it was
obvious she was at a breaking point.

“I should probably head
back to my room,” she said, looking at the door…but her voice told
him she didn’t want to.

“You don’t have a show for
another six days,” he said, and then wanted to kick himself when
she looked at him sharply, no doubt surprised he knew her
schedule.

“True,” she said slowly,
drawing the syllable out.

“Do you have interviews or
appearances lined up?” he asked.

“No,” she said with a bit
of a laugh. “This was supposed to be six days of rest and
relaxation. I haven't taken that much time off in a long time. Now
it’ll be six days of hiding out and trying to ignore phone calls,
and the constant temptation to jump on the Internet to see what’s
happening.”

“You
should come to Connecticut with me.” What? Where did that come from?

“What?
Connecticut?”

Hell. Why not?

“I keep a house there that
no one knows about. I bought it a few years ago because I like to
have a place to go where I’m not offered room service and turndown
at night. No one knows about it except my friends. We can take my
private jet. You can just fall off the grid for a few days, get
some real rest.”

He could see her thinking
about it, chewing on her bottom lip as she eyed him through lowered
lashes. He didn’t want to pressure her, but man, he suddenly wanted
to be the one to be able to take her away from this shit situation
she was in. The one to give her the respite she needed while the
whirlwind of her life settled down for a bit. And, he wouldn’t lie
to himself. He’d had a better time with her tonight than he ever
had with any of the women he’d dated. Just talking to her, with
nothing sexual between them other than the way his imagination ran
away every time she moaned over a bite of food or laughed at one of
his jokes, was better than a lot of the nights he’d spent wrapped
in some naked woman’s arms and legs.

He’d been resisting the
sexual attraction and wouldn’t act on it when she was so down, so
vulnerable. But, at least he could be there for her. He could
support her and help her through this without acting on the
chemistry that shot between them whenever they were
together.

“No strings attached, PJ.
I promise. I’m headed there anyway to see some friends and go to a
two-year-old’s birthday party. What could be better than balloons
and cake? Just two friends, getting away for a while. That’s all it
will be.”

It’s not all I want it to
be, but I’ll take it.

PJ had never shown any
inclination to hit on him—which made sense. The first time they’d
met, she’d only been eighteen or nineteen and he’d been
twenty-nine. She probably saw him as an old man. With her current
age of twenty-nine and him at thirty-nine, it would be considered
acceptable if something did happen between them, but he had a
feeling she still saw him the same way she always had.
Old.

PJ looked as though she
struggled to come to a decision. She finally nodded her head,
slowly. “All right. If you’re going anyway, I’d love to tag
along.”

 



Chapter
Four






PJ knew she needed to face
her team and call her parents before heading to Connecticut. Her
phone was filled with missed calls and unanswered texts. She didn’t
blame them for being concerned, and she knew they’d need to hear
from her before she left—to confirm she wasn’t drunk. It might have
been thirteen years since her addiction had almost ruined her
career, but she knew it was hard for her parents to forget their
struggle to save her. To straighten her out.

PJ made her way across the
hotel to her suite and shut the door behind her, relieved neither
Lydia nor Ellis waited there for her. She dialed her mother’s
number and wasn’t surprised that she answered on only the second
ring. She checked her watch. Her parents wouldn’t leave for their
small bookstore outside Deep Creek Lake in Maryland for at least
another hour.

They’d gone through so
much with her early on in her career with the addiction and
pregnancy. It always made her feel good to picture them in their
bookstore doing what they loved—happy and relaxed again instead of
on edge and worried for her. That would all change if her journal
was released to the media. Her fault again.

“Hey, Mom.” PJ could hear
her father in the background.

“Hi,
sweetheart. Your father wants to know how you’re doing. Did you
book extra interviews for this week to respond to Kirt’s comments?”
her mother asked, drawing a wince from PJ. It was hard to talk
about Kirt’s comments about her performance in bed when it was her
parents she was having this conversation with.
Ugh.

Her mother didn’t wait for
her response before continuing. “You don’t have to respond to
that…that….” PJ almost laughed as her mother sought the right word
to describe Kirt. Her mother didn’t swear. Ever. But, it sounded
like she was dying to right now.

“Ninny,” her mother finally finished.
“Debra called earlier to fill us in. She said she put out a short
press release so you can leave it at that, PJ. Don’t feel like you
have to engage him or the press over this. Personally, I think we
should ignore it now. We don’t need to give him any more attention
than he’s already gotten.”

PJ laughed at her choice
of words. Yup. Ninny was about as nasty as her mom was going to get.

“I’d rather just ignore
them and let the whole thing die down, Mom,” PJ finally answered
when her mom took a breath during her diatribe. PJ knew this wasn’t
going to just die down on its own. When the rest of her journal
became public, it was only going to get worse. A lot worse. But her
parents didn’t need to know that right now.

“I’m going to take a few
days off. I’ll meet the team in Denver for the next show, but I
just need to take a break for a bit.”

“Where’re you headed to?
Do you want to come here?” her mom asked.

PJ blushed, thankful her
parents couldn’t see her through the phone. “I’m going to
Connecticut to spend a few days with Gabe Sawyer and his friends.
He’s headed there and offered to let me come, just to get away from
everything.” She tried to play it off as if it wasn’t a big deal,
but really the idea of spending a week with Gabe, even as friends,
made her stomach do backflips.

PJ could almost envision
her father’s eyebrows going up and wasn’t surprised to hear his
voice coming through the phone, although it was muffled, as if he
were speaking over her mother’s shoulder. “Gabe Sawyer, as in owner
of The Grand Tower…that Gabe Sawyer?” her father said.

“Do you
really think that’s wise, Prudence?” her mother asked.


“Mmm hmm,” she murmured. She should
have known she wouldn’t slip that by them so easily.

“Pru, don’t you think
he’s, well.... He seems to love the limelight a bit much, don’t you
think? Is it really wise to be seen with him right now? What if
he’s just hoping to capitalize on your spotlight?” Her father must
have taken the phone from her mother. His voice was coming through
more clearly now.

PJ shook her head. “No,
Dad. Gabe doesn’t like all the attention any more than I do most of
the time. In fact, he’s managed to keep his house in Connecticut
completely off the radar so far. Only his friends know he has it,
so the chances of us being found there are slim to
none.”

As she spoke, she tossed a
few outfits into a backpack. She’d ask Ellis to swing by and have
her other luggage taken to the tour bus so it would make it out to
Denver and be there when she arrived to perform.

“You’re not... Well,
w-what I mean is…are you two...?” Her mother, now seemingly back in
control of the phone, all but stammered.

 PJ rolled her eyes. “Oh for
heaven’s sake, you guys. I’m not a gullible teenager anymore. Gabe
isn’t looking for anything like that from me.” She might not be a
teenager, but she couldn’t bring herself to say the words sex and
Gabe in the same sentence to her parents. This whole conversation
was a lot more than she wanted to deal with right now, but she knew
they had their reasons for worrying.

“Gabe is
a friend. Nothing more. He has his own money, his own fame and his
pick of any woman he wants on the planet. Believe me, there’s
literally nothing
Gabe could want from me.”

PJ had to admit, saying
that out loud hurt more than a bit. She’d had a crush on Gabe
Sawyer for a long time. But the truth was, he only saw her as a
friend—and that was all right. She was glad to have his friendship.
It was all she could offer right now with the shape her world was
in anyway. It was really all she needed…. Really. Maybe if she kept
telling herself that, she’d stop hoping for something more from
him.







Chapter
Five






PJ gasped. “It’s
incredible, Gabe.”

The two-story, light-gray
house with black shutters had a small carriage house off to the
side of the driveway, and an enormous landscaped yard behind tall
stone walls. There wouldn’t be any issues about privacy here. At
least, not until the paparazzi got wind of her location and tried
to climb the walls. At eight feet, they looked fairly formidable,
but you never knew what people would try once the rest of the news
in her personal journal broke.

PJ faltered a bit as her
thoughts turned back to her journal, but she was determined to step
away from all that for a while. She just wanted one week to rest
before she had to face the storm that would surely hit
soon.

Gabe pulled Pru’s bag from
the trunk of his car and took held her arm to walk her up the
steps.

“Wait till you see the
back. I bought it for the privacy, but the view of Long Island
Sound can’t be beat, and the outdoor patio is amazing. I had the
caretakers stock the kitchen for us, so other than going over to
Jack’s house, we can hide out here.”

He pulled her through the
foyer and down a long hallway that led straight out the back of the
house. They ignored the formal dining room, sitting room and living
room and landed in a large, open kitchen. From there, French doors
spilled out onto the stone patio at the back of the
house.

“Oh my gosh,” PJ said,
knowing she sounded like an idiot, as she looked out onto the
sparkling water of the infinity swimming pool that appeared to fall
off into the ocean in an incredible optical illusion. An
immaculately manicured lawn sloped to the ocean, and there were
tennis courts off to the side of the patio.

Gabe nudged her shoulder
and pointed to their left where a full outdoor kitchen and grill
sat next to a large stone fireplace.

“Ohhhhhh. It’s like a private spa. A
completely perfect oasis,” PJ said, and she knew she moaned again
as she looked at the teak chairs in front of the outdoor stone
fireplace with the Jacuzzi tub nearby.

PJ wondered how far they’d
have to go to get to the party at Jack’s house the following day.
She honestly wasn’t sure she wanted to leave the sanctuary Gabe had
just shown her.

“Where does Jack
live?”

Gabe’s face broke into a
wide grin—one of his grins that always made her breath catch, and
her panties want to fly off and scream ‘take me!’—well, that is, if
panties could scream.

“That’s the best part.”
Gabe slipped his hand into hers and pulled her further out to the
edge of the patio, then leaned a bit further and pointed to the
right. The large stone wall continued around the side of the house,
even blocking access to the ocean. PJ had seen a gate at the back
of the yard and assumed that led to a private beach. But, now she
saw another small gate in the wall and the roof of a large house
beyond it.

“That’s Jack’s house,”
Gabe said.

PJ laughed. “You bought a
house right next to your friend?”

Gabe nodded, and his grin
widened if that was even possible. “I couldn't resist. That way, I
know there won't be a psycho over there. And the guy on the other
side of me is Andrew, Jack’s best friend. He and his wife, Jill,
will be at the party tomorrow. We all have the codes to each
other’s gates so we can cut through our yards. It’s perfect. Chad
lives about three houses up, so he and Jennie need to walk down the
road or take the beach,” he said, as if that were the greatest
hardship in the world.

PJ just continued to shake
her head, but she was smiling. She couldn’t believe all his good
friends owned houses so close to one another. What would she give
to have that kind of life? That kind of friends?

Anything, she realized.
She had huge bank accounts and had invested in several profitable
businesses, but now she saw the limitations of that. Only building
money, not much of a life….

She could see why Gabe was
thinking of giving up his hotels. Everything he needed was right
here. She would want to stay here full time, too, if she were
him.

PJ’s phone beeped in her
purse.

“I should let you get
settled in, I guess,” he said, nodding in the direction of her
bag.

PJ nodded. It felt a
little awkward suddenly, now that they were really here, all alone,
in his house together. “Yeah, I should check messages and touch
base with Debra. Make sure everything’s still on track for next
week’s shows. I’m sure Lydia’s giving her hell. She’s probably
furious that I’m not adding interviews to the schedule this week.
If Lydia had her way, she would have milked this episode for all
the publicity she could get.”

He ran his hand across her
lower back as he guided her toward the house. “Let’s get you to
your room, then. I can start dinner while you take care of
things.”

Gabe showed her to a room
just off the patio where they stood just moments earlier. The
queen-sized bed was piled high with welcoming pillows and a vase of
fresh flowers brightened the room, but it was the doorway leading
out to a private side patio that drew her attention. The French
doors had an archway over them, and they practically beckoned her
to go outside and sit in the sun. Teak furniture that matched the
set on the patio created the perfect private sitting area. As with
all of Gabe’s hotels, everything she could want was set out for
her—every luxury available to her.

“This is perfect, Gabe.
Thank you,” she said as he set her bag down on the bed.

“Let me know if you need
anything. Something light for dinner?”

PJ wrinkled up her nose,
drawing a laugh from Gabe. “Comfort food, it is,” he said, walking
toward the bedroom door. “Double bacon, blue-cheese burgers and
mashed potatoes coming right up. I’ll throw a salad together on the
side to fight off some of the guilt.”

PJ laughed and then pulled
her phone from her bag and sank down into an overstuffed wing chair
in the corner of the room. The laugh dried to dust in her throat as
she read the line of text messages on her phone. PJ scrolled to see
the phone number for the incoming texts, but the originating
numbers were blocked.

How is that
possible? Her phone number was kept under
lock and key. Her parents, Debra, Lydia, Ellis, the band and a few
friends had it. She was fairly sure Lydia and Ellis’s mom had it
since both her children worked so closely with PJ, but no one on
that list would give it out.

PJ scrolled to the top
text and read through to the bottom. They’d all come within minutes
of one another:

Did you think I was going
to let you off the hook so easily, Pretty Prudence
Cantrell?

Last night was just a
taste of the hell you’ll be going through in the weeks to
come.

Did you cry yourself to
sleep last night?

How many times do you
think your baby cried himself to sleep without you?

Time to pay the price for
your selfishness, Pretty Pru.

PJ closed her eyes and
squeezed them until the tears she’d felt threatening backed off
just a bit. Crying wouldn’t change anything.

Her hands shook as she
typed in a response.

What do you
want?

She jumped when the phone
beeped almost immediately.

Tsk tsk, Pretty Pru. I
already told you that. You’ll pay. It’s that simple. The world has
only seen what you’ve let them see. You have them all fooled. But
not me. I know the truth. I know all your dirty little secrets.
And, I plan to make your payment long and hard.

PJ took a deep breath and
pulled up her contacts, then pushed the entry for her uncle and
aunt, Brian and Susie Chambers. She listened to the ringing on the
other end of the phone as her mind raced through the list of people
who could be behind this.

“Hello.” It was Brian who
picked up the phone.

 “It’s
me,” PJ said and realized she sounded awful. The words came out
sounding more like a sob than anything intelligible.
 

“Pru, how’re you holding
up?” Brian asked, and she could hear the genuine concern in his
voice. It took several minutes for her to get it together enough to
answer him.

“Uh, it’s not good,
Brian.”

“I know, hon. Susie saw it
on one of the talk shows this morning. Your mom said you were
handling things okay. That you’re taking a few days
off?”

PJ shook her head even
though he couldn’t see her over the phone. “I didn’t tell Mom and
Dad all of it, Brian.”

There was a slight pause
on the other end before her uncle answered. “Didn’t tell them what,
Pru?”

“Whoever leaked those
things from my journal—they have the whole thing. They have all of
it, from the time I left rehab on. They know, Brian.”

PJ could hear him talking
in the background before Susie’s voice came on the
phone.

“Are you sure they have it
all? Maybe they just got pieces of it?” Susie asked, and PJ lost
her fight against the tears as she answered.

“The journal is
missing—they have it. And they texted me. Whoever it is mentioned
the baby. They know.” PJ’s shoulders slumped, and she pulled her
knees up to her chest as she waited for a response.

“Did they ask for money?”
Susie asked.

“I don’t know what they
want. He said I’d pay, but I honestly don’t know if he was talking
about money or something else.” She could hear more muffled talk as
Brian and Susie spoke.

Brian came back on the
phone. “Susie and I need to talk about this, Pru, but we’ll call
you soon. I want you to tell your parents about this, you hear me?
You need to let them know what’s going on so they can increase your
security and help you deal with this if it does come
out.”

“I’ll tell them soon,
Brian. I just want a few days, and I’m in a safe location right
now. No one knows where I am.”

And, no one was supposed
to have your cell phone number, either.  

It was stupid really, but
PJ was twenty-nine years old. She didn’t want to run to her parents
to fix her problems anymore. Lord knew, they’d had to do enough for
her when she was younger. They shouldn’t have to carry her through
this now. Whatever this person wanted, she’d handle it
herself.

***

Gabe looked up and studied
her face when PJ entered the kitchen. She looked a bit like she
might have been crying, but he didn’t want to push her with
questions. He couldn’t imagine having his private thoughts spread
out on the Internet for everyone to see. That had to hurt, even
though she’d put up a pretty good front so far.

“Dinner’s almost ready,”
he said, tossing the freshly sliced tomatoes onto the top of the
salad. “I thought we’d eat out on the patio?”

PJ nodded at him but
didn’t speak, and that’s when Gabe was sure—she had been crying. He
came around the kitchen island and pulled her into him, tucking her
head under his chin and rubbing her back. Not exactly the kind of
contact he needed and wanted from Pru, but hell, she needed someone
to help her right now. And damn, she felt so effing good in his
arms—so perfectly right when he held her close. He could feel her
small arms come around his back to hold him, and he really didn’t
want to let her go.

She pulled herself back
first, and the disappointment he felt when she pulled away was
tempered only slightly by the smile on her face when he looked down
at her.

“Thanks. I needed that,”
she said.

“Anytime,” he said. Any and
every time you want.

Gabe crossed to the island
and grabbed the salad and plates. “The burgers should be ready out
on the grill and everything else is already out there.”

“It smells amazing,” she
said as they walked to the patio together.

Gabe set the salad down
and went about plating the burgers and scooping heaps of mashed
potatoes onto the plate. He looked down at the heaping plate then
up at PJ’s tiny frame.

“Oh, you probably can’t
eat all this, can you?” he asked and turned to scoop some of the
potatoes back. He’d served her the kind of portion he might hand to
Jack or Andrew for a first round.

PJ stabbed at his hand
with a fork. “Back off my potatoes, mister,” she said and pulled
the plate from his hands. “Mine,” she said, twisting to guard the
food with her body as she eyed him suspiciously. He couldn’t help
but laugh.

“Something to drink?”
Gabe’s face heated. With her history of alcohol addiction, he
shouldn’t offer her anything alcoholic, he thought quickly. Why
hadn’t he considered that earlier? He had no idea how his
caretakers had stocked the fridge, and he hadn’t thought to ask for
nonalcoholic drinks. “Water? Coke? Um––” He looked toward the small
fridge in the outdoor kitchen, not sure what was there.

“Water’s great,” PJ said
as she sat at one of the chairs. She didn’t seem to notice his
discomfort about what to offer her. Gabe grabbed two bottles of
water and shut the fridge with his foot. He retrieved his plate
from next to the grill and flicked a light switch with his elbow.
Flames danced to life as he lowered himself into the chair next to
PJ’s.

PJ moaned again, her mouth
filled with the bacon, blue cheese concoction he’d cooked up for
them and Gabe felt his whole body still. If she didn’t knock off
that adorable habit she had of moaning when something good crossed
those lips, he wouldn't make it through the week without a lot of
cold showers and hand lotion.

“It’s okay if you want to
drink,” she said in between bites, and Gabe’s first thoughts jumped
to whiskey. Shots of whiskey might help him get through this alive
and moderately sane without too many fantasies…about other ways he
could make her moan, or what she might sound like when he took her
soft nipple into his mouth and made it peak under his
tongue.

He shook his head instead,
half in answer to her and half in an attempt to banish thoughts of
PJ’s breasts from his mind. “I’m good with water. Burger okay?” he
asked.

“More than okay. It’s
amazing. Maybe that’s what you should do now. Become a chef. Or
open a chain of restaurants. World-class restaurants with nothing
but comfort food.”

Gabe laughed as PJ took
another big bite and then followed that with a forkful of mashed
potatoes.

And, another moan. Dear
Lord, woman. Gabe wanted to lean across
his chair and swallow those moans of hers in a kiss. But, that was
the last thing she needed and he wouldn’t do that to her now. He’d
be what she needed: a friend.

He shifted his plate in
his lap. It wouldn’t look great for her to see exactly how much she
affected him. She’d probably run and hide if she knew the kind of
thoughts he had about her.

“No?”
she asked, seemingly unaware of the effect she had on him. “Don’t
like the restaurant idea? Hmmm. A cooking show! I bet all the
housewives would watch you cook. You know, jeans and an apron?
Nothing much else?” PJ said with a mischievous grin. “I bet if you
demonstrated how to make a bowl of cereal with no shirt on it would
be a hit.”

Gabe turned to look at her
as she laughed next to him. Her whole face lit up when she laughed,
and desire flew through him hard and fast and demanding.

To hell with
it.

He leaned across the space
between the two Adirondack chairs and swept her mouth with his,
quickly. Just a taste. Just the taste he’d been dreaming about for
years. He pulled back and looked into her stunned eyes.

Shit.

“I’m sorry,” he said, but
didn’t move away as his eyes locked with hers. “I just wanted to
see what that felt like. What you taste like.”

PJ’s eyes were big and
round and Gabe cursed again in his head. He really shouldn’t have
done that. This wasn’t what she needed right now. He knew that.
Hell, he’d been telling himself that for days whenever he tried to
curb his desire.

Then she stood up, and one
of her hands snaked behind his head and pulled him up with her—back
to her mouth—and he was lost. Utterly lost in the feel of her lips
as they connected with his, the feel of her tongue as it tangled
with his own, the feel of her body when he slid his arms around her
and pulled her closer to him.

Gabe allowed himself to
get lost in her for just a moment, before pulling away and taking a
breath.

“Shit,”
he said, not meeting her eyes. 

 PJ was still and quiet next to
him, and he could hear her trying to settle her breathing. It was
likely as much of a challenge for her as it had been for him. That
was one hell of a kiss.

“Well,” PJ said with a
little laugh. “That’s what you want to hear after you kiss a man.
‘Shit.’”

Gabe’s eyes flew to hers
and he ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry, PJ. I really didn’t
mean to do that. I didn’t bring you here for that. I didn’t come
here planning to take advantage of you like some...some... Shit.”
Gabe didn’t know what else to say.

He watched PJ’s face,
trying to get a read on her thoughts, but she remained
silent.

“This is probably the last
thing you need right now, Pru.” Something flickered behind her eyes
and she sat up straight.

“You know what? You’re
right.” She nodded and gave him a tentative smile before setting
her half-eaten meal next to his and pushing to her feet. The
distraction might be nice, but getting involved right now wasn’t a
good idea, no matter how strong the attraction between them ran. “I
should get some sleep, I think. I’m pretty beat.”

Gabe stood and nodded as
she walked into the house, and he watched her turn toward her room.
He didn’t know what he’d been thinking. They were barely a few
hours into their trip and he had been all over her. Why on earth
had he thought he could bring her here and keep his hands off her?
Gabe tossed the leftover food in the trash and left the dishes in
the sink. He’d deal with them in the morning. For now, he wanted to
grab his swim trunks and hit the ocean. Maybe the cold water would
knock some sense into him and cool his desire.

 



Chapter
Six






PJ awoke slowly, blinking
back the light that streamed in through the gauzy white curtains
hanging over the patio doors. She tried to clear her head of the
dream that had woken her. Her hand went to her mouth where she
could almost feel Gabe’s mouth on hers as it had been in her dream.
She could taste him. Feel him as he had gripped her tight and
slanted his mouth over hers, tangling his tongue with hers, taking
what he wanted. Giving her what she needed.

She shook off the remnants
of the dream and looked around the room as the events of the last
forty-eight hours came back to her. Not the kiss with Gabe last
night, but all the rest of it. The journal, the Kirt interview. She
groaned and rolled over, pulling the covers up over her face. What
she wouldn’t give to wind back the clock. Except for the
kiss…

She felt absolutely
wrecked. Never mind the emotional toll of everything that had been
happening. There was the fact she and Gabe had stayed up talking
all Thursday night. She’d then had a short nap on the plane, but
that was hardly enough to catch her up. Last night, she’d gone to
bed early, only to toss and turn the whole night, imagining what
Gabe Sawyer could have done with those hands and that mouth, that
tongue, if he hadn’t put the brakes on that kiss.

Oh, that kiss.
Talk about melting her brain and setting her body
on fire.

But, Gabe was right. It
was the last thing she needed. She cringed at the memory of him
stopping the kiss. He’d barely touched her lips and the next thing
she knew, she’d practically thrown herself at him, clinging to
him.

Ugh. PJ rolled over again and pulled the sheet off her head,
staring out at the sun through the drapes. She was mortified at how
she’d behaved. He probably thought she was completely trashy. He
showed her the tiniest bit of compassion—of pity, really—and she
took that and ran with it, making it into something entirely
different.

PJ hated to admit it, but
she really was a complete idiot when it came to relationships with
men. Her first relationship hadn’t even been a real relationship.
In fact, it had been criminal. Statutory rape to be precise. Her
career had taken off when she was barely fifteen years of age, and
her manager was none other than the great Jimmy Mondo, who she’d
thought had hung the moon. When he’d turned all his attention to
her career—and, eventually, to her personally—she’d thought she was
the luckiest girl on the planet. Jimmy Mondo loved her. He made her feel special,
and she’d mistaken sex for love and intimacy.

He’d given her wine to
help her relax after shows, and she’d felt so grown up. No stealing
beer or liquor from her parent’s liquor cabinet like other
teenagers. Nope. She was practically an adult sleeping with one of
the music industry’s most powerful players, sipping wine and
laughing with him in her tour bus after her shows. At the time, she
was too blinded to see how sick it was for a forty-year-old man to
be sleeping with a fifteen-year-old girl.

That was one reason PJ
didn’t use a tour bus for her on-the-road accommodations any
longer. Her band still did, and she sometimes traveled on it for
short rides with them, but she stayed in hotels for her entire
tour.

It hadn’t taken long for
her parents to find out about that ‘relationship’ and about her
budding alcohol problem. In the span of only six months, he’d also
gotten her started on smoking pot. She hadn’t graduated to anything
stronger, thankfully, but she was certainly headed down the wrong
path. And pot and alcohol weren’t the only things he’d gotten her.
He’d gotten her pregnant, as well. Needless to say, that
relationship ended poorly.

Her parents got her out of
the exclusive contract with Jimmy Mondo by threatening to turn him
into the police if he didn’t let her walk away.

When she’d made it back to
her career ten months later, clean and sober and with her parents
traveling with her for several years after that, she hadn’t had any
interest in men. Her experience with Jimmy had left her jaded, and
she didn’t exactly trust her judgment or the men she met in her
industry. She’d had a few dates here and there when she was older,
but honestly, she was stunted in the dating area. Frozen in that
one area of her life after the experience with Jimmy.

Nothing had really
happened that bordered on serious, until Kirt. And, oh, what a
disaster that had been. She’d been fooled once again into thinking
he cared for her. She hadn’t been gullible enough to think it was
love, yet. But,
she’d sure been headed that way until she found out he wasn’t even
remotely headed in the same direction.

It had been mortifying
when Gabe had stopped things from going any further last night, but
she knew she should be grateful. She sure didn’t need anything like
a man in her life right now. In fact, she wasn’t sure what she was
doing in Connecticut at this time. She should be back with her
team, trying to figure out who had her journal and what they’d do
with it next.

PJ’s phone beeped on the
nightstand, and she looked at the screen with a sinking feeling in
her stomach. She was almost afraid to have any connection to the
outside world right now. She forced herself to look anyway, but not
before she saw it was a text from Debra.

You need to look at
Twitter. We’re on top of it, trying to get it shut down and
releasing a statement talking about balancing your need for privacy
while giving your fans access to you, yada yada. Take a look and
we’ll touch base with you later.

PJ held her breath as she
hit the small bird on her home screen and pulled up
Twitter.

Jimmy’s Little
Whore filled her feed. Those words
appeared over and over in what seemed like hundreds of tweets,
complete with the hashtag #jimmyswhore. PJ clicked on the link in
one of the tweets and was taken to a web page that showed several
of her journal entries from her time with Jimmy Mondo. Everything
from the first touches of his hands on her body to the day she lost
her virginity. Complete with all of her ramblings about how special
she’d been to him, how much he’d loved her. Of course, now, as an
adult, she knew his reputation in the industry was despicable. It
wouldn’t come as a huge surprise to anyone that she’d slept with
him, although her young age at the time would probably shock them.
And get him into deep trouble. She’d been fifteen. She couldn’t
really blame them for calling her a whore.

PJ scrolled to the bottom.
There were hundreds of comments. Some supporting her, telling her
how much they loved her, and how disgusting he’d been to take
advantage of her. Others calling her a slut, saying she’d probably
seduced him, speculating about how she’d made her name in the
industry, how she’d gotten her big break. Still more wondered why
Jimmy hadn’t been arrested, while others were angry that someone
would steal her journal and release such private
information.

PJ wished she could say
she didn’t feel ashamed and humiliated. But she did. She hated the
idea that people knew what she’d done, how she’d spread her legs at
the mere promise of love.

She jumped at the sound of
a knock on her door.

“Pru? You awake?” came
Gabe’s voice softly through the door.

Gabe. PJ squeezed her eyes shut when she realized Gabe would be
reading this stuff this morning, too. Gabe, her parents, Lydia and
Ellis. Ugh.

“Yeah, I’m up. I’ll, um.
I’ll be out in a minute,” she said.

“Okay. No rush. I’ve got
some fruit cut up for breakfast and there’s cereal on the counter
if you want it. Help yourself to anything. I’m going to head out to
the beach for a run.”

“Thank you,” PJ said,
trying to hide the relief in her voice. Between his rejection last
night and the things he’d probably read about her today, she wasn’t
in any rush to face him.

Her phone beeped and PJ
glanced at the screen, afraid she’d see a blocked number
again. Ellis showed as the Caller ID. She clicked on her messages in case
Ellis was passing along important info from either Lydia or Debra,
as he often did. As the lowest person in terms of seniority on the
team of people closest to her, he often ended up playing the part
of messenger and even gofer, when there wasn’t anyone else
around.

At times, PJ felt Lydia
pushed him around a bit too much, and PJ had even talked to Lydia
about it a time or two. Ellis was important to the team, whether
Lydia wanted to view her brother that way or not. It was also well
known among them all that Ellis had a pretty strong, albeit
one-sided, crush on PJ. She was flattered and considered him a
friend, but hadn’t ever had feelings for him beyond
that.

As she opened his
messages, she almost regretted there was no spark between them.
Ellis was faithful and supportive. He would probably never treat
her the way Kirt had, and he certainly would never take advantage
of someone so much younger than him the way Jimmy had. Ellis was
just, deep down, a really good person. Why couldn’t she be
attracted to him?

She frowned as images of
Gabe filled her mind. His toned and tight body, his eyes as they
bored into hers moments before his mouth captured hers…. She was
attracted to Gabe Sawyer and she didn’t think he was a bad person.
She knew he wasn’t the type of person to do what Jimmy did. As for
what Kirt had done? Well, she wasn’t sure that Gabe wouldn’t do
that. She’s seen enough pictures of him with models and celebrities
on his arm to know he dated. A lot.

 She wasn’t sure Gabe would
cheat the way Kirt had, but she also wasn’t sure he was what she
needed right now. She simply couldn’t say why. Perhaps it was just
the simple fact that she was so attracted to him that made him seem
dangerous, in a way. She was so attracted to him her veneer of
control was slipping away—he couldn't possibly be good for
her.

PJ read the string of
messages from Ellis.

Are you hanging in
there?

You’ve seen the news this
morning, right?

Try to ignore it...
They’re just trying to mess with your head.

She smiled, but there
wasn’t much happiness in it. Of course Ellis would support her. He
always did. But what did everyone else think? Even if they
supported her now, would they still feel the same when they found
out the rest of the story?

Thanx, E. Just trying to
rest right now and not pay attention to it until I have
to:)

Talk about Queen of
Denial.

PJ slid off the bed and
went to the kitchen to get something to eat. She had just picked up
an apple when a very angry, almost dangerous-looking Gabe stormed
back in the house. His eyes were almost black as he glowered and
held his phone out. It showed the website she’d just looked at
moments before.

“Is it true?” He all but
growled the words at her and PJ clutched the edges of her robe
together. She thought about giving him a vague answer that neither
confirmed nor denied, but she knew Gabe wouldn't put up with
that.

She straightened her spine
and met his eye when she spoke, forcing her words to come out
strong and clear. “Yes. It’s true.”

PJ watched as the muscles
in his jaw twitched, and she could see him grinding his teeth
together. He looked at her for another minute and she could see the
disgust in his eyes.

She didn’t look away. She
was through letting people judge her. Her whole damn life was being
splattered across every social media platform that had been
invented. She didn’t need him —one of the only people she’d begun
to think of as a friend—judging her too.

Before she could think of
what to say, Gabe spun on his heel and went back the way he’d come,
heading out through the patio doors and back onto the beach. PJ
watched him jog down the beach as she sank onto one of the bar
stools that lined the kitchen island. She should probably pack her
bags and leave, but she didn’t know where to go, or
how….

She could go to Susie and
Brian’s – try to help them deal with the fallout she was sure would
be hitting them soon.

But honestly, she didn’t
know if they’d want her there. Probably not. They probably wanted
to deal with this as a family.

A family.

PJ went back in the house
and showered, letting the hot water run down her body in waves,
tilting her head back and feeling the water on her face. Maybe she
should just go somewhere alone. She could fly to Europe. Maybe rent
a little place in Italy for a couple of days. No, that didn’t make
sense. She’d spend half her time away from the tour sitting on a
plane.

It wasn’t lost to her that
she had no true friends to turn to right now. She had her team, and
she could always go home to her parents, but with her life on the
road the way she was all the time, she didn’t have the kind of
friendships a person needed at a time like this. Her team was
wonderful and she loved her parents, but that wasn’t the same thing
as having true friends to lean on. Ellis was younger than PJ, and
he wasn’t exactly the kind of friend she could turn to for support
at a time like this.

In theory, she and Lydia
should be close. They were only a few years apart in age and they
saw each other all the time, but they hadn’t ever really bonded.
Lydia was frighteningly ambitious and career oriented. Which was
great when she was running PJ’s tours, but the control and
intensity Lydia needed to pull that off didn’t really translate
into ‘girlfriend’ material.

PJ could rent a car and
drive to that little spa she’d once gone to in upstate New York.
That shouldn’t be too far from here and they could probably fit her
in if she called ahead. They had been great about respecting her
privacy the last time. It wouldn't be a bad place to go to stick
her head in the sand. PJ squeezed her eyes shut at the thought of
having to go back on tour, even if it was almost a week away. PJ
swallowed and thought again about walking away from it
all.

She’d been thinking a lot
about that lately. About just going out while she was still on top.
And now the thought seemed to take hold more firmly in her head
than ever before. Earlier, it had just been an occasional note in
her journal, quickly dismissed when she thought of her fans. But,
now. Well, now things were different. Usually, if she got down or
stressed out, she could work on her music, get out her keyboard or
guitar and write something new. Or tweak something old.

Not in the last few days,
though. She felt as though all the music had drained out of her.
She didn’t have anything left to give. And, she hated that defeated
feeling—it wasn’t something she was used to.

PJ turned off the water
and stepped from the shower, taking a deep breath and telling
herself to stop the pity party. It wasn’t anything but the truth
coming out now. She needed to deal with the choices she’d made when
she was young: the choice to get into bed with Jimmy Mondo, the
decision to give up her baby. There wasn’t anything to it other
than that. It was simply time for her to deal with the mistakes of
her past.

***

Gabe dragged himself back
to the house. He’d run a lot further than his usual three miles,
trying like hell to get the images, of Jimmy Mondo seducing a
much-too-young PJ, out of his head. What the hell had her parents
been thinking about, not pressing charges? He’d essentially raped
Pru, plying her with alcohol. Gabe had a feeling it was most likely
Jimmy who had gotten her hooked on alcohol in the first place. That
man should have been strung up – not walking around representing
other artists.

Strung up.
That’s what Gabe wanted to do to him. Hunt him
down and tie him up by the balls and let him rot. He stopped just
before the back doors and took a few deep breaths. He had to get
ahold of himself before he saw Pru. Gabe opened the French doors
and stepped into the kitchen just as PJ stepped out of her bedroom,
carrying her bag.

“What’s wrong, Pru? Where
are you going?” Gabe said, watching an almost guilty look wash over
her features.

She fidgeted and crossed
her arms over her chest. “I’m just gonna get out of your hair,
Gabe. I’m going to call for a rental car and drive to a spa for a
couple of days.” She looked down at her toes as she spoke and Gabe
hated to see her so fragile. So alone.

“Hey.” He stepped closer
and put a hand to her cheek, brushing her face until she looked up
at him. “I don’t want you to go, Pru. I want you to stay here so we
can fix this together.”

Her eyes were like giant
saucers looking back at him as if she couldn’t believe he wanted
her to stay. “But, you...you seemed so angry with me this morning.
And, last night....” She let her voice trail off.

Gabe felt like he’d been
kicked in the gut. He hadn’t realized PJ would think he was mad at
her this morning. How could she not know he’d be mad at what had
been done to her, not mad at her? He wanted to step closer, pull
her into his arms and breathe in the sweet scent of her skin. But,
he forced himself not to do that to her. God, this woman had had
people taking advantage of her all her life. He didn’t want her to
think he was trying to add to that list.

“I
wasn't angry with you,” he said shaking his head. “How could I ever
be angry with you for what that...” He felt the bitter taste of
hatred and disgust on his tongue at the thought of Jimmy Mondo.
“What that asshole
did to you. He took advantage of you, Pru.
Manipulated and used you when he should have been protecting you.
You were fifteen for Christ’s sake.”

"You were so angry when
you left here."

"Not at you, Pru. Never at
you."

PJ tilted her face up to
meet his eyes. "So it's okay if I stay?"

"Of course. How else are
we going to solve this problem if you don't stay and help me?" he
asked.

“No, Gabe. This isn't your
problem to fix.” PJ shook her head at him.

He ignored her objection.
"The first step is tracking down your ex-manager. We need to see if
there's any way to bring charges against him now—and if there
isn't, I'll take care of him myself.”

“No,
Gabe!” PJ said, a lot more sharply this time, and he could hear the
desperation in her voice. What the hell was she trying to hide, and
why? It was stupid, but Gabe actually felt hurt that she wouldn’t
open up to him, or trust him, with whatever she was hiding. But
really, why should she? They didn’t know each other all that
well. 

“You can’t do that, Gabe.
You need to leave this alone––”

“Are you crazy, Pru? Your
parents should have pressed charges against him a long time ago!
They should never have let him walk away like they did,” Gabe spit
out, and he knew he was doing a piss-poor job of hiding his
frustration.

PJ took a deep breath.
“Look, I appreciate what you're trying to do, but you have to trust
me on this. The time for going after Jimmy is long past. I'm over
what happened and I don't want to bring it up again. Well….” She
blew out a rough breath—half laugh, half groan. “Not any more than
it's already been dredged up for the world to see."

Gabe opened his mouth to
object but she cut him off.

“No, Gabe. Listen,
please.” She softened her tone. “I need you to leave this alone for
me. Please?” Her phone beeped again and PJ glanced at the screen.
She went stark white, and Gabe didn’t miss the little intake of
breath.

“What is it?” he
asked.

PJ stammered her response.
“N-nothing. Just my manager arranging more interviews for me when I
get back. PR, damage control, that kind of thing,” she said weakly
and shoved her phone in her back pocket.

Gabe knew she was lying.
There was no way texts from her current manager would bring that
reaction—at least they shouldn’t— not even if they were texts about
scheduling interviews PJ didn’t want to do. He crossed his arms and
eyed her, but she remained committed to the lie.

“Will you at least let me
help you figure out who’s got your journal so we can stop them from
releasing anything else?”

Her teeth sank into her
lower lip as she thought about it. “I don’t really see what you can
do to help with that. I mean, there’s not really any way to figure
that out, is there?”

“Well,
you could start by telling me the truth about who just texted you
and why they’re texting,” he said, trying one more time to get her
to open up to him. 

Nope. He watched her face
shut down and go completely blank.

“I told you. It was
Debra.”

Gabe ground his teeth
together again. He’d been doing a lot of that the last few days. He
purposefully loosened his jaw and shrugged a shoulder.

“Fine. Why don’t I make us
a little something more substantial for breakfast and you can throw
your stuff back in your room. We’ll be heading over to Jack’s for
the party at three, if that’s okay with you,” he said.

The look of relief on PJ’s
face when he dropped the subject had him worried.
What the hell is she hiding?

He watched as she went to
her room and shut the door, then stepped down the hall to his own
room to change clothes. Once locked away in his room, he dialed
Chad.

Chad Thompson was the head
of Security and Investigations for Sutton Capital. If anyone could
find the origin of the content of those texts coming to PJ’s phone,
Chad would be the one to do it.

“Hey, Gabe!” came Chad’s
voice on the other end of the phone. “You in town for the
party?”

“Yeah, I am. I’ll see you
guys later today. I assume you and Jennie and the baby will be
there?”

Chad laughed. “Kelly and
Jennie would both string me up if I missed it. I think they’re
having pony rides for the kids.”

Gabe shook his head. Leave
it to Jack to have pony rides for a two-year-old’s birthday
party.

“Listen,” Gabe said and
lowered his voice. “I need a favor. If I give you a cell phone
number, can you see texts coming into that phone without me handing
you the phone physically?”

Chad groaned. “Do I want
to know what this is about?”

Gabe hesitated a minute
before speaking.

“It’s Pru. She’s in
trouble, but she won’t tell me what’s going on.” He didn’t have to
explain who Pru was. Chad and Jack and Andrew all knew Gabe was
more than a little infatuated with PJ Cantrell, and that he still
called her by her pre-fame nickname of Pru. It was how she’d first
introduced herself to him and it had stuck.

“What kind of trouble?”
Chad asked.

“I really don’t know for
sure. Have you caught any of what’s going on in the
news?”

“Jennie said she’d been
having a tough time lately. Something about rumors and leaks,” Chad
said.

“It’s pretty bad. Someone
has her journal, and they’re posting all kinds of personal stuff
about her on the Internet and leaking similar things to the
tabloids. But, I think there’s more to it than she’s telling me.
She’s getting texts that seem to have her reeling, but she won't
tell me what they’re about or who they’re from.”

Chad was quiet for a long
time before answering. “Is she there with you at the
house?”

“Yeah. She’s coming to the
party later.”

“If I can get hold of her
phone at some point during the party, I’ll duplicate her SIM card
and put it in a blank phone for you so you can see what’s coming
in. If we can’t get hold of her phone, I’ll have to load some
software onto your phone and then, provided you’re both within
range of the same cell tower and she isn’t having messages
encrypted, you’ll be able to read them on your phone.”

“Thanks, Chad. I owe you
one.”

“Shoot, you owe me a lot
more than that. This is extraordinarily illegal and pretty damn
immoral. Are you sure you want to spy on the woman you want a
relationship with? This is beginning to feel stalker-ish,” Chad
said.

“I can’t have a
relationship with her if she’s not safe. I’m sure someone’s
threatening her, Chad. I can tell from her reaction to these texts.
I want to keep her safe, and if that means giving up a shot at a
relationship with her, so be it.”

Chad was quiet for a long
moment before grunting his agreement and hanging up the
phone.

Gabe steeled himself
against the guilt creeping into his gut as he remembered the kiss
the night before. He went to the kitchen to make some breakfast. He
needed to focus on PJ’s safety right now. Nothing else.

***

Lydia smiled to herself,
taking a few minutes to really enjoy that she was finally taking PJ
Cantrell down a notch or two. Still smiling, she climbed in her car
to head to Los Angeles.

Time to pay Jimmy Mondo a
visit.

 



Chapter
Seven






PJ stared at the words
that came through on her phone display moments before.

Pretty Pru? Are you having
a good morning now that the world knows you’re a whore? Whores who
spread their legs have to pay the price someday, Pretty Pru. Or did
you plan to lie to the world forever? Did you think you could hide
what you truly are forever?

Anger flashed hot and
strong through PJ, past the fear and panic she was feeling. Who was
this person and what reason did they have to do this to
her?

What do you want? Why are
you doing this? She typed and sent the
text back.

It was a long time before
a response came back, and she had begun to wonder if the person
would even answer her.

I want the world to know
the truth. To know how much you’ve lied to everyone all these
years. But, if I think you’ve paid your debt and are truly
repentant, perhaps I won’t tell your final secret.

PJ waited but nothing more
came. She threw her phone across the room. Not hard enough to
damage it, but enough for a satisfying thunk to sound through the room. She
walked from the room without picking it up.

***

Gabe and PJ walked across
the back lawn and through the wooden gate in the stone wall that
split Jack and Kelly’s property from Gabe’s. PJ felt almost wistful
at the idea of living so close to such good friends. Of course,
Gabe didn’t live here full time. His life was almost as much in
motion as hers. But, at least he seemed to be starting to put down
some roots. She had no stability anywhere in sight, but the more
she saw of the life Gabe was beginning to build for himself here,
the more she thought about making changes in her own
life.

“So, if you do end up
selling your hotels, is this where you’ll come? You’ll live here
full time?” PJ asked as they walked up Jack and Kelly’s lawn toward
the back of the house.

“Yeah. I think so. I like
it here and I have more ties here than anywhere else,” he answered,
pulling her hand into his.

“What about your family?”
she asked. She realized they’d never talked about his family. She
had no idea if he had brothers or sisters or was close to his
parents, but she didn’t miss the sadness in his eyes at her
question.

“My mom’s in a home about
an hour from here. She needs round-the-clock care,” he said. PJ
squeezed his hand and he continued. “My dad and sister died in a
car accident when I was in college. It was the day before my
sister’s high school graduation and my mom…. She just never really
recovered from that.”

PJ shook her head. “I
don’t know how anyone could recover from that,” she said and his
eyes met hers. Her breath caught at the intensity of the look in
his eyes, but then the moment passed, as quickly as it had come and
she felt Gabe break the connection.

PJ was about to press him
further, but he laughed and pointed across the lawn, clearly not
wanting to talk about his family anymore. She wanted to tell him
how sorry she was, but would the words really offer any comfort?
Most likely just letting him drop the conversation would be
best.

“Not only did Jack get
Maddie pony rides for her birthday, he’s got a bouncy castle and
jugglers. Man, what will he do when she turns three? Or
sixteen?”

PJ laughed and looked
across the lawn at the large spread before them. There were kids
and adults everywhere, some jumping and playing in the pool, others
fisting cupcakes and hot dogs. Apparently, they weren’t going to
wait until the birthday song had been sung to dig into the sweets.
Gabe’s thumb moved back and forth over her hand and she felt her
stomach jump. He’d made it clear last night that he didn’t want
anything more than friendship so…. Apparently the jumping beans in
her stomach hadn’t gotten the hint.

She was hyperaware of how
she looked, what she was wearing and whether he might find her
attractive. Enough so that she had a hard time focusing when
several of the guests made their way over and introductions were
made.

She tried to remember if
it was Andrew and Jill who lived on the other side of Gabe, or Chad
and Jennie. Jennie held a beautiful baby girl who twisted in her
arms, reaching for the ground.

“Okay, Ella,” Jennie said
as she put the little girl on the ground and watched her crawl into
the soft grass of the large backyard. “Run amok, baby
girl.”

Then there were Jesse and
Zach and Jack and Kelly. With all the Js and Ks, PJ felt sure she’d
get something wrong and mix them up. But Gabe stayed with her the
whole time, and made more introductions and included her in the
conversations. And, his friends were welcoming, too. Once she’d
sorted out in her head who was who, she enjoyed seeing them all
catch up with Gabe and fill him in on their lives since he’d been
back for his last visit a few months before.

“How are things at the
bakery, Jesse?” one of the women asked. PJ was almost certain it
was Jill. Or maybe it was Kelly. No, Kelly was chasing the adorable
birthday girl who was currently screeching, “Mine! Mine!” and
indiscriminately pointing to all of the toys, ponies and the bouncy
castle.

“It’s been really great.
We had the soft opening for people in the office building about
three months ago and then the grand opening for the public a week
later.” Jesse smiled. “I had a couple of employees that just didn’t
seem to get that we needed to treat the customers as though we
wanted them there, but they’ve been replaced and things have been
running smoothly ever since.”

“That’s great. It must be
so exciting to see it all coming together,” Jill said and then
turned to PJ. “Jesse owns a bakery in the lobby of the building
where Sutton Capital is located.”

PJ smiled. “Oh, that’s
exciting. Is that how you guys know each other?” She was still
trying to match up all the connections between the friends. Andrew,
Chad and Jack worked together. Chad and Jack were also cousins.
But, she hadn’t quite figured out where Jesse and Zach fit
in.

Jesse laughed and shook
her head. “I’m Kelly’s older sister. Jack gave me the bakery as a
gift.” Her grin got wider as PJ’s eyebrows rose. “I know. Some
gift, huh? It was mostly a bribe. I had, uh, a little trouble going
out of the house and feeling safe for a while after Kelly was
kidnapped. I had to put my dream of going to pastry school on hold.
Jack eventually hired Zach to be my bodyguard, gave me the bakery,
sent me to school and, well, pretty much fixed my
world.”

Zach’s arms linked around
Jesse as she spoke and he pulled her back into him. PJ smiled. She
had known Kelly had been kidnapped—Gabe had told her about it
shortly after it happened during one of their rooftop talks. She
had no idea Jesse had developed anxiety issues because of it.
Seeing the couple now, though, it looked like it might have been a
blessing in disguise.

Jill’s phone chimed and
she excused herself from the group to take the call. The chatter
amongst the friends continued until Jill came back, looking visibly
shaken.

“What is it?” Andrew
asked, crossing to take her hand. Jill tilted her head up at
him.

“That was the agency. They
have a baby for us. Well, no…. They have two. Twins. Twin boys.
They’re in a hospital in Houston, and the birth mother is ready to
give up her rights, but we have to decide right away if we’re okay
with twins.”

PJ’s stomach bottomed out
as the topic of birth mothers and adoption was discussed. Within
minutes, Jill and Andrew were surrounded by Kelly, Jack, Chad,
Jennie and even Jack’s housekeeper, Mrs. Poole.

“We’re not even remotely
prepared for twins, Andrew.” Jill all but whispered the words, and
it was clear she was uncertain, but hope and excitement were also
evident in her expression.

“We’ll get you guys ready
before you can even get those babies back here,” Kelly said, not
missing a beat—Jennie and Jesse nodded.

“We can shop for doubles
of everything,” Jesse said. “We’ll just match what you already
chose and buy a second.”

Jennie spoke up. “And we
can rework the nursery or move it to one of the bigger rooms if you
need us to. That larger guest room on the other side of your room
would work well for two babies. We can paint in there and have it
finished before you get back.”

It seemed as if the group
held a collective breath. Andrew looked down at Jill, who stood
biting her lip. “I’m game, if you are,” he said and the grin on his
face was wide and easy.

“Oh, thank heavens,” Jill
said as she sagged against him with relief.

“Jill?”

“Yeah?” Jill answered, her
voice muffled against his chest.

“You already told them
yes, didn’t you?” Andrew asked with a laugh, and the rest of the
group laughed with him when Jill nodded her head against his
chest.

“I’ll take care of the
flight,” Kelly said turning toward the house. Mrs. Poole followed,
letting them know she’d book a hotel.

“Call the Towers, Mrs.
Poole. Let them know to reserve a room for an open-ended stay for
my friends. The manager there is Paul Grandon. He’ll set everything
up,” Gabe said.

She called out a thank you
over her shoulder as Jill explained that she and Andrew would
likely have to be in Houston for at least two weeks, and possibly
longer if the twins needed further care. They were in the NICU at
the moment because they were born four weeks premature, but the
agency had said that no major complications were expected at this
time.

As PJ watched the group,
feeling like an outsider, she was struck by how quickly and easily
all of them pulled together to help when Jill and Andrew needed
them. She suspected any of their friends would get the same
treatment if they found themselves in need of support. But, it also
made her realize that some of her decisions thirteen years ago
hadn’t been wrong.

Yes, she’d slept with a
man she had no business being with, and she’d done it at an age
when she was far too young to take responsibility for the outcome
of their actions. But the choices she’d made since then were all
good ones. As soon as she’d found out she was pregnant, she had
gone to her parents. She had quit drinking, and she’d made the
heart-wrenching decision to put her baby up for adoption. Whoever
it was that was tormenting her now, whoever had her journal…. They
were wrong. She didn’t need to pay for that decision. It had been
the right one.

Watching Jill and Andrew
and the love that already shone in their eyes for two babies they
had yet to meet, it was clear. Sometimes adoption
was the right choice.
These twins would have a wonderful life with loving parents. They
would be safe and cherished and loved.

And Matthew had been given
a wonderful life with her Aunt Susie and Uncle Brian. Letting them
adopt Matthew had been the best decision she’d ever made. Whoever
her tormenter was, he had asked if she thought her baby cried
himself to sleep at night and how she felt about that. And, she’d
let it get to her. Briefly. But no longer. She knew Matthew had
never been without Brian and Susie’s love and care. She knew he had
a better life than she could ever have given him as a teenage
mom.

Her gut still clenched at
the thought of that information getting out, though. They hadn’t
told Matthew she was his birth mother yet. He knew he was adopted,
but he thought she was just his cousin. She didn’t want this person
to force Brian and Susie to tell him before they were ready
to—before Matthew was ready to hear it. And she didn’t want to even
think about the changes that would come to his stable life if that
information was released before they were ready. He’d be hounded by
the paparazzi and thrust into the limelight right after receiving
the shock of a lifetime.

No, she thought. She
couldn’t let that happen. She’d do anything, pay anything, to stop
the truth from getting out.

***

Lydia drummed her fingers
against the side of her coffee mug, and with only half her
attention listened to the update being given to the band. Debra had
flown in to meet with everyone, and she kept stressing the
importance of the whole team standing behind PJ in the next few
weeks. Of course, Debra would drop everything for PJ.

Predictably, Pretty Pru
Cantrell had simply skipped town. She’d walked away from the mess
and was off somewhere doing who knows what, once again leaving
others to clean up after her.

No matter.

In fact, this made things
easier. The band and Lydia and Ellis had the next week off. They’d
meet up in Denver for the show scheduled at the Pepsi
Center.

Splitting up made it that
much easier to take care of all of this – to leak the tiny bits of
information from the journal. She wanted to let things out slowly,
painfully, one little revelation to the world at a time—to show
everyone who their Pretty Pru Cantrell really was. The whole damned
world thought she was so special because she’d kicked an alcohol
addiction and then made a comeback and saved her career. When they
knew the truth, they wouldn’t think she was so special
anymore.

The only real challenge
here would be ditching Ellis. Lydia’s younger brother would want to
tag along with her for the week as he always did. It had been bad
enough that he tried to hang on her since her parents adopted the
little twit when he was twelve and she was fourteen. He was always
so eager to please her, so desperate to be her friend. When Lydia’s
father had died in a car accident six months after the adoption,
had her mother consoled her? No. She’d wrapped Ellis in her arms
and her love, comforting him while Lydia had to cope on her
own.

It was always Ellis who
needed his ‘new mommy’ the most. Ellis who needed to be loved and
supported and cherished. Lydia was expected to be strong, to be
patient while Ellis adjusted to being in their family. To
sacrifice, so that her mother could give Ellis the attention and
love he’d never received before. When her mother had insisted she
get him the interview for Assistant Tour Manager with PJ six months
ago, Lydia’s patience had been pushed to the limit with the little
brat. A lifetime of being shoved aside for Ellis was enough. When
he’d come to her with PJ’s journal, it was her opportunity to make
them pay for the way they lived their lives so
selfishly.

She listened as Debra
wrapped up the meeting and had to refrain from rolling her
eyes.

“Where will PJ be spending
the week, Debra?” Lydia asked.

“We’re
not disclosing that information at this time,” came Debra’s canned
response, making Lydia seethe. It was one thing to tell that to the
media, but Debra seemed to forget who she was talking to.


“I’ll
need to know where she is, how to get in touch with her,” she said,
narrowing her eyes on Debra. 

Debra just shook her head.
“You can contact her on her cell phone if you need her. There’s no
need for anyone to know more than that at this time.”

“We’re her team! Of course
we need to know where she is.”

Debra stared back at Lydia
without answering, before slowly turning back to the rest of the
group, as though the conversation were over.

“All right, gang,” Debra
said in that cheery voice she used to rally the troops, “just be
sure to make it to Denver on time and in one piece. We have to be
ready to get back to work no later than Thursday morning. Enjoy the
time off and remember, not a word to the media about anything.
Anyone speaking to the media, a blogger, even a friend, about
what’s going on with PJ is gone. No second chances.”

They all nodded. Lydia
squeezed her coffee cup tightly. Of course
– always covering up for Pretty Pru to protect her.
Always making sure the princess came out
unscathed. Well, she wouldn’t come out unscathed this
time.

Pru Cantrell was going to
pay the price this time, one way or another.

 



Chapter
Eight






Gabe watched for any
chance to slip PJ’s phone away from her, but she kept it in her
pocket the whole time they were at Jack’s. Toward the end of the
party, he slipped away and grabbed Chad.

“I haven’t been able to
get her phone. You said there’s something you can upload to my
phone?” Gabe reminded Chad when they were alone in Jack’s home
office.

“Sure. I need to load some
firmware onto your phone, but you’re still going to have to find
out what carrier she uses for her cell service, and it will only
work when you guys are within range of the same base tower.” Chad
took Gabe’s phone and attached it to Jack’s computer with a USB
cable, then put in the password to unlock the computer. “You sure
you want to do this?”

Gabe nodded, his jaw set.
If she wouldn’t tell him what was going on, he’d find out. No way
was she dealing with this on her own.

Chad rolled his eyes and
mumbled something about ‘dumber than a post’ under his breath, but
his fingers began flying over the keys as he pulled up whatever
illegal firmware he needed to make this happen. When he’d finished,
he pulled the cord out of the phone and handed it back to
Gabe.

“Call me when you find out
what carrier she uses and I’ll walk you through the
rest.”

Gabe ignored the guilt
needling him and went back out to find PJ.

Later that night, a casual
question about possibly changing his cell phone carrier got Gabe
the information he needed. The following morning, he read the first
of PJ’s text messages for the day. He wasn’t able to see the texts
she’d gotten prior to that point. And so far that day, all she’d
received was a text from Ellis checking to see how she was doing.
Gabe had met Ellis once or twice. He wasn’t a very memorable guy,
but since he was part of PJ’s team, Gabe had made a point to
remember him. He was small and mousy, often taking way too much
crap from Lydia, but he was fiercely loyal to PJ. Gabe had to give
him that.

PJ texted back that she
was fine. Just trying to relax.

Gabe slid his phone under
his chair on the patio when he saw PJ open her bedroom door and
walk toward him through the kitchen.

“I thought maybe we’d go
out on the boat today,” Gabe said, smiling at her.

“I didn’t pack a bathing
suit,” PJ said glancing toward the dock where his sailboat bobbed
lazily on the water.

“I’ve
got extras. I’m sure I can find something horribly skimpy that’ll
let me get cheap thrills all day,” he said and grinned at
her. Playing with fire,
jackass. For whatever reason, Gabe
couldn’t stop himself from feeding the sexual tension between them.
Not that it really needed to be fed. It was alive and kicking and
doing quite well on its own.

He watched her face flush
with heat and smiled to know he’d put that color there. She had
been even quieter than usual after the party yesterday, and he
wanted to find a way to put a smile back on her face, and keep it
there for a while if he could.

When they stepped onto his
boat an hour later—picnic basket, towels and sunscreen in hand—she
still looked tense and stressed. He hoped he could get her to relax
and forget what was happening on Facebook and Twitter. He’d been
checking social media sites all day and the journal entries had
gone viral. Everyone had an opinion, but he was glad to see there
was a huge chunk of people supporting her. A lot of people realized
what happened with her former manager wasn’t her fault. The blame
should be put at his feet, not hers.

But, the stress of the
situation was evident on PJ’s face. He stowed the picnic basket
under one of the bench seats, then grabbed two bottles of water.
They left the dock and set sail once PJ had settled in. She seemed
content to sit quietly, her face turned to the morning sun as he
raised the sails. His boat was small enough to allow him to handle
himself, and he had them skimming over the open water in no
time.

When he reached their
destination in a quiet cove, Gabe lowered the anchor over the side
of the boat, grabbed their picnic basket and sank down onto the
seat across from her. He wanted to sit next to her. Hell, he wanted
to pull her into his lap and devour those lips that had been
driving him mad since the kiss they shared two nights ago. He
couldn’t get the taste of her, the feel of her, out of his head. He
wanted more of her. A lot more.

But, he’d settle for
talking to her for now. Maybe someday, down the road…. It occurred
to him that he’d been saying that for a long time where PJ was
concerned. But he had to be brutally honest, now really wasn’t a
good time for her. Her world was crumbling. She didn’t need him
hitting on her right now.

He would hate it if she
thought he’d seen all the reports of her sleeping with Mondo and
assumed she was easy. That she’d have no problem putting out for
him the way she did with Jimmy. The thought made him
wince.

“So, when was the last
time you took a vacation?” he asked her as he unwrapped the
sandwiches and handed one to her.

She smiled, and the warmth
of it cut through him. “Not for years, really. It was a complete
fluke to have six days off like this. And, even when I have had
time off recently, I haven’t gone anywhere except back home every
once in a while.”

“What family do you have
back home?” he asked.

“My Aunt Susie and Uncle
Brian and their son Matthew.” Gabe thought he saw a little bit of a
cloud fall over her face at the mention of her family, but it
disappeared as quickly as it had shown up, and he wasn’t sure if
maybe he’d just imagined it. She took a bite of her sandwich and a
swallow of water.

“Do you still have a lot
of friends back home?” he asked.

“A few,” she said, but her
face was sad again. “Nothing like the friendships you guys have
here. It was really amazing to see how quickly everybody gathered
around Jill and Andrew yesterday. How everyone jumped in to help
them without any hesitation at all.”

“You don’t have friends
who would do that for you?” Gabe asked and then wanted to kick
himself as soon as the words were out.

PJ hesitated. “Honestly?
I’m not sure anymore. It’s not easy making friends out on the road,
and the friends I had back when I started my career have such
different lives now. I was fifteen when I left to go on tour. They
have husbands and families. They’re on a completely different path
than I’m on.”

Gabe nodded. He knew
exactly what she meant. He’d been watching his friends build lives
here while he was out on the road, stopping in from time to time.
If it was possible, he was pretty sure PJ traveled even more than
he did.

“Do you think you’ll want
to retire soon?” he asked.

PJ brushed her hair back
from her face and looked back out toward the water. “I’ve thought
about it some lately. Honestly? I just don’t know what I want to do
anymore. You know? I usually have songs playing in my head, things
I’m working on. I haven’t heard anything there for three days. It’s
like the music has just stopped playing in my head, and it makes me
wonder if maybe there’s just some… expiration date. Maybe I’ve hit
mine.”

“You started pretty young
and you’ve had a long career already,” Gabe said. “Do you think you
want to do something else? Manage other singers? Start a
family?”

Again, he saw the shadow
fall over her face, and he had to wonder if she wanted a family
more than she let on. She never did answer his question. She stared
out at the water and was quiet the rest of the ride back as he
packed up lunch, caught some wind in the sails and brought them
back to the dock.

***

Gabe held out his hand to
her as they stepped off the boat and then held it all the way up to
the house. PJ knew she shouldn’t do it, but she couldn’t help it.
She couldn’t help wanting to kiss Gabe again, even after his
rejection the last time. She didn’t want to be trapped inside her
head, obsessing over who had her journal and whether they would
ever release all the truth or just make her suffer forever. She
didn’t want to feel the way she was feeling anymore. She tugged at
Gabe’s hand, pulling him back toward her when they reached the
patio.

He turned, a question in
his eyes, but she just wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled
him down close, close enough that when she stood on her tiptoes she
could reach his mouth.  She let her fingers thread through his
hair as she brushed her lips against his, and heard him drop the
picnic basket next to them.

He let out a fierce groan
as she deepened the kiss, but he didn’t kiss her back.
Please, please don’t reject me.
She knew she couldn’t handle his rejection now.
She didn’t care if it was a pity screw or just friends with
benefits, or whatever. But, she knew she wanted to be closer to
him—to escape. To feel something else right now. To feel him. His
hands on her. His mouth on her. Him
inside her.

Gabe broke away and looked
at her, heat and desire smoldering in his eyes, but she also saw
confusion, conflict. “Are you sure, Pru? You don’t have to do this
for me. I don’t need this from you. Not now.”

“But I do,” she said.
“I need this from
you.”

She had only just gotten
the words out of her mouth before he pulled her against him,
assaulting her mouth with his as if he’d been waiting,
tethered—dying to be released. As though she’d just cut the last
rope that bound him.

He seemed to control
everything about their kiss, lifting her off the ground and walking
through the house as his mouth traveled down her neck and across
her shoulders. PJ’s body was on fire as his mouth explored her, and
she no longer had a thought or a care in her head. She had only
this. This moment. This feeling. This escape.

This incredible, desperate
escape.

Gabe nudged his bedroom
door open and brought her to the bed. He lowered her down, his own
body following to press her into the bed with his weight. The feel
of him on top of her was everything in that moment—and she reveled
in it. In her heart she knew she couldn’t hang on to this beyond
today, or maybe tomorrow. Even as he kissed her passionately, she
knew that when it was time to go back to her real life, she’d need
to let him go. But, she wanted this. She wanted today and tomorrow.
Consequences be damned.

Gabe pulled back from her
and trailed his hands down her sides, letting his fingers graze the
side of her breasts, then along her rib cage, down her hips. The
fire that burned through her settled tight and achy between her
legs, and she wanted him to slow down and speed up all at
once.

“God,
you feel incredible, Pru.” His voice was ragged with need and PJ
pressed her hips up toward him, wanting him to touch more. She
wanted him to take off the scraps of fabric he called a bikini and
put his hands and mouth on her there.

Then she heard a faraway
voice calling to her and felt someone shaking her arm.

Leave me
alone. As soon as she thought the words,
she wondered why on earth someone would be in the bedroom with her
and Gabe. But, the words came again. “Pru...? Wake up,
Pru.”

PJ opened her eyes. Gabe
was shaking her awake on the boat. She looked into his dark brown
eyes and had a quick flash of panic, as she wondered if she’d been
moaning and writhing in her sleep, just as she’d moaned and writhed
in her dream. She felt a flush creep up her cheeks, but he didn’t
bat an eye. Just smiled at her.

“We’re back at the dock,
Pru. You fell asleep, so I figured we should head in so you can
rest in your bed where you’ll be more comfortable. Then, maybe we
can throw a hat and sunglasses on you and head out for dinner
somewhere in town.” He spoke easily, so she figured maybe she’d
kept the content of her dreams under wraps as she slept.

“Sounds good,” she said,
sitting up and slipping her flip flops back on her feet. She tried
to push the image of Gabe, above her in his bed, out of her mind.
She couldn’t even look him in the eye as they stood and he helped
her climb from the boat. The way he took her hand in his was too
close to the way her dream began. PJ pulled her hand from his as
soon as her feet hit the dock. She kept her head down as they
walked up to the house and then took his suggestion to go to her
room to nap.

Just as she was about to
get up and take a shower, her phone rang. PJ picked it up and
felt her stomach clench at the sight of the blocked caller message
on her screen. She closed her eyes as she answered, though she
didn’t really know what she hoped to accomplish by doing
that.

“Hello?” she said
cautiously.

“You little tramp. Who the
hell do you think you are? Is this a publicity stunt, PJ? Your
career was drying up so you thought you’d go for sympathy?” She
knew the voice. It was the same cold, angry tone Jimmy Mondo had
used on her years before when he’d told her to abort their baby. To
take care of the mess she’d made, as he’d put it.

PJ disconnected the call,
and with shaky hands, turned off her phone. She couldn't keep it
off long. Not if there was a chance the guy with her journal would
text with his demands. His last texts implied there was something
she could do to redeem herself in his eyes or some amount of money
she could pay to keep her secret.

Hopefully, Jimmy would
quickly get over his need to scream at her, and she could turn her
phone back on to wait for the demands from her
blackmailer.

She rolled over on her
side and pulled her knees up to her chest, hugging herself tightly.
She wanted, more than anything, to tell someone what was going on,
but who could she tell? Her parents had dealt with too much
already. She had told her aunt and uncle, but they needed to help
Matthew through this, not worry about her. And, she didn’t begrudge
them that. She wanted their focus to be on Matthew.

Could she tell
Gabe? She thought about it, but she’d hate
to see the disappointment, the judgment she was sure would show in
his face when she told him. She just couldn’t take censure like
that right now. Especially from him. Instead, she closed her eyes
and tried to forget that she’d stupidly written everything down and
by doing so, had opened herself up to this kind of
attack.

 



Chapter
Nine

 


Gabe stepped out of the
shower two hours later. An hour and a half run on the beach and a
half hour under the cold spray of the shower had done nothing to
relieve his rock-hard erection. An erection he'd had since watching
PJ moan and gasp in her sleep on the boat that morning. He’d never
seen a sexier sight in his life. In fact, he’d thought for a minute
he could stand there watching her forever, but then he’d realized
if he had to watch one more minute, listen to one more of those
tiny whimpers coming from her kissable little mouth, he would have
stripped her out of that bikini in a heartbeat.

He’d spent half his run
trying to forget those sounds, and the other half trying to figure
out who she might have been dreaming of. Jimmy Mondo? That made sense. She’d
been reminded of her history with Jimmy just that morning. Maybe
all this had triggered sensuous memories.

But no, that didn’t make
sense. The look on her face when she’d talked about Jimmy had been
one of revulsion, not attraction. Gabe grimaced as he toweled off
and drew his jeans up over his hips. Though he looked forward to
more time with her, he was in for one hell of an uncomfortable
night out with PJ. Every minute with her was torture. He probably
shouldn’t have invited her along for this trip.

Because you care about
her, asshole, and she was hurting. It was
as simple as that. What it really came down to was that he cared
about her. Gabe grabbed his phone and pulled up the software Chad
had installed. What the hell?

Dozens of texts going to
PJ’s number.

You fucking whore, you
can’t do this to me.

I’ll destroy
you.

Gabe saw red as he
continued to read.

You think you can get away
with this? We had an agreement, bitch.

The texts went on and on,
threatening PJ and using some language even Gabe wasn’t comfortable
with—and that said a lot.

He threw open the door to
his room and crossed to PJ’s door before he realized what he was
doing. If he went in there and demanded answers the way he wanted
to, he’d have to explain how he knew she was getting those texts.
Gabe fisted his hands in his hair and whirled away from her
door.

His office.
Chad. He needed to get
Chad on this.

When he’d closed the door,
he dialed Chad’s number.

“’Lo?”
came Chad’s voice.

“She’s getting some
insanely threatening texts, Chad. Any chance you can trace
them?”

“Well, hello to you too,
Gabe,” Chad said cheerfully, but Gabe could hear Chad’s fingers on
the keyboard and knew Chad wasn’t taking this lightly.

Gabe waited until Chad
spoke again.

“Is the number blocked or
can you see it?”

Gabe pulled his phone away
from his ear and pulled up the texts that had gone to PJ’s phone.
He jotted down the number and put the phone back to his ear before
rattling the numbers off to Chad.

“Huh. This guy must not be
worried about being traced,” Chad said.

“That doesn’t make a whole
lot of sense if it’s the guy who has her journal,” Gabe
said.

He heard the sound of more
typing and then a grunt from Chad. “That’s because it’s Jimmy
Mondo.”

“Mondo can’t be the person
who leaked those parts of her journal, so that must mean she’s got
two big problems to deal with here,” Gabe said, not liking the fact
that PJ was keeping all of this so quiet. Sure, it’s not like he
was her best friend, but damn, he thought she knew she could come
to him for help.

“Have any other texts come
through?” Chad asked.

 

“Not since you installed
the software. If the guy who’s got the journal has contacted her,
it hasn’t been since last night.”

“Call when you get
something and I’ll see if I can trace it. If they block the number,
there’s a possibility I can still get an ID. It all depends on the
carrier they use. But, let me know and I’ll try,” Chad
said.

“Thanks, Chad. I owe you,”
Gabe said. Chad just laughed and hung up the phone.

When Gabe came out of the
office, PJ stood at the kitchen island filling a kettle, then
placing it on the stove to heat.

“Sorry. I hope you don’t
mind,” she said gesturing to the mug and teapot by the
stove.

“Not at all,” Gabe said.
“Help yourself to anything while you’re here. I have the caretakers
keep the place pretty heavily stocked.” He slid onto a stool across
from her and looked at her. Her eyes still looked tired even though
her hair was mussed from bed. She looked like she might have taken
a short nap, but didn’t get the sleep she needed. Chances were, she
wasn’t sleeping very well.

“Have you heard from Jimmy
Mondo about all this?” he asked, and she damn near jumped out of
her skin.

“Um,” she started,
fidgeting with the handle of her mug.

“If you lie to me, I can’t
help you,” Gabe said quietly. Her round eyes found his and she
flushed.

“I don’t think there’s
anything you can do to help me,” she whispered, and he wondered why
she took on all this by herself.

“What if
all I want to do is listen?” he asked though he wanted to tear the
guy to pieces. He also wanted to know what had her so scared. And
what had Jimmy Mondo so angry? Could there be more?

What could be in the
journal that hadn’t already been leaked?

PJ’s eyes seemed locked to
his as if she couldn’t pull herself away, and he hoped she’d see
that all he wanted to do was help. If she’d just open up to
him....

The sound of her phone
chiming broke the moment and PJ froze, eyeing her phone on the
counter as if it were a snake. Gabe’s fingers itched to pull out
his phone to read the text, but that obviously wasn’t an
option.

He waited as PJ slowly
reached out and read the text, then raised her eyes to
his.

“Care to share, Pru?” he
asked, and was a bit surprised when she slid the phone across the
granite counter to him, her hand shaking the slightest bit. He kept
his eyes on hers for just a minute before lifting the
phone.

Jimmy doesn’t seem at all
repentant. How about you, Pretty Pru? Are you ready to repent for
your sins?

Ice cold hit Gabe’s veins
followed by the heat of anger. Burning hot rage because someone was
holding something over PJ. And, dammit, she’d been hiding this
threat from him the entire time. That needed to change.
Now.

Gabe stood, took her hand
and pulled PJ over to the living room and settled them onto the
couch. Then he faced her. She looked about ready to cry, but he
also saw that look of determination beneath the tears that welled
in her eyes – like she was gearing up her defenses. He pushed one
of her russet curls behind her ear.

“Please, Pru. Let me help.
Even if it’s just to listen,” he said and rubbed a thumb over her
cheek where a tear had fallen. “I know you don’t want to go to your
parents, but you have to have someone on your side through
this.”

She shook her head. “If I
tell you, it will change the way you look at me, how you think
about me,” she whispered, and he watched as she struggled to
control the shaking of her chin, to keep the tears from
falling.

“Oh, Pru,” he leaned his
forehead against hers and threaded his fingers through her hair.
“Nothing you tell me will ever change the way I see you, or how
much I care about you. I promise.”

She curled in toward him
and he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close until she
almost sat in his lap. It took a long time, but when she began to
talk, the words tumbled out of her as if she’d waited years to tell
someone her story.

“I didn’t spend eight
months in rehab,” she said against his chest, and Gabe had to make
a conscious effort not to stiffen. “I spent two months in rehab.
When I checked in, I was two months pregnant.”

Well, hell. It was a lot
harder not to stiffen for that one, but he steadied his breathing
and kept holding her, all the while planning Jimmy Mondo’s death in
gruesome and excruciating detail in his head. He’d need to talk to
Chad about how to hide a body—he was pretty sure Chad knew that
sort of thing.

“Where were you the rest
of the time?” he asked. It was widely believed PJ had spent eight
months in rehab back when she was fifteen.

“I stayed with my aunt and
uncle and my parents. The only time I ever left the house was to go
to the doctor.”

“And, the baby?” he asked,
having a feeling he knew the answer already.

“My cousin, Matthew––” she
started, and Gabe finished for her.

“Isn’t your
cousin.”

“No,” she said, still not
looking up at him.

Gabe tilted her chin to
him, bringing her eyes up so he could see them, then dried her
tears. He leaned in slowly and kissed her gently on the lips. Such
a small kiss, but it seared right through him, just as any contact
with her did.

He kissed the tip of her
nose, her eyelids and then her lips again before pulling her back
down into his arms. She laid her head on his chest and he held
her.

“Do you believe you did
the right thing? For him? For you?” he asked her.

She pulled back and looked
at him. “Yes, I do.”

“Do you regret the
decision?” he asked.

“Not one
bit,” she said. “He’s loved, truly loved by my Aunt Susie and
Uncle Brian. And he has a good life. Just look at the life Jill and
Andrew will give those twins. Those babies will be cherished and
loved every minute of their lives. I knew my baby would have that
when I decided I wasn’t the one who should raise him.”

“Then, you did the right
thing, Pru. And nobody has the right to tell you
otherwise.”

“Do you
really think I did the right thing? I mean, not because I think
it’s right. I mean, do you
think it was right?” she asked.

“Yes, I really
do.”

She lay in his arms, no
longer crying, and he held her, feeling her chest rise and fall
with each breath until he felt her breaths even out. She fell
asleep there, and he held her for a long time, knowing she needed
to sleep. She needed to recharge if they were going to deal with
this.

Gabe thought about the
times he’d seen pictures of her with her cousin, Matthew. She was
close to him. That much was clear. He wondered if the boy knew.
Maybe he didn’t even know he was adopted. If he did, had he ever
suspected PJ was his birth mother?

Gabe would call Chad as
soon as she woke up and get him started trying to track down
whoever had her journal, and held this twisted grudge against Pru
for her decision to put the baby up for adoption. Because lying
here with her in his arms, Gabe realized, he was through trying to
resist PJ, through trying to convince himself this wasn’t the right
time for whatever was happening between them.

Yes. It might be the very
worst possible time for her to start a relationship, but he didn’t
care. She’d been alone long enough. And, he had a feeling she’d
punished herself long enough for the decisions she’d made as a
fifteen-year-old. It was time PJ allowed herself to be happy. And
he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to be a part of that.

 



Chapter
Ten






It took Gabe a while to
convince PJ that getting Chad involved in the search for the person
who had her journal was a safe move. She wouldn’t talk to the
police, and he didn’t blame her. If they went to the police,
someone, somewhere along the way would leak the story to the press.
If they got the police involved, too many people along the chain of
command could slip up, and the information could find its way to
the wrong set of ears. Officers working the case might have every
intention of maintaining her privacy…. But that wouldn’t stop the
guy who delivers the mail, or someone else, from overhearing
details of the case and calling his girlfriend to tell her he’d
seen PJ Cantrell at the police station—and so on and so on. That
wasn’t the way to go.

Besides, Chad didn’t need
to follow any procedures or obtain any warrants, so he’d have more
freedom to go after this guy.

Of course, he hadn’t told
PJ he’d already involved Chad. And, he didn’t plan to. He’d just
delete the software from his phone, and not let on that he knew
about the texts before she showed him any of them.

When he finally convinced
her it was safe to involve Chad and one of his tech staff,
Samantha, they headed out to walk to Chad’s.

Gabe took PJ’s hand as
they started up the beach.

“I’m really glad you came
with me this week, Pru,” he said and was rewarded with that bright
easy smile she’d had since she woke up from her impromptu nap this
afternoon. She looked happier than he’d seen her look all week,
despite the fact that she still had the weight of the missing
journal and Jimmy Mondo’s threats on her shoulders.

“Pru, why didn’t your
parents report Jimmy all those years ago?” he asked but squeezed
her hand gently to soften the question.

She blew out a burst of
air before answering. “I think they knew it would have crushed me
to have this made public.” She looked up at him, and suddenly she
looked a lot younger than twenty-nine. “I really thought he loved
me. It was stupid, but I believed I was really special. To have the
world know I had been so foolish….” She shook her head before she
continued.

“But, there was also the
baby. Jimmy had demanded I get an abortion. I didn’t want that. In
the end, my family decided it would be better to break all ties
with Jimmy. My parents told him they wouldn’t report him if he let
me out of my contract without any penalties. He never asked about
the baby, and we never told him. I didn’t fill in any name for the
father on the birth certificate. It was probably the wrong thing to
do, but I just didn’t want him having anything to do with Matthew.
I didn’t want Jimmy to be able to touch him, to taint his world in
any way. Although, looking back, I suppose we could have gotten his
signature on the adoption papers by promising not to press charges
against him.”

“You didn’t want him to
know you hadn’t aborted the baby, though,” he said. Under the
circumstances, he couldn’t blame her.

“Yeah. I just didn’t want
him anywhere near the baby, you know? Not after the way....” She
didn’t finish her thought, but she didn’t have to. He got
it.

He stopped them at the
gate to Chad’s backyard and pulled her to him, wrapping her up in
his arms. She tilted her head up at him and smiled that smile
again, and it cut right through him. Gabe leaned in and brushed her
lips softly at first, then harder. The kiss took on a life of its
own. She wrapped her arms around him and he loved the feel of that,
the feel of her trusting him, touching him, kissing him back with
everything she had.

God, he wanted her more
than he’d ever wanted any woman. He almost laughed.
Who was he kidding? No
other woman had come remotely close to the pull she had on him, the
intensity of what he felt when he was with her. He broke away and
looked at her.

He needed to keep himself
together long enough to get Chad and Samantha—Chad’s computer
guru—on the case and give them the info they needed. Then, he could
take PJ home and make love to her. They had three more days until
she had to go back on tour. He planned to spend as much of that
time exploring her mind and body as he could.

“Ready for this?” he asked
but her eyes were glassy.

“Huh?” she asked, drawing
a laugh from him.

“Ready to go see Chad and
Sam?” he asked again.

“Oh! Um, yes,” she said,
and he laughed even more at the adorable blush creeping into her
cheeks.  She was sexy as hell when she was flustered. And, he
wanted to see just how much more flustered he could make her. But,
that would be later.

For now, he tugged her up
onto the lawn, and they cut across Chad’s backyard until they came
to the stone wall that surrounded Chad’s house. They rang the bell
and a little buzzer sounded. The mechanical sound of the gate
clicking free told Gabe Chad had unlocked it remotely. They walked
through and found him waiting on the back patio for
them.

“Thanks, Chad,” Gabe said
as they approached.

“You guys need to come see
this,” Chad said, skipping any greeting. The grim look on his face
sent cold rushing through Gabe again. They followed Chad into the
living room where a newscaster was talking about Jimmy
Mondo.

“He died in a hospital in
Los Angeles about an hour ago,” Chad said quietly, and Gabe heard
PJ’s gasp beside him. He put his arm around her and drew her in
closer as Chad continued. “It was a car accident. They’re saying it
may have been alcohol-related. Apparently he was seen at several
parties last night. There are conflicting accounts, so the cause of
the accident isn’t clear yet. Some people swear he was sober when
they saw him, but others say he was completely wasted.”

The small floating box
behind the newscaster alternated between showing a headshot of
Jimmy Mondo smiling his greasy smile at the camera, and showing a
wrecked car in flames on the side of a highway somewhere. PJ’s face
showed the horror she was feeling as she gaped at the
screen.

He wanted to draw her
away.

“Check your phone, PJ,”
Gabe said, wondering if her blackmailer had something to do with
this.

PJ was pale as she drew it
out of her pocket. “I turned it off,” she said. Her hands shook as
she held the top button down and the phone booted to life, chiming
seconds later to indicate a text was waiting. Gabe watched as her
face crumpled, and he caught her in his arms when she likely would
have fallen to the floor. He scooped her up and brought her to the
couch. Samantha hovered in the background—always more comfortable
with computers than people—but Chad came and sat near
them.

Gabe took the phone from
PJ and read the text before passing it to Chad. Chad slipped away
to where Sam sat with her computer and the two of them bent their
heads over the screen murmuring quietly as they worked. The words
of the most recent text echoed in his head.

Jimmy paid. Are you ready
to pay, Pretty Pru?

No way in hell he would
let PJ go back out on tour now. At least, not without going with
her. Gabe pulled his cell phone out of his pocket, and sent a quick
text to his assistant so he could arrange coverage for all his
meetings, and move dates of anything that couldn’t be covered by
someone else. He cleared two weeks and he’d clear more if he needed
to.

His next text was to
Jesse’s fiancé, Zach Harris, who owned a private security company.
When he’d met PJ at Jack’s party, he hadn’t batted an eye when PJ
was introduced. Zach and his company were very used to handling
high-profile clientele and doing so discretely and
effectively.

Do you have any of your
people available for personal security for PJ for the foreseeable
future? She’s been getting threats. I’ll be with her, but I’d like
additional security if you have anyone. I don’t trust her security
staff. They really aren’t even off the suspect list themselves yet,
so I need to have backup for her.

The response came back
almost instantly.

I can send two of my
people tomorrow morning. I can come over myself if you need someone
before then.

Gabe texted back.
Tomorrow’s fine. I really don’t think anyone
knows where she is right now. Thanks.

He let his lips brush PJ’s
temple. “You okay, Pru?” he asked, and she nodded before looking up
at him.

“I guess
I haven’t been taking this seriously enough. Do you…?” She
swallowed and licked her lips before she continued. “Do you really
think he killed Jimmy?” 

Gabe could see her
blinking her eyes and knew she was close to crying. She was shaken
more than she wanted to admit. That was PJ—always trying to be
tough, not letting people see what she was really feeling or how
hard things really were. He’d seen her do the same thing on tour.
She had this crazy hard work ethic, and truly believed she’d been
given a gift in her stardom. She believed she owed her fans for the
opportunity they’d given her…the life they’d given her. And, he
knew, she’d work forever to try to pay them back for
that.

Now that he knew what had
really happened thirteen years ago, he had a feeling she felt the
same way about her parents. As if they’d given her a second shot at
a career she’d almost thrown away with her alcohol abuse. Her
parents had helped give her child a chance at a life that was more
than she would have been able to give the baby as a
fifteen-year-old. Gabe looked her in the eye, knowing her
tough-girl act was held together by a very thin strand at the
moment.

“I guess there’s a
possibility Jimmy just got drunk and stupid and crashed his car on
his own. It’s not like the man isn’t known to drink. But—whether
this guy’s just taking credit for an accident or really had
something to do with it—I don’t want to take any chances. I cleared
my schedule for a while so I can go with you for your next few tour
stops, and I’ve got Zach sending extra security over
tomorrow.”

Chad approached and sat on
the sofa across from them.

“What have you got, Chad?”
Gabe asked.

“The blackmailer is using
burn phones to send his texts. So far, he’s used three different
phones. With some carriers, we can get more than just the number.
We can trace the texts to the person who bought the phone. With
other carriers, that information is never recorded. So, if the
person paid in cash for the phone, and paid cash for a phone card
to charge up the phone, there’s no way to trace it. That’s what
we’ve got here. Your guy knows how to stay anonymous.”

“There’s nothing you can
do to trace it? Even if we’re monitoring her phone when a text
comes in?” Gabe asked.

Chad shook his head, his
mouth set in a tight line. “Sorry. There’s no way to trace it. Even
if we got the police involved, they wouldn’t be able to get the
information with a warrant. It simply isn’t there to get, and I
think your guy knows that.”

Chad turned to PJ, who sat
tense and anxious next to Gabe. “Based on what Gabe’s told me, it’s
safe for us to assume this was someone close to you,
correct?”

Gabe could feel the intake
of breath as PJ seemed to brace herself for the conversation. He
couldn’t blame her. The idea that this was someone close to her
killed him. It had to be tearing her apart inside, too.

“Right,” she said,
quietly. “No one knows I keep that journal. I’m careful only to get
it out when I’m alone in my room, and I put it back each time I
finish. I never write in it around anyone; even my parents didn’t
know it was there.”

Chad’s face creased in
thought.

“What?” Gabe asked,
knowing Chad had a theory.

“You don’t travel in a
typical bus like other singers? You only use Gabe’s hotels?” When
PJ nodded, Chad continued. “Who preps your room for you when you
arrive at a new hotel? Does someone go in ahead of you, other than
the hotel staff, that is?”

“Usually either Lydia or
Ellis. Sometimes Debra if she’s with us, but she doesn’t travel
with us very often. One of my bodyguards accompanies hotel staff
when they take my luggage up to the hotel room. Ellis or Lydia
often have things to drop off for me, or they may be in there
laying out clothes for interviews, shows, that kind of thing.” PJ
blushed a stark red. “I guess it sounds like I’m a spoiled
princess, but I usually have to go over to the venue and do a sound
check or talk to the guys in my band. They travel in a bus and not
with us. They prefer that.”

“Why don’t you travel by
bus too?” Chad asked, and Gabe saw PJ flush again.

“I
don’t––” She paused and glanced at Gabe. “It’s just that it reminds
me of what it was like when I first started my career…of what
happened with Jimmy.” Gabe had filled Chad in on the whole story
before they’d come over, everything from the baby to Jimmy’s
agreement to let her out of her contract, to his recent angry text
messages. 

Gabe squeezed PJ’s hand
and rubbed his thumb over hers where their hands were
joined.

“PJ, did
you leave your luggage at the hotel with Lydia and Ellis, or do you
have it here with you?” Chad asked. 

“Most of it is with the
team. I only brought a small bag with me,” she answered.
“Why?”

“The way I figure it,
someone had to have found out about the journal. If you had a bus
you used regularly, I’d check it for peepholes of some sort in your
section. Some way someone could spy on you.” PJ’s intake of breath
was sharp and audible. She shook her head. “No one, no.... Not on
my team.” This last part was weak. They all knew it had to be
someone on her team, but it sounded as if she wasn’t ready to face
that possibility.

“I’d like to check your
luggage to see if anyone’s tampered with it or planted cameras in
your belongings. That’s really the only way someone could have seen
you write in your journal and known where to look for it. Where are
Debra and the rest of your team now?” Chad asked.

“Debra went on to Denver.
She’s in the Towers there, getting ready for the next show. Debra
plans to stay with us for a few stops until this all dies down,
then she’ll go back to her office. I think the rest of the team was
given a few days off. They’ll meet us in Denver for the show. They
should arrive tomorrow.”

“Give me
a minute,” Chad said and crossed back over to speak to Sam. They
could hear him instructing her to send two of his people to Denver
to screen all of PJ’s luggage. He also sent someone to the hotel in
New York where she’d been to search the hotel suite there for any
evidence that someone had been spying on her. 

PJ sank forward, her head
in her hands, and Gabe rubbed her back. He wanted to say something,
anything, that could make this better for her, but he knew there
wasn’t anything to say. Whoever this was, would prove to be a huge
and very personal betrayal by someone she loved very much – or at
the very least, trusted. Chad returned, sitting down across from
them once again.

“You guys can go back to
your house, Gabe. Sam and I will be running full background checks
on your team, the band, your bodyguards—anyone who could be behind
this, PJ. We’ll come by to talk about the results tomorrow. You
have security arriving in the morning, Gabe?”

“Yes, Zach’s sending two
of his people over at daybreak. We’ll keep them at the house with
us, and then take them with us when we go on the road.” Gabe could
feel PJ’s eyes on him. He hadn’t exactly told her he planned to go
on her tour with her and stay on the tour for as long as she
needed.

“All right. Sam and I will
be over in the morning, but I’ll call if we find anything major in
the meantime. Let me know if you hear from this guy
again.”

Gabe nodded and pulled PJ
up to her feet, then guided her to the back door. She seemed a bit
shell-shocked as they walked back down the beach.

***

Lydia smiled and sipped
her coffee as she watched the news. How many lives had Jimmy Mondo
ruined? How many other teenage girls had he seduced? How many other
babies had he abandoned and ignored, letting someone else clean up
his mess? It was time someone made him pay for it, and she had been
all too happy to do it. Slipping him a heavy dose of sedative right
before he got in his car had been easy. Too easy when she’d flashed
a little cleavage at the creep, and leaned in nice and close to
whisper in his ear. From there, dropping the crushed tablet in his
drink beside him while the bartender was at the other end of the
bar was simple. The accident had been all but guaranteed after
that.

Now to make the little
whore pay….

But she wanted to drag
this out with Pretty Pru. It hadn’t taken Lydia long when she first
started working for PJ Cantrell to realize PJ was exactly like
Ellis in so many ways. Lydia laughed. In fact, Jimmy Mondo was like
them as well. All three skated through life, letting the world
around them fix all their screw-ups. Expecting everyone around them
to fawn over them, meeting their every demand and need. It was
disgusting.

And now, Pretty Pru was
off hiding, thinking no one knew where to find her. Time to take
away that false sense of security. It hadn’t taken much to find
someone in the hotel who had seen her leave with Gabe Sawyer and
was willing to talk to Lydia for a little money. It turned out Gabe
had a house in Connecticut he liked to keep private.

Everyone underestimated
the power of money when it came to exposing secrets.

Lydia smiled. Time to wake
up Pretty Pru, and let her know she couldn’t hide herself or her
secrets any longer.

 



Chapter
Eleven






PJ felt numb as they
walked back up through Gabe’s backyard. He entered the code to the
back gate and held it open for her, then ensured that it clicked
shut behind them before they continued up to the patio. PJ’s phone
chimed. She pulled it out of her pocket, tense but comforted when
she felt Gabe’s strong hand on her back. She didn’t mind at all
that he looked over her shoulder, and she angled the phone toward
him to allow him to see. Aunt Susie and Uncle Brian had sent a
text.

Call when you
can.

She hit the button to make
the call and put the phone to her ear. Brian picked up almost
immediately.

“What is it?” PJ asked.
“Is Matthew all right?”

“Yes,
PJ. But, we wanted to let you know,” he paused, and she felt a
jagged pain in her gut, dreading what was coming.
Had her blackmailer found Matthew? Had he
contacted them?

Brian continued. “We told
Matthew about you. We told him you’re his birth mother.”

PJ felt hollow and then
felt Gabe’s arm around her, all but holding her up. Her head was
reeling. “I always thought…. Well, I always just assumed….” Matthew
had known for years that he was adopted, but they hadn’t told him
PJ was his birth mother until now. She thought she’d be a part of
that conversation when the time came.

“I’m sorry, PJ,” Brian’s
voice softened. “We just felt we needed to tell him before he found
out some other way. We didn’t want to wait and then have him see
something on the news.”

She squared her shoulders.
“Yeah…. No, I get it. That’s fine, Brian. I understand. How did he
take it? Can I talk to him?”

She heard the hesitation
in his voice. “I’m sorry, Peej, honey. He’s upstairs. He doesn’t
want to talk right now. I think he’s still processing
it.”

PJ broke down when she
heard that. Tears ran down her cheeks as Gabe’s arms came around
her and held her tight. She tried to talk, tried to ask if Brian
thought Matthew would be all right, but she couldn’t. In her head,
all she could do was berate herself for crying like this. Matthew
was the important one. Only his feelings mattered here. But
somehow, knowing he knew the truth about where he’d come from and
might choose never to speak to her again…well, it brought back all
of the memories of having to turn over her tiny, incredible,
precious baby the day he was born.

Even though she had given
him to people she knew in her heart, with all her heart, would care
for him and love him as if he were their own, she’d still felt the
agony of letting someone else raise her child. She could be losing
Matthew all over again.

She heard Brian soothing
her. “It’ll be okay, PJ. Matthew just needs time, but he loves you.
And, he knows we’re all there for him. He’ll come
around.”

PJ felt Gabe take the
phone from her hand. “Brian, she’ll call you back.”

PJ would like to say she
was strong, that she brushed away the tears and collected herself
and all was good and well in the world….

It wasn’t. And she didn’t.
Gabe lifted her and she let him. She rested her head against his
chest and sobbed as he carried her to the house and into her
room.

Gabe sat on the edge of
her bed, letting her settle into his lap.

PJ couldn’t believe she’d
let him see her fall apart like this. She was a grown woman, for
heaven’s sake. But, she also hadn’t had any warning, had no idea
she was about to hear what she had. What
if Matthew didn’t ever want to speak with her? What if he didn’t
want her in his life? What if she couldn’t be a part of his life?
Couldn’t see him growing up?

Part of her knew it had
been better for him to find out this way than to discover it when
or if it leaked to the media, but that didn’t lessen the
pain.

It took a long time for
her tears to stop and when they did, she was spent. Beyond
spent.

Gabe seemed to read her
mind. He laid her on her bed and then pulled the covers back to
tuck her in. As she closed her eyes, the last thing she was aware
of was the sense of security, the feeling of unquestionable
support, as Gabe stretched out and lay down next to her, one arm
slung over her as he pulled her close.







Chapter
Twelve






Gabe watched PJ’s breath
as it evened out. She had fallen asleep in minutes, if not seconds.
Her face relaxed in sleep as the grief fell away. He couldn’t even
begin to imagine what she was feeling, but he hated seeing her so
torn apart. She had been ripped to shreds by all this, and he hated
not being able to do anything to fix it. He wanted to stay next to
her for as long as she needed him, but he heard the faint buzz of
the front gate alert from the kitchen, and didn’t want to risk it
buzzing again. If the dark circles under her eyes were any
indication, PJ needed to rest for a long time.

Gabe went to the kitchen
and pressed the intercom to the front gate. “Yes?” he said into the
speaker.

“Courier delivery for Gabe
Sawyer.”

“What company are you
with?”

The courier didn’t
hesitate at the question. “Long and Short Overnight Service,
sir.”

“Thank
you. Come on up.” Gabe hit the button to open the gate and walked
out to the front door to meet the courier at the top of the drive.
His secretary always used the same company when she had to send
something to him that couldn’t be done by fax or DocuSign.


Gabe still worked with a
few people in the industry who were old school and didn’t trust the
security of online document signing services. Although Gabe found
that ridiculous, and more than once had been tempted to break ties
because of the inconvenience, they’d been good companies to work
with in all other ways, so he’d persevered. Relationships were
crucial to Gabe’s success. Burning bridges over the use of a
courier to deliver a few things here and there didn’t seem worth
the trade-off in the end.

The courier handed him a
letter-sized envelope and waited for him to sign a paper before
getting back in his van and leaving the way he’d come. Gabe waited
until the gate closed behind the courier’s car and returned to the
kitchen, tossing the envelope on the kitchen counter before
grabbing a soda from the fridge.

Gabe chugged half the can
before turning to the envelope and tearing it open. Instead of a
contract, the stack of papers that slid out turned his blood hot
and cold all at once.

Shit.

The pages were filled with
nothing but the words, ‘It’s almost time, Pretty Pru’ over and over
again. There must have been twenty or thirty pages with nothing but
the same message. And right on top of the stack was a photo. A
small, worn, wallet-sized photo of a baby. Gabe knew without asking
Pru who the baby was. It was Matthew. Gabe was sure of
it.

Gabe went to look in on
PJ, and saw she was still sleeping in the other room. He dialed
Zach’s phone and was relieved when Zach picked up right
away.

“Zach, it’s Gabe. He knows
she’s here. He knows she’s with me.” He quickly explained about the
courier delivery, especially the part where the blackmailer or
stalker or whatever the hell you call a guy who hasn’t actually
made a demand for money, had used the same courier service that
Gabe’s secretary always used.

“On my way,” Zach said
before hanging up and Gabe knew he’d be there in half an hour, or
less. That’s the way his friends in Connecticut were. It was the
reason he had bought the house here, why he planned to settle here
someday—probably sooner rather than later. There wasn’t a damn
thing they all wouldn’t do for each other. No questions asked.
Anytime. Here he had the kind of friendships he never
imagined.

His next call was to Chad
to let him know about the photo. Gabe had a feeling the picture
belonged to PJ. He’d ask her about it as soon as she woke up, but
in the meantime, he wanted to see what Chad had found.

“Let me know as soon as
you talk to PJ about the picture. We need to know if it’s hers—and
if it is, where she kept it. This asshole’s close to her,” Chad
said, and Gabe could tell from his voice Chad was taking this
personally…. If Gabe cared for PJ, then Chad would, too. It was
that simple with his friends.

“Listen, Gabe,” Chad went
on. “Did you know Ellis White was adopted? He’s actually Lydia
White’s brother by adoption. Her family adopted him when he was
twelve, after he was passed around to a lot of different foster
homes. Apparently, his biological mother left him at a fire station
when he was only days old.”

“Pru never mentioned that.
I wonder if she knows. I remember her saying Ellis and Lydia are
siblings, and she didn’t always like the way Lydia treated Ellis. I
don’t remember her mentioning adoption, though.”

“Whoever’s doing this
sounds angry, Gabe. Angry and vindictive. And, they’ve had a lot of
access to PJ,” Chad said.

“You think it might be
Ellis?” Gabe asked, knowing the answer, but dreading the idea of
going to Pru with that theory. It would tear her up to think one of
her team could be behind this.

Gabe spun at the sound of
Pru’s small voice behind him. “It can’t be Ellis,” she said, her
voice choked and thick with emotion. She shook her head at Gabe,
one hand over her stomach as if he’d just physically cut into her
with his accusation. “It’s not Ellis. He’s so loyal, so good. He’s
kind and….” She didn’t finish the thought. Just let her sentence
trail off as she continued to shake her head at him, as though the
action itself could erase the idea from her head.

“I’ll call you back,” Gabe
said, and set his phone on the counter before crossing to Pru. He
pulled her in close for a hug, her small frame fitting snugly
against him.

She pulled back, but not
as if to pull away. She leaned back and looked up at him.
“It’s not Ellis,”
she repeated.

“I want to believe that
too, Pru,” he said, “but we need to look at the facts and not
dismiss anyone without considering everything carefully. Whoever is
doing this is close to you. It’s most likely going to be someone
you trust. It may even be someone you love. But, it’s almost
certainly someone close, Pru.”

She bowed her head a
minute and took a deep breath, before lacing her hand behind Gabe’s
neck and pulling him down into a heated kiss that threw Gabe
completely off balance and curdled his brains. On some level, he
knew it was wrong. Everything in him was screaming to stop, to not
allow her to do this when she was in such emotional turmoil. But,
his body utterly overrode anything his head knew. He was instantly
hard as a rock, his cock pressing against his pants for release as
his hands wrapped around her waist, lifting her to the
counter.

He knew she was probably
just trying to forget, just trying to slip away from reality for a
short time before her world came crashing down, but he couldn’t
bring himself to stop her.

He felt her tremble as his
mouth devoured her, her moans driving his mouth down her jaw to the
small spot behind her neck that seemed to cause her body to bow,
arching into him. He’d never felt a hotter, faster burn in his body
than the fire Pru set loose in him. He pulled open the sheer white
blouse that had been tempting him for hours, exposing her
incredibly perfect breasts. They weren’t large by any means, but to
him, they were everything he’d ever wanted. One hand traced the
outer edge of her breast softly, almost reverently, as he dipped
his head to suck the nipple on her other breast, drinking her in.
She rewarded him with a quick intake of breath as her nipples
pearled and a moan began deep in her throat.

***

PJ’s head reeled as Gabe
assaulted her with more feeling, more sensation than she’d ever
felt. She had wanted to forget, to think of something other than
fear and betrayal and loss for just a short time. He was giving her
that and so much more. She was wet and swollen and ready for him
when he slipped his hand beneath her skirt and roughly pulled her
panties to the side, sinking his fingers into her. Her whole body
tightened around him as his thumb circled her clit, and she was
lost in an instant. Utterly lost to the feeling of him touching
her, of his mouth on her breasts, of all of him devouring her with
such complete––

A small part of her heard
the buzzer of the front gate, but Gabe’s mouth sucked hard on her
nipple at the same time that he added just slightly more pressure
with his thumb…at the same time that he found the precise spot
inside her and set off a cascading orgasm, drenching her in
pleasure she’d never felt before. She was weak and spinning when he
pulled back and lowered her dress. His voice was gravelly and low
when he spoke.

“Go to my bedroom,” he
said, slipping her off the counter. “If I don’t let Zach in soon,
he’s going to let himself in.”

It took PJ a minute to
grasp what he’d said as he gave her a gentle push toward his
bedroom door. Zach. Zach was coming
over. “I’ll be there in a minute,
Pru.”

Why was Zach coming
here?

PJ didn’t know why Gabe
had called Zach here. Worse, she didn’t know what Gabe thought
about what they’d just done. She could feel the heat burning her
cheeks as she remembered the way she’d cried out his name as she’d
orgasmed in his arms moments before. One minute they’d been talking
and the next, she’d jumped on him. And, he’d brought her to orgasm
in seconds flat.

Oh, god. He must think she
was such a whore. In the last few days, he’d learned more than
she’d ever wanted him to about her sex life with Kirt Tolleson, and
he’d heard about her losing her virginity to a man who was twenty
years her senior. And now, she’d spread her legs for him and come
in an astonishingly fast fashion for him. Would he think she was a
complete slut? It was almost laughable, given her lack of
experience with men, but she still felt embarrassed at how forward
she’d been.

As she entered his room,
she wanted to be anywhere but there. She wanted to run and hide, to
pack her bags and hide out where no one could find her. To be alone
again.

But even as she thought
it, she knew she was tired of being alone, of only having her
parents and the closest members of her team as friends. There
hadn’t really been anyone else in a long time. Her high school
friends had all gone on to lead such different lives than the one
she’d led. They had tried to stay close to her, but honestly, after
her spiral with alcohol and the baby and the fight to get herself
on track, she’d felt alienated and removed from them. Not
by them. It was
something internal. Something she felt had created a wall between
her and her friends. It was as though they were no longer able to
connect.

She had no friends who
would do what Jill and Andrew’s friends had done: rally around when
she needed them. Well, except for Gabe. He had rallied for her the
second he found out she was in trouble. He’d been there for her,
and he was still here for her.

And then it dawned on PJ.
Gabe had seemed to be expecting Zach, even though Gabe had told
Zach earlier they wouldn’t need him to come tonight. Something had
changed Gabe’s mind about Zach coming to the house. PJ stood and
straightened her skirt, buttoned her shirt and pulled her hair up
in a knot, then pushed the door to the room open. Both men were
bent over the kitchen island looking at papers.

“What happened, Gabe?” she
asked, but it came out more as an accusation. “What aren’t you
telling me?”

He tried a halfhearted
‘it’s nothing’ kind of response, but she put her hands on her hips
and waited him out.

He picked up the envelope
and handed her the sheets of paper. “These came to me by courier
while you were sleeping,” he said as she read the sheaf of
papers. It’s almost time, Pretty Pru. It’s
almost time, Pretty Pru. It’s almost time, Pretty Pru.

She looked up at Gabe and
Zach. “He knows where I am.”

Gabe’s face was grave as
he nodded. “Yes, he knows.”

She looked at him and knew
he wasn’t telling her everything. “What are you hiding? What
haven’t you told me?”

“This came, too,” he said
quietly. She knew what it was the minute she saw it. Matthew’s baby
picture. The one she’d carried with her until it was lost a month
ago. The photo of him the day he was born.

PJ didn’t hesitate. She
dropped the photo back on the counter as though it had bit her, and
ran to her room and began haphazardly shoving her things into her
bag. She needed to get to Matthew. Gabe and Zach followed her. She
felt Gabe’s arms come around her, stilling her hands and stopping
her frantic packing.

Zach came around in front
of her. “PJ, I’ve got guys headed that way now. They’ll have
Matthew and his family whisked away within the hour, and they’ll
get them to a safe place. Somewhere we can control.”

And Gabe kept talking to
her, his breath warm and reassuring as her heart raced in her
chest. “They’ll get to them, Pru. I promise. We’ll keep Matthew
safe. I’ll keep you both safe.” But PJ didn’t care about her own
safety anymore. In a heartbeat, she’d give herself to whoever it
was that was doing all of this in exchange for Matthew’s
safety.

Her whole body was weak
and shaking when Gabe pulled her to the couch. She let him, but as
she sat and looked at Gabe, she felt angry. Angry at how helpless
and powerless this person made her feel. Angry at how she had let
this blackmailer make her hide, made her run and curl up in a
ball.

She was done with that.
She sat up and looked at Gabe.

“Show me
the picture again,” she said. She expected them to argue, but
neither man did. 

Zach sat across from them
as she studied the picture. Matthew was only hours old in the
picture. Looking at the photo, no one would be able to make out who
was holding him, but she knew it was one of a handful of times
she’d held him when he was that young. After she left the hospital,
she hadn’t let herself visit him for almost two years. She had
known she wouldn’t be able to handle the pain of seeing him and
having to say good-bye afterwards. When he was two, it was harder
than she’d expected, but by then he’d truly been Brian and Susan’s
baby. She was able to see him in that light instead of as the son
she’d given up.

“This was in my wallet, up
until about a month ago,” she said. “I lost it when we were in
Indiana at the Kulsich Music Center. I had it out in my dressing
room, and then I forgot to put it back when I closed up my purse
before the show. I just figured one of the team ‘tossed it’ by
mistake when they were clearing my dressing room in a rush to move
on. I planned to get another copy of it when I saw Brian and Sue
again. They have a few pictures from that day.”

Zach spoke up as Gabe
rubbed her back, the hand that had set her on fire only a short
while before now soothing her—adding his strength to
hers.

“PJ, I don’t think this
picture means the person actually knows who Matthew is or where he
is. If they had identified him and his family, they would have sent
a current picture of him. We’ll take precautions as though he’s in
danger, just to be on the safe side, but I think this is just your
blackmailer’s way of trying to get to you.”

Gabe nodded. “Everything
he’s done shows he’s angry with you, Pru, not with
Matthew.”

“Okay, but don’t
blackmailers usually ask for something? Money? This guy still
hasn’t made any actual demands,” she said, taking a deep breath.
“What did Chad find in the background checks of my team?” Her team
had all been vetted heavily when they applied to work for her, so
she couldn’t imagine finding anything she didn’t already know
about.

“So far the biggest red
flag is Ellis’s background. Did you know he’s adopted?”

“Yes. He doesn’t talk
about it, and neither does his sister, Lydia. He was adopted by her
parents when he was about twelve, I believe. It was awful, really.
Lydia’s dad died in a car accident shortly after Ellis was adopted.
He only had the chance to have a father for a few months, I think.
As far as I know, he has no contact with his biological
family.”

“Do you know anything
about his background before he came to her family?” Gabe
asked.

PJ shook her head. She’d
always figured if Ellis wanted to talk about his past with any of
them, he would. “He and Lydia are two completely different
personalities. They’re polar opposites. He’s quiet and reserved,
but loyal to a fault. He’d do anything for Lydia. She’s...well, not
really outgoing. But, she’s confident and always in control. In
fact, she’s a complete control freak. She runs everything on my
tours—and I do mean everything. She’s like a machine. An overly
organized, insanely competent, always-on-time and in-charge
machine.”

“Chad’s
trying to see what else he can find. He’s sending guys down to meet
with your team, interview them and search your luggage. Whoever did
this had to find your journal somehow. They had to have seen you or
heard you at times you thought you were alone,” Zach said, and PJ
flinched. The idea of someone spying on her made her very
uncomfortable, as was the idea that Chad’s people would have to put
her team through this interrogation and scrutiny to find
answers. 

She couldn’t help but
think her team would feel they were being accused of something, not
just being interviewed. She worried about how Ellis, in particular,
would take that. She could picture how hurt he’d look, and the
sense of betrayal that would show clearly on his gentle
face.

“Chad also ran checks on
your background singers and your band. A couple of little things
popped here and there. A few with some minor criminal backgrounds.
Jaqueline has lost several babies, so he’s looking a little harder
at her.”

PJ flinched again. She
hadn’t known Jackie had lost any babies, and that invasion of the
guitarist’s privacy bit into her. What an awful thing to go
through, but to have that bit of your life on record somewhere, a
record that an investigator could find, made it all the worse. And,
how would Jackie feel when the investigators raised
that?

“I can’t even call them
and let them know Chad’s people are coming, can I?” she asked,
knowing they’d say no.

“No,” said Zach, but then
he surprised her. “We can arrange for you to talk to them as soon
as the investigators get there. We’ll get everyone into a
conference room while we search luggage, the tour bus, everything.
You can talk to them then by phone and let them know a little about
what’s going on. We’ll keep it general, let them know you’re in
danger, and there have been threats made against others. It’s not
much, but it’s the best we can do, PJ.” Zach’s phone buzzed. He
glanced at it before looking back up at her.

“My guys have Matthew and
his parents. They’re safe.”

Her heart felt like it
would collapse inside her chest with relief when she heard those
words. From the moment she’d decided to give birth to him when she
was fifteen years old, that’s all she’d ever wanted for Matthew.
For him to be safe and loved.

Gabe stood and held out
his hand to her. “Let’s get you to bed, Pru.”

She stood and turned
toward her room, but he tugged her hand and pulled her toward his,
bringing a hot flush to her cheeks. Zach called out a good night
from his place on the couch, and she wondered if he thought
anything of the fact that Gabe was leading her to his
bedroom.

Probably not. It’s not
like they lived in the eighteenth century. But still, the idea of
Zach knowing she’d be sleeping in Gabe’s bed was embarrassing. And
yet, she wanted Gabe to hold her.

She still felt raw from
having so easily slipped into a sexual relationship with Gabe, and
they hadn’t had a chance to talk about what had happened earlier.
She had no idea what he was thinking or what he expected from her.
Tonight or in the future. What would Gabe want from her? Was this a
quick screw because he found out how easy she was? How she’d spread
her legs so readily at fifteen?

Would he want to continue
this beyond the end of the week? Or was she just another one of the
stars she always saw on his arm at fundraisers? That thought
bothered her. A lot. She wanted to be special to him. Just like
she’d wanted to be special to Jimmy Mondo so many years
ago.

She’d thought sex brought
intimacy, but it didn’t mean that at all. She had learned that
lesson early, and she’d learned it well. And she’d remembered it
until, apparently, this afternoon with Gabe. She’d forgotten
everything she’d ever learned the moment his mouth had touched
her.

That needed to
stop.

Gabe shut the door behind
them, and PJ was suddenly very aware of how alone they were, how
close he stood.

“We can’t do this,” she
said hurriedly, before she chickened out. “We can’t sleep
together.”

His dark eyes studied her,
but he didn’t argue. “Sleep together or make love?”

Her heart leapt at his
description of it as love not sex, but she knew better than to be
fooled by sweet words. She cleared her throat to answer, but he
moved before she could get anything out. He just turned and walked
to his dresser on the other side of the room.

As she watched, he undid
the button fly on his jeans in what seemed like one all-too-smooth
move. He stripped down to his boxers and tossed his jeans over the
arm of a wing-backed chair, then drew low-slung sweatpants up over
his lean hips. He turned and watched her, those heated eyes never
leaving hers, as he pulled his shirt over his head and replaced it
with a T-shirt. He watched her as he reached back in the dresser
and pulled out another pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt and crossed
the room to where she stood, frozen, her heart pounding.

He didn’t say a word as he
placed the clothes in her hands, then pushed her toward the door of
the bathroom and shut it behind her.

Well, that answers that
question.

Apparently, tonight they
were only going to sleep together – literally. And, it seemed that
he was okay with that. PJ frowned. He’d been easily convinced. Too
easily and she wasn’t sure she was okay with that, though that was
what she’d asked for only moments before. No, not asked for. She’d
demanded.

She quickly changed into
the clothes he’d given her, laughing as she rolled the sweatpants
up several times around the waistband. Nope. They still swam on her
and they slipped down when she moved. She took off the sweatpants
and checked the length of his T-shirt. The hem fell to her thighs,
and covered up more than he’d already seen when she’d been out by
the pool in her bathing suit earlier in the day. It would
do.

He’d laid out a new
toothbrush and toothpaste on the counter and wondered when he’d
done that. Exactly when had he come up with this plan for her to
move into his room, she wondered as she opened the package and then
brushed.

PJ took a deep breath
before exiting the bathroom, but still wasn’t prepared for the
sight of Gabe in his bed. He lay on his back, covers draped loosely
over his lap, arms crossed behind his head. But, as his eyes met
hers, she saw he was anything but relaxed. His whole body seemed
coiled and tense, and his eyes were heated, seeming to burn through
her as he took in her bare legs.

“You’re supposed to be
wearing sweatpants,” he all but growled as his arms came down from
behind his head.

“They were too big,” she
squeaked when he sat up in the bed.

“Christ, woman,” he swore
as he threw back the covers. He pulled her toward the bed. “Under,”
he ordered and waited as she climbed under the covers.

Gabe drew the covers up to
her chin, then lay down next to her, his body on top of the covers,
drawing a laugh from her.

“It’s not funny,” he said,
his grumbling making her laugh harder.

He rolled her toward him,
covered her with his body and took her mouth, his own hot and hard
and utterly unyielding on hers. PJ let out a moan as her body
responded instantly, despite the layers of covers and clothes
between their bodies. She was suddenly needy and wet, and
completely unable to focus on anything other than finding a way
through the covers and clothes that divided their
bodies.

And, then Gabe was rolling
her over again, spooning her, one arm draped over her body, the
evidence of his arousal evident, even through the
covers.

“There,” he said, triumph
dripping from his voice. “You try to sleep now.”

PJ didn’t laugh this
time.

 



Chapter
Thirteen

 


Gabe would have much
preferred to spend the morning in bed with PJ, but with the way
things were heading, he knew that wouldn’t happen. Zach’s light
knock on his door had woken him early, and he’d come out to find
Chad was already at the house. Yeah, the whole
lying-in-bed-with-PJ-for-hours thing wasn’t going to
happen.

“Give me a minute, guys,”
he said as Chad and Zach fought over who got first dibs on the
espresso machine that took up half of Gabe’s kitchen
counter.

Gabe grabbed PJ’s
overnight bag from her guest room and crossed back to his room so
she’d have something to put on when she woke up. She was still out
cold when he put the bag at the foot of the bed so she’d see it
when she woke. Man, he’d give anything to crawl back in bed with
her.

After they got this under
control and took care of whoever was making her so stressed right
now, he’d take her away for a while. Maybe they’d find an island
without phones or faxes or fans or crazed blackmailing stalkers and
hole up there for a month. Or six.

Assuming she’d go with
him, he thought, as he shut the door behind him and went to join
the other men in the kitchen. He still wasn’t entirely sure where
he stood with Pru. What if she only wanted friendship after this
was over? Could he still give her that if that was all she
wanted?

“What’ve you got, guys?”
he asked as he took a sip from the espresso Zach had just set down
on the counter. He swallowed with a wince. “Jeez. I’ll make my
own,” he said and handed the cup back to Zach.

“We’ll need to have PJ
talk to her people on a conference call in the next hour or so,”
Chad said. “My people are in place and are going to begin
searching. The plan is to bring everyone on her team, and in her
band, into one suite and let them know they can either submit to a
search or lose their jobs. We’ll pitch it that we believe the perp
may be hiding things among them, bugging the tour bus and luggage
and things. We’ll ask for their cooperation first, but if we have
to, we’ll make it clear their jobs are on the line, and refusing
will give the police reason to look into them further if we bring
the police into this.”

“Christ,” Gabe swore.
“PJ’s gonna freak. I don’t know if she’ll be able to repair the
damage that will be done, conference call or not.”

“What am I gonna freak
over?” came Pru’s worried voice behind them.

Gabe turned to find she’d
kept his T-shirt on but had slipped jeans under them. The effect of
her ruffled hair, the oversized tee and her bare feet had him
taking a step closer to the kitchen counter to hide his painfully
obvious erection. The men in the room with him may be happily
married or on their way to marriage with women they loved, but he
found himself wanting to toss them out so they couldn’t see his Pru
like this.

Zach was the first to
answer PJ’s question, and he sugarcoated it more than Gabe would
have felt comfortable doing, so he was relieved he’d been too
tongue-tied to answer her – so he didn’t have to lie.

“Chad’s guys are getting
ready to question your people, so we just need to get you on a
conference call to soften the blow a bit.”

“Soften the blow?” she
asked, an eyebrow raised. Yeah, okay, she wasn’t an idiot. She
wasn’t going to fall for the sugarcoated version.

Gabe cleared his throat.
“They’ll be making it clear that their jobs are dependent on
cooperating to find out who’s doing this to you.” A lot less sugar
in that version.

Though she kept her face
blank, he knew that had to be a blow. With the exception of her
bodyguards who had been brought on last year when her old security
team retired, she had been with her bandmates and team for years.
Gabe was sure it killed her to let Chad make that kind of a threat
to people she cared about.

“We’ll ask for cooperation
first, PJ. We’ll stress you’re in danger and other people have been
threatened, and we’ll ask for their help. We’ll only pull out the
threat of their jobs if anyone really balks,” Chad said.

“When can we get them on a
call together?” she asked quietly, and Gabe admired the hell out of
her as she steeled her spine and pulled herself together to face
this. She wasn’t falling apart anymore. Damn if he didn’t love that
about her. Her strength and resilience.

“Our
guys are getting your people together now. We’ll set up a call with
you in a half hour,” Chad said. 

“Do you have a way to get
in touch with Brian and Susie? I want to check on
Matthew.”

Chad pulled his phone out
and keyed a button, then waited while the phone rang.

“Hey,”
Chad said into the phone, as Gabe went to PJ and kissed her on the
temple, drawing her close to him with one arm. He was relieved when
she sank against him, aligning her body with his. He’d been a
little unsure of what she’d be like with him this morning.


Well, hell. He wasn’t sure
where he’d stand with her in the morning, but she seemed happy to
let him hold her up through some of this. He’d take that. For
now.

Chad passed the phone to
PJ a minute later, and she tugged Gabe by the arm over to the couch
with her, obviously not caring if he heard the conversation. What a
wuss ass he was for the wave of relief he felt at that.

“Hi Brian. Is Matthew up
yet?” Pru asked. Gabe could hear the answer, “Yes, he’s having
breakfast,” through the speaker phone.

“How’s he doing today?”
she asked and Gabe heard the tension in her voice, the desperation
to have Matthew confirm that he still loved her, still wanted her
in his life.

“He’s better, Peej. He’s
coming to terms with it. We also talked, and we want to let you
know it’s okay if you have to tell your story yourself. If you have
to tell the media who Matthew is. He’s already used to getting
attention because he’s your cousin. He’ll have the spotlight on him
if the story comes out, but we’ll be there for him, and the
attention will die down quickly.”

Gabe had already
considered having Pru release her version of the story herself
before the guy coming after her did. Even so, they’d still need to
find out who this was because they would remain a threat to Pru—but
having the story released would take some of the stress out of the
situation. It would also ensure no one ever held this over Pru’s
head again after this guy was caught.

“I’ll
think about it,” PJ said and her eyes met Gabe’s.


Oh, he was such an ass for
being so damned happy she looked to him for support. Such an
ass.

“Hang on, Peej,” Brian
said. “Matthew wants to talk to you.”

Gabe heard a choked sob
come from PJ, and he tightened his hold around her shoulders. Chad
and Zach had slipped out to the patio, leaving only her and Gabe in
the room, and he was glad she’d have privacy for this. Her hand
landed on Gabe’s chest where her fingers closed around his shirt,
clutching him tight.

Gabe couldn't hear
anything from the other end of the phone, but PJ must have heard
something. “You there, Matthew?”

There was a small sound
from the phone. It wasn’t quite a grunt, but just a murmur that let
them know Matthew was on the phone.

“Please don’t tell me I’ve
lost you again, Matthew. I don’t want to lose you,” PJ begged, and
Gabe would give anything to make this better for her. To make her
heart whole again.

“Dad said you were fifteen
years old,” came Matthew’s quiet voice.

“Yes,” PJ said and Gabe
saw her close her eyes. “Almost sixteen when you were born.” He
didn’t know whether she was praying for more or thankful for small
gifts. He was praying for more. He wanted Matthew, who was much too
young to have to be this mature, to find the strength to forgive
Pru. The strength to let Pru remain a part of his life.

There was silence on the
line for a long time as PJ and Gabe waited.

“I’m thirteen,” Matthew
said and Gabe held his breath. The kid was doing the math. He was
putting it together. He understood how young Pru was when she had
him.

Pru waited.

“You coming home for my
birthday, Aunt PJ?” Matthew finally asked, his voice cracking a bit
as he spoke, and Gabe watched as PJ cried and nodded, trying to say
yes into the phone, but not quite getting anything out.

***

An hour later, showered
and dressed, they met with Chad and Zach in the kitchen and looked
at all the information they had gathered to that point.

“So far, your blackmailer
hasn’t done anything that required him or her to leave the tour,
other than possibly tampering with Jimmy Mondo’s car or somehow
setting Jimmy’s accident in motion. And in reality, we still don’t
know for sure that’s what happened. Jimmy’s death could have been
an accident,” Chad said.

Zach cut in. “We’ve got a
few friends on the police force in Los Angeles where the accident
took place. We’re waiting to hear if the car had been tampered
with, and to get a tox screen back on Jimmy to see what was in his
system.”

Chad nodded. “So far,
everything your guy’s been doing has been from behind the scenes,
hiding behind texts and messenger services. It’s highly likely that
this person’s absence from your team would be noticed at any exact
moment, and it would be easy to connect that absence with any
attack on you here.”

Chad pulled his cell phone
out and read from the notes app on the screen. “Now, unfortunately,
your entire team hasn’t been together since you arrived here. Your
tour bus was sent ahead to your next tour stop in Denver and has
been waiting at the Towers there. Your team

and band met them there
yesterday, but between then and now, Debra has gone back to her
office, and Ellis and Lydia took two days off. Ellis said he was
driving across the country, stopping at civil war monuments on the
way. He met up with Lydia at the Towers in Denver late yesterday
afternoon.”

“So, it’s possible he
could have gone out to LA and tampered with Jimmy Mondo’s car
before meeting up with Lydia?” Gabe asked.

Chad nodded. “Exactly.
But, the others are equally unaccounted for. Lydia supposedly
stayed at the Towers in New York for two days before she went to
Denver. But, since checkout is automated and there’s no record of
her using room service or anything, we’ll need to get someone on
the ground there to see if any of the staff remember seeing her.
Gabe, can you take care of that for us?”

“Yep. I’m on it,” Gabe
said, sending a quick text to the general manager of the Towers New
York asking him to send security footage from the hotel lobby and
all other public areas for the day Jimmy was killed, and to see if
any of the staff remembered seeing Lydia that day.

“There’s also the band.
They split up and went their separate ways. The driver of the tour
bus continued on to Denver, and the various members of the band
each went to stay with friends. We’re working on getting in touch
with the friends they saw, trying to confirm they were with them
for the days we need to track,” Zach said.

“So you think the reason
this person hasn’t actually come after me yet is because they can’t
slip away from the group unnoticed?” PJ asked.

Chad nodded. “I think so.
They clearly know where you are. They know a lot about you, and
about Gabe, it seems. Enough to know he owns this house—that no one
knows about—and what courier Gabe’s assistant uses to send things
to him here. This person must be someone who moves around the
Towers properties easily and unnoticed.”

“Lydia and Ellis are often
in the Towers offices talking to my staff about arrangements for
PJ,” Gabe said. “We let her security move around the hotel so they
can check on things for her. I don’t think the band would move
around easily in the back areas.”

Chad nodded, making notes
before looking at PJ. “Who did you tell about your plan to stay
with Gabe?”

“Only
Debra and my parents should know where I am right now. I didn’t
tell the rest of the team, and I asked Debra not to share it with
them,” PJ answered. 

“I think whoever this is
wanted to scare you with Jimmy’s death, but now, unless they can
somehow arrange for everyone to split up again, it would be obvious
who it was the minute someone comes after you. All we would need to
do is look to see who’s missing, and we’d know who to go after,”
Chad said.

PJ was quiet for a minute,
and Gabe felt his gut clench. He knew what she was thinking before
she voiced it a split second later. “I need to go back.”

“No, Pru,” he said
quietly, but not at all softly. Her gaze cut to him quickly, but
she looked away. She looked back to Chad and Zach, squaring her
shoulders.

“No!” Gabe said, not even
going for quiet this time.

“Let’s head back,” PJ
said, completely ignoring him. Chad and Zach were silent, their
eyes watching PJ and Gabe as Gabe came up behind her and turned her
to face him.

“Are you crazy? You’re
just going to walk back there and let this guy do whatever he wants
to you? Is this some kind of twisted punishment you feel the need
to take on because you gave Matthew up? Because Matthew’s forgiven
you. He’s happy and safe. He has everything you ever wanted for
him. You don’t need to do this.”

PJ’s eyes flashed, and she
put her hands on her hips and squared off with him. “What would you
have me do, Gabe? Hide out here with you forever? Give up my
career? Leave my life because some sick, twisted asshole has it out
for me?”

“It’s a start,” Gabe said,
hearing how insane he sounded, hearing how idiotic that plan was.
Of course she couldn’t hide out forever. But, he wouldn't watch her
walk back in and hand herself over to this guy.

He saw Chad and Zach slip
out of the kitchen and knew they’d probably station themselves in
the front of the house, or one in the back and one out front.
Either way, they were giving him and PJ space—and he appreciated
it. He needed to find a way to talk some sense into her. To hell
with talking. He didn’t want to talk. He wanted to drag her off to
his room and lock her in. And never let her out.

Realistic?
Probably not, based on the way she was looking at
him…like she’d draw and quarter him if he tried.

“Pru, please,” he started.
“Let’s just find a better way to deal with this than sticking you
out there as bait for this lunatic. Whoever he is, he’s angry and
resentful, and he didn’t hesitate to kill Jimmy. If he gets to
you––”

***

PJ knew Gabe wanted to
take care of everything for her. He’d try to fix everything and
make sure she never had to worry about anyone coming after her
again. He’d find a way to get her journal back, to stop the person
who was doing this to her. To take care of it all. And a big part
of her really wanted to let him do that. Wanted it in a way she
never had before, not even with Jimmy way back when.

But, you know what? She
was twenty-nine years old and so far, she hadn’t had a whole lot of
luck with men. At each and every turn, men had stabbed her in the
back and walked away when she needed them. Jimmy hadn’t batted an
eye before telling her to get rid of ‘the problem,’

as he’d referred to the
baby growing in her stomach when she was just fifteen…. And Kirt?
Well, Kirt had walked away without a backward glance. She’d been
with other men here or there, but never risked her heart after
that.

The only times she’d
risked her heart, it had been trampled on.

And with Gabe, PJ was no
idiot. She knew her heart was on the line in a way it had never
been before. All of those foolish entries in her journal about her
feelings for those other men…. They were nothing compared to what
she already felt for Gabe. And, that scared the crap out of her.
She might want Gabe more than she’d ever wanted any other man, but
she wasn’t willing to take a chance on seeing where things might go
with him.

What would happen when he
got tired of her and walked away? That would do her in. It would
finish her. So she did the only thing she could to protect her
heart.

“I don't think you should
come back with me, Gabe,” PJ said, standing taller and looking him
in the eye. She saw the pain in his eyes, his confusion.

“What? Why, Pru?” His
voice was quiet and low, sending an unwanted chill up her spine. He
stepped in even closer to her and she had to put a hand out to his
chest to steady herself.

Contact. Big mistake. She
drew her hand back quickly.

“I think I need to do this
on my own for now. I need to deal with this myself.”

His eyes went wide, and
she could feel the intensity of his stare as she glanced away.
“Look, Gabe, I...I haven’t really done very well in the
relationship department. It.... They don’t tend to end very well
for me. And, it’s just.... It’s not something I want to go through
right now. I just need to deal with this – to focus on this stalker
or blackmailer or whatever this person is. I just need to face this
and stop running and deal with this…this—”

“Try ‘killer.’ Killer is
the word you’re looking for. They’ve killed Jimmy, and now he’s
flat out told you he’s coming after you, and you’re planning to run
into his arms completely unprotected,” Gabe said, anger rolling off
him, palpable and more than a little intense.

She raised her chin.
“Fine. Killer. But I’m not going back completely unprotected. I’ll have Chad
and Zach and their whole team with me. And, my own security guys,”
she finished.

“Who haven’t actually been
cleared by Chad and who’ve done a piss-poor job of protecting you
so far. For all we know, it could be one of them,” Gabe all but
growled.

PJ nodded slowly. She knew
he wanted to protect her, but she couldn’t bring herself to allow
it. She couldn’t rely on him. No. Any time she’d tried to depend on
a man sticking around, it had gone horribly wrong. She’d fix this
herself and then decide where her career would go from here. Maybe
it was time to think about retiring. Or, at least slowing down a
bit.

“I’ll have Chad and Zach,”
she said quietly and slipped out from between Gabe and the counter,
taking the first deep breath since she’d decided to tell him she
needed to stand on her own two feet. She ducked into the guest room
and shut the door, leaning her head back against it as she let a
few tears fall. She swiped at them and squeezed her eyes shut. She
was doing the right thing—she was sure of it. It might feel like
she’d just been run over by a Mack truck, both emotionally and
physically, but pulling away before he hurt her was the smart
decision. And, PJ was all about trying to be smarter nowadays.
She’d made enough stupid mistakes to last a lifetime.

***

Gabe didn’t care what PJ
said. He wouldn’t be leaving her alone anytime soon. His car left
his Connecticut home just moments before hers. They’d drive to the
airport in separate cars, and he’d be flying a separate plane to
Denver, but he’d be there as soon as she arrived. With any luck, he
might get in ahead of her.

Shit. He knew he was beginning to look a bit like a stalker
himself. In fact, if PJ knew how much he’d tried to match his own
work schedule to her tour dates in the past; how much he’d kept an
eye on her when she was staying at his hotels; how many extra
little services he’d arranged for that had nothing to do with her
VIP status and everything to do with his feelings for her, well
shit. She probably would have run from him a lot faster than she
had.

He wasn’t sure when he’d
started to fall for Pru. It hadn’t been when they first met. He
knew that. At the time, she’d been nineteen and he was twenty-nine.
He was still heavily entrenched in building his chain of hotels, in
beating back the memories of a ruined family he would never be able
to recover, and she’d been just a sweet teenage pop star who stayed
at his hotels. And then, one day, he’d looked up while attending a
fundraiser, and she wasn’t a teenager anymore. And, she no longer
instilled sweet thoughts in him.

He had been about to
approach her to say hello when one of his ex-girlfriends had
swooped in and cut him off, hanging on his arm and draping herself
over him in a drunken effort to hold his attention. But, what he’d
noticed was Pru’s look. She had looked at him...in a critical way.
Like she knew the kind of man he was—a man who went through women
faster than clean shirts—and her expression told him she wasn’t
interested in having anything to do with a man like that. He can’t
say he really blamed her. At the time, it was true—he dated a lot.
A whole lot.

So he’d kept his distance.
But, over time, they had talked when they found themselves at
events together. He was drawn to her. Then, they started meeting on
the rooftop gardens of the Towers where they talked a lot more. Got
to know more about each other.

He had told her she could
come up to his rooftop garden anytime he was in the hotel at the
same time she was if she needed to escape the madness of her world,
if she needed peace and privacy.

But now? Well, now he
wanted more than occasional chats on rooftop gardens. He wanted to
see where this would go with her. Good time or not, he wanted to
pursue this relationship. And he sure as hell wouldn’t walk away
while she was in danger. He’d be there with her through this
whether she wanted him there or not. And, in the end, he’d find a
way to convince her he wasn’t going anywhere. He wasn’t going to
move on to the next model or actress or whatever. He wanted
Pru.

Chad and Zach knew Gabe
planned to follow her back to the hotel. They couldn’t do much to
stop him, and it didn’t appear as if she had asked them to do
anything about it, so they let him do his thing.

He stepped out of the town
car at the airport and strode up the steps to his private jet. He’d
call Chad from the plane to be sure PJ got on her plane all right.
She hadn’t let him give her his jet to use so he’d arranged for her
to borrow Jack’s. He didn’t want her flying commercial at a time
like this. The press would be all over her, and she wouldn’t have a
minute’s peace on a commercial flight.  

 



Chapter
Fourteen






Pru followed Chad off the
de Havilland jet. Zach flanked her and the steward carried her bag
behind her. Her eyes landed immediately on the limousine and the
black SUV parked on the tarmac near the plane. Well, those weren’t
exactly what her eyes fell on. No, they locked on Gabe who leaned
casually against the limo, his long legs crossed and his phone in
hand, looking like he was answering an email or text. Then he put
his phone in his pocket and glanced up. He smiled and waved at
her.

Waved. As though she hadn’t told him she didn’t want him
there.

“Can we
have a minute, guys?” Gabe asked, looking at Chad and Zach as PJ
just stared at him. She had a feeling her jaw was on the ground,
but she didn’t care. The man just didn’t give up. And, as ticked
off as she was about that, certain unmentionable girlie parts were
doing a little happy dance over the same.
Darn him.

Chad and Zach nodded and
stepped over to the SUV, while Gabe opened the back door to the
limo for her and ushered her inside. The privacy partition was up,
separating the back of the car from the prying eyes and ears of the
driver.

PJ waited for Gabe to
explain himself, watching warily as his eyes pierced hers. He
sighed and pulled her across the seat into his lap where she
squirmed in response. He slapped a strong arm across her legs and
locked her in place. “Keep that up and we won’t be talking much
longer, sweetheart,” he growled.

She stilled. “Gabe, what
part of ‘I don’t want you here’ did you not understand?”

“PJ, I’m not Jimmy Mondo
or that idiot, Kirt Tolleson. I’m not using you, and I’m not going
to get bored and leave you. A long time ago, I thought the age
difference between us would be a big deal, but now that we’re
older, the difference doesn’t seem so big. I want to be with you. I
want to make you happy and help you through this. And, after this
is all over, I want to take time to get to know you and let you get
to know me and see where this goes. But, I can already tell you
where it’s going for me.”

She opened her mouth but
he put his finger over it, cutting her off. “I like you a whole lot
more than any other woman I’ve ever been interested in. I love
talking to you and hearing you laugh. And I love listening to you
and finding out all the quirky things that make you tick.”
His eyes were open and honest and there was such
emotion in them. Something she’d never seen with any of the men
she’d been with before.

He looked down at her
lips, and she saw heat flare in his eyes and felt the hard evidence
of it beneath her—and that made her want to squirm in a different
way. “I love kissing you and holding you, and I know I’m going to
love making love to you. Even so, I’m not going to push you because
I’m happy to wait until you’re feeling right about this. But, what
I’m not willing to do is leave you. I’m not going to leave you
alone while you’re dealing with so much and while you’re still in
danger. So don’t ask me to, Pru.”

PJ’s emotions warred
within her. She wanted to sink into his arms and let him hold her,
but a very big part of her was afraid she was just turning herself
over to another man the way she’d done with Jimmy and with Kirt.
She’d given her all to them and in doing so, she had lost herself
to them. But, there was something else she’d felt with them that
she didn’t feel here. That she’d been searching for something.
Reaching for something she wanted with a man. She’d wanted to feel
love and to be loved so much that she didn’t really question
whether either was the right man for her.

With Gabe, she didn’t feel
that. She felt comfortable and safe and happy with him. He seemed
to want her just as she was and on her terms. No pressure. She
could be her own person when she was with him. She felt more turned
on than she could have imagined she’d ever feel with a
man.

PJ squirmed again, and
Gabe groaned. “You have to stop that, Pru,” he said, his hips
raising a bit to grind his long hard length against her.

She gasped and stilled
again, then nodded her head.

“Yes?” he
asked.

“Yes,” she
said.

Gabe’s mouth met hers,
soft and warm and slowly seeking. She melted into him, opening
herself up to him as he deepened the kiss and pulled her tightly to
him. Everything in her sank into him, and she felt herself give up
the last bit of resistance to him. She didn’t want to fight him
anymore. She wanted his strong arms around her, wanted him standing
next to her in this and all the battles she would face down the
road in life. She wanted him. Wanted
them.

Gabe pressed a button and
spoke to the driver, instructing him to head to the hotel. She
tried to slide from his lap, but he didn’t let her. One hand played
in small circles on her thigh, causing her body to melt with need
for him. She wrapped her arms around him and lowered her head to
his shoulder, relaxing for what felt like the first time in days.
She didn’t know if she was being smart, but she didn’t care. There
wasn’t anywhere else she’d rather be at that moment than in his
arms. Except perhaps, in his bed.

He read her mind. “You’ll
stay in my suite,” he said.

She shook her head. “No.
My team, the press, Gabe––” she started to say, but he squeezed her
tighter.

“You’ll stay with
me.”

She rolled her eyes. He
may have asked her to continue to see where their relationship was
going but apparently, he was back to being bossy and demanding
again.

So, she’d stay with him.
She shrugged internally. Who was she kidding? She
wanted to stay with him.
This was one time when she didn’t care if he bossed her
around.

***

PJ wasn’t at all prepared
for what she saw when they arrived on the rooftop of the Tower
Hotel to check in with her team.

She rushed forward to
where Ellis sat on a bench in handcuffs surrounded by police
officers, and what she could only assume was Zach’s security team
that had come out ahead of them. Debra and Lydia looked on with
shocked, pale faces and Ellis himself looked horrible. He’d been
crying and looked so small as the officers towered over
him.

“What are you doing to
him? What’s going on?” PJ demanded. She felt Gabe come up behind
her, one hand on her shoulder as she knelt to see Ellis’s face. He
looked at her, tears streaking down his face.

“I’m sorry, PJ,” was all
he said. Ellis apologized over and over as the police officers told
PJ and the other new arrivals that Zach’s men had found PJ’s thumb
drive with her journal on it in Ellis’s luggage, complete with his
fingerprints on the drive.

“No,” PJ shook her head
and stood to face the officers. “He didn’t do this; he wouldn’t do
this.” She was crying now as she looked to Debra and Lydia for
help. “Lydia, you know he wouldn’t do this.”

Lydia shook her head.
“I’ve called my mom, PJ. She’s on her way with a lawyer. They’re
going to try to have him taken to a mental hospital instead of
lockup tonight, or at least petition to have him transferred as
soon as possible. He needs help, PJ.”

PJ turned back to the
officers. “I don’t want to press charges.” She knew she probably
sounded like a raving lunatic, but she knew in her heart it wasn’t
Ellis who had done this to her. But if so, why wasn’t he speaking
up? Why wasn’t he telling them he didn’t do this? Why was he
apologizing? “I won’t press charges,” she said as Gabe put an arm
around her.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” one of
the officers said. “It’s not up to you. He’s a suspect in the
murder of Jimmy Mondo. We’ve got to take him in.”

Gabe leaned in and spoke
quietly in PJ’s ear. “Let’s follow them over to the station and be
sure his mom has a good lawyer for him. That’s all we can do until
this plays out, Pru.”

She looked up at him and
nodded, relieved to see in his eyes he believed her about Ellis’s
innocence. He believed Ellis didn’t do this…. Well, maybe he didn’t
believe that in his heart the way she believed it in hers, but he
was willing to listen to her and back Ellis up when she did. And
that meant more to PJ than she could ever say.

PJ crossed to Debra while
they waited for the officers to finish up and begin transporting
Ellis.

“I did an interview on the
flight over here,” PJ told Debra. “ I called Whitney Paulsen over
at ZNN and did an exclusive with her. She’s always been fair and a
lot nicer to deal with than most reporters. I told her the whole
story about Jimmy and the baby and the adoption. Since Matthew is
all right with this coming out and Jimmy Mondo is dead, I felt I’d
rather get it out in the open than continue to hide it. At least,
that way, no one can hold this over me again.”

Gabe’s arms came around
her, and Debra smiled at her. “I think that was a smart
move.”

PJ nodded. “It was time. I
should have been honest about it from the beginning. What Jimmy did
was illegal. I should have dealt with the shame and been honest. I
should have gone after him years ago for what he did.”

“You
shouldn’t have done that,” came Lydia’s voice behind her.


PJ turned to her in
confusion. Lydia’s voice was cold and hard, but when all eyes
turned to her, she smiled and waved off the questioning
looks.

“I just mean you should
have talked to Debra and me about it first. We should have
coordinated that together as a team. We could have arranged for
more coverage and turned things to your advantage a bit more. We
can get a lot of mileage out of this.”

PJ suppressed a sigh and
looked at Ellis where he still sat handcuffed and waiting, an
officer standing over him. He looked lost and confused and alone,
and it broke her heart. “I don’t want mileage out of this, Lydia. I
want to get it out in the open and begin to live my life without
secrets and fear and humiliation. I’m not looking to profit from
this.”

Lydia shook her head. “No,
of course not. I’m sorry, PJ. I should have thought before I
blurted that out. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

PJ watched as the officers
helped Ellis stand, his hands still cuffed behind his back. His
voice shook as he spoke, seemingly to no one in particular. “Why
didn’t she love me?” he asked and PJ’s heart broke for him. He
turned teary eyes to his sister who looked back at him, her
expression blank. “Why, Lydia, why?”

***

Gabe stayed by PJ’s side
as they made their way to the police station. Ellis’s mom arrived
shortly after and the attorney she had with her appeared to be more
than competent. The attorney had the officers put Ellis on suicide
watch, and his office was already initiating the motions needed to
push to have Ellis moved to a secure mental health facility as soon
as possible. The attorney wasn’t sure they’d win, but he was
willing to try.

PJ was beside herself when
the officers told them he’d be moved to the county jail within a
few hours. There were statements to take and reports to write up
and then, when the formalities were finished, he’d be transferred.
Gabe winced when he thought of the fragile Ellis in prison. He
truly hoped PJ was right that it wasn’t Ellis, and they’d be able
to find a way to clear his name and get him released
quickly.

Gabe also noticed the
strange dynamic between Lydia and her mom. Her mother seemed to
treat Lydia as if she were just another part of PJ’s team, rather
than her daughter. And Lydia acted the same way, right down to
ensuring the officers had Ellis’s insulin for his diabetes
maintenance and releasing a statement to the press in a
businesslike manner. There didn’t appear to be any sisterly concern
for Ellis at all. But, PJ had said Lydia was like that. Like a
machine. He just hadn’t realized she meant it quite so
literally.

By the time they returned
to his suite and left Chad and Zach out in the living room watching
over things, he knew PJ was completely wiped out. She’d have to do
interviews in the morning to respond to the questions about why one
of her team had been arrested, and to respond to all of the
questions that would arise now that the story about Matthew’s
biological parentage had gone out. Lydia had responded to a few of
the reporters’ questions outside the police station, but there
would be more to answer in the coming days.

Gabe left PJ sitting on
the edge of his bed and stepped into the bathroom to draw her a hot
bath. He added a squeeze of the bath gel his hotel supplied from
their spa line of beauty products and tested the temperature with
his hand. When he went back to the bedroom to get PJ, she just
watched him with wide eyes as he pulled her into the bathroom and
stripped her clothes off. She was beautiful and soft and warm. Part
of him wanted nothing more than to wrap himself around her and bury
himself to the hilt in her hot, sweet body, but it was obvious she
didn’t need that right now. She looked positively wrecked. All he
wanted to do was take care of her. To take the stunned, beaten look
off her face.

He held her hand as she
sat down in the tub, but when he tried to draw away to get a
washcloth, she didn’t let go of his hand.

“Come in with me,” she
whispered. “Please?” she begged before he could say no—and he
couldn't deny her. Hell, he didn’t want to. As much as he didn’t
want to push her into anything, he couldn’t hold back any longer.
Not when she looked at him like that. Like he was the only thing in
the world she needed.

The water splashed and
rose up to the top of the bath when he stepped in, but he pulled
her around, settling her into his arms, nestled between his legs.
His cock was hard and practically screaming with frustration, but
he wrapped his arms around her and began rubbing the tight muscles
in her arms and shoulders. He let his hands trail down her arms and
brush forward to her breasts—full, luscious breasts that peeked out
through the bubbles that floated on top of the hot water. As her
nipples hardened under his fingers, she gasped, and his name came
out on a long moan.

Gabe couldn’t get enough.
She pressed against his hard length—God what he wouldn’t do to slip
inside her slick heat and make love to her hot and hard. But not
yet. She laid her head back against him and turned it, letting him
capture her mouth in his. Nothing had ever felt this incredible.
He’d never wanted anything to last so long, to go on endlessly. He
wanted PJ in his arms forever.

Gabe let one hand travel
down her stomach, between her legs where she was so slick and
swollen. All for him. When his fingers pressed into her, she gasped
against his mouth, and he heard himself moaning now. God, how he
wanted this woman. He’d meant to take this slow, but there wasn’t
any stopping this. She wriggled back against him, pressing closer
still, pushing her ass back into him until he grew harder and
thicker. So ready for her.

PJ twisted, and he drew
his legs closer together, knowing what she wanted. As she straddled
him, he knew they needed to get out of the tub. He needed to get
her into his bedroom where he could get to a condom, but it
appeared she had other things in mind. PJ glided back and forth
over him, the heat of her body driving him mad as he let himself
get lost in those eyes. She could torment him forever, and if he
died, he’d die a happy man.

Gabe’s hands found her
breasts again, rubbing his fingers softly over the peaked nipples,
pinching her lightly…drawing that moan from her again. It ended on
a whimper.

“I want you inside me,”
she said and Gabe pushed her back to rise out of the tub, then
pulled her out of the water with him. They fell onto the bed
dripping and tangled, but he managed to reach for his bag next to
the nightstand and felt through it until he found the box of
condoms he’d stashed in there before leaving his house. It seemed
like a million years ago.

Her eyes were on his,
trusting and open, as he sheathed himself and then pressed his cock
to her wet slit…seeking. He teased back and forth and watched her
mouth open in a silent moan, and her heavy-lidded eyes close
halfway at the sensation. He pressed inside, wishing the amazing
feeling of entering her for the first time could last forever, go
on forever. He didn’t move quickly…but wasn’t slow either. His body
needed to be inside her all the way. To his amazement, her warmth
wrapped around him, milking him. He lay his forehead on hers and
paused, just soaking in the sensations, feeling her so tight around
him.

“You feel incredible, Pru.
All for me,” he said and she nodded.

“All for you,” she said as
her hips began to move, and he thought his eyes would roll to the
back of his head with the pleasure she gave him.

***

PJ couldn’t stay still.
Gabe filled her so completely, making her wild with the need to
feel more, feel everything as sensations rained down on her. His
mouth was on her lips, then her neck, then her breasts as she
became more swollen, more wet with need. He drove into her again
and again, and she knew, somehow, it would never be enough. She
would never tire of him, of this connection to him.

“Gabe,” she moaned as he
drew back and teased her with shorter strokes, drawing out the
pleasure rushing through her. His hand dropped between them and his
fingers found her clit, pressing, circling, driving her mad. Her
muscles clamped down on him as she felt herself fall over the edge
in what seemed like record time. He pushed deep and hard and long
again, abandoning the small strokes, filling her as he came with
her.

When the aftershocks left
her system, she wrapped her arms around Gabe where he’d fallen half
on top of her, half to the side as if he held his weight off
her.

“Relax.
I won’t break,” she said and pulled him down closer. He groaned,
but sank onto her. The weight of him felt good. Reassuring in some
way. 

God, she already felt so
much for this man. So much it scared her when she thought about it.
So she tried not to. She wouldn’t let what had happened with Jimmy
Mondo and Kirt Tolleson spoil this for her.

Gabe rose up, leaned on
one elbow and looked into her eyes. She felt vulnerable, like he
could see everything she was thinking, and more.

“Any regrets?” he
whispered, kissing the knuckles of the hand he held in
his.

She shook her head.
“No.”

“Ready to do that again?”
he asked. He dropped his head to her breasts, beginning a trail
that led him under the covers, and that took her breath away again,
just as quickly as she’d gotten it back. And it was quickly obvious
he wasn’t kidding about doing it again.

 



Chapter
Fifteen






The call came at five am,
waking them both. There had been a screw-up at the prison. When
Ellis had been transferred to the county lockup from the local
precinct, somehow the suicide watch hadn’t been communicated. At
three am, Ellis had hanged himself using strips of his prison
sheets.

Gabe held PJ as she cried,
and he spoke quietly to her, telling her it would be all right, but
he knew it wouldn’t be. Her heart was breaking, and he didn’t know
how to fix it. Ellis had left a note with only the words
‘I’m so sorry, PJ’ written on it. The officer who called them said the note was
proof of his guilt, and he knew the rest of the team would believe
that as well. The police felt he’d been so guilt-ridden over what
he’d done to PJ and to Jimmy that he’d taken his own
life.

Gabe had seen the look in
PJ’s eyes when she heard the words he’d written, too. She didn’t
want to think Ellis had done this, but he saw in her eyes that she
was beginning to believe he had. That maybe it had been faithful,
loyal, so-in-love-with-her Ellis all this time.

It made sense. He’d had a
crush on her for so long. Gabe suspected he’d seen her putting her
journal away at some point and had stolen it. Probably to see if
she ever wrote about Ellis. And, instead, he’d found out her
biggest secret. That she’d given up a child just as his own mother
had done to him.

The one thing Ellis hadn’t
learned from the journal was Matt’s true identity. PJ always wrote
about Matthew as her cousin. She wrote about her birth child and
how she missed him, missed holding him and seeing him every day,
but she didn’t connect the two up in her journal. She had told Gabe
it was a way to protect herself a bit. Never letting herself think
of Matthew as that child. As hers. It allowed her to love him in
the way she needed to: as her cousin, not her son.

PJ took a deep, shuddering
breath. “Do you think it was
him? Was it Ellis all this time?” she asked, as
though reading his thoughts.

“I don’t know, sweetheart.
I’d like to think he wouldn’t have done this, but something made
him sorry. Something drove him to kill himself. Guilt is a pretty
powerful thing. Maybe he couldn’t reconcile loving you and hating
you all at the same time. Loving the you he’d known all these
years, but hating that you’d given up a child. Chad said Ellis’s
early years were really hard. He’d been in a lot of foster homes,
and even a group home situation before Lydia’s parents adopted him.
To him, the happy ending you were able to find with Matthew’s
adoption didn’t seem possible.”

“I just don’t want to
think he could have done this. He’s always been there for me. Even
though he knew I didn’t feel the same way for him that he did for
me, he was always my friend. He was always so good. I can’t see him
taking a life. Even someone like Jimmy. The Ellis I knew wasn’t
capable of that.”

Gabe kissed her temple.
“Try to get some rest, honey. We probably won’t ever know why he
did any of this. You need to rest.”

She closed her eyes, but
he felt her tears continue to fall, and all he could do was hold
her tightly, until finally, she fell asleep.  

***

They traveled to Ellis’s
mom’s home in Massachusetts for the funeral. Chad returned to
Connecticut, but Zach and two of his people stayed on. They’d be
staying with PJ until they put new security in place—security
vetted by both Zach and Chad.

Gabe watched as PJ spoke
quietly to Ellis’s mom after the funeral when they’d all returned
to the house. Ellis’s mother smiled weakly and nodded, and Gabe
knew PJ was doing her best to comfort her.

He had also seen a more
human side to Lydia during the funeral trip. Oh, she had been a
whirlwind, organizing the funeral service, the catering for the
after-funeral get-together, ensuring notices got in the paper….
That type of thing. But, Lydia had also been there to console her
mom. He watched now as Lydia and PJ walked arm in arm up the
stairs. Lydia had said she would gather some photos of Ellis for PJ
to take with her, so he assumed that’s where they were
headed.

Their heads were bowed
together as they murmured to one another.

This had to be hard on
Lydia, even if she had sometimes treated Ellis more like an
employee than a brother. But, Gabe had never worked with family, so
maybe that was necessary to keep things running smoothly at
work.

Gabe left Zach by the
buffet table and wandered into the den off the living room. There
were a few people here and there in the room, talking in small
groups, but it was much less crowded than the living room. He took
in the walls lined with family photos. There were dozens of them.
They seemed to go in mostly chronological order, beginning on the
left side of the room when Lydia was just an infant. Gabe looked at
the photos and continued to the point where Lydia must have been
about fourteen years old. It struck Gabe as odd how often Lydia was
being held by her father in the photos. Even in all of the early
pictures where she was a tiny infant, she was in her father’s arms,
not her mother’s. Perhaps her mom was the photographer in the
family….

When Lydia was about
fourteen years old, someone else entered the pictures. There was
Ellis grinning at the camera, always next to his mother. The family
dynamic was incredibly bizarre, and the preferences were more than
a little evident to anyone looking at them. In fact, Gabe wondered
how Lydia’s mom could make such a showcase of the photos. He would
have thought she’d hide the photos away. Or at the very least, that
she would have noticed what the pictures showed over the years—that
she preferred her son—and made changes. But, apparently she
hadn’t.

The information was there
in color for him, the whole story laid out. For a couple of
pictures after Ellis arrived, there were Lydia and her father and
Ellis and his mother. They all stood together in the photos, but
they were separate at the same time. Each parent clearly doting on
their ‘chosen’ child.

And then Lydia’s father
was gone. A car accident, Gabe remembered. From then on, it was
only Lydia by herself, standing next to her mother and Ellis, so
clearly separated from them by some invisible wall. Lydia also
appeared extremely angry, and all of that anger was directed at one
person. Ellis. The photos showed Ellis cradled in his new mother’s
arms.

In almost every shot,
Lydia was ignored. She stood off to the side in many, her gaze
intent on one thing: her brother with her mom. Good god, even at
Lydia’s own high school graduation, Ellis and his mom stood
slightly apart from Lydia in the picture. She looked at the camera,
but her expression was off. As though she knew she stood
alone.

Ellis, on the other hand,
looked adoringly at his sister. If her mom hadn’t noticed her lack
of love for her brother, apparently neither had he. Gabe shook
himself. Maybe he was being silly—reading much more into these
pictures than was really there. But, the hair on the back of his
neck stood on end, and he suddenly wanted to get to Pru.

He strode from the room
and crossed the living room in a few strides, grabbing Zach as he
went. They took the stairs at a run, and that’s when he heard it.
The sound of glass breaking upstairs.

Gabe picked up
speed.

He wasn't prepared for
what he saw when he burst into the room. PJ and Lydia knelt on the
floor over a broken picture frame. But what really hit him, was
PJ's arms around Lydia as sobs wracked the other woman's body. PJ
smiled and nodded toward the door, giving him a look that told him
she had it under control.

He and Zach backed out of
the room and went downstairs to wait for the women to join them.
They came down an hour later as the last of the guests left. PJ and
her team said their good-byes, and PJ gave Lydia a final hug on the
front steps. In the morning, PJ and her team would go on to the
next stop on the tour, resuming the schedule that had been
interrupted two days before. Debra would take over for Lydia for
the next few stops until she was ready to rejoin them on the
tour.

***

Gabe was silent as he
removed his clothing, before swiftly stripping PJ of hers. Even
though he’d been wrong about Lydia, he hadn’t fully recovered from
the icy fear that had raced through his veins when he’d thought
Lydia might be the real person trying to hurt PJ. His hands had
shaken, and his heart had pounded when he thought she was in
danger.

He’d never needed to hold
her and love her more than he needed that now. He wanted to sink
into her and just hold on, just hold her and make love to her for
hours.

He sat on the edge of the
bed and pulled her into his lap, impaling her in one swift stroke
as she sank onto him. She groaned and wrapped her arms around his
neck, letting her head fall to his shoulder.

“You want to tell me what
happened back there?” she asked when he didn’t move, but just
gripped her in his arms.

“No,” he said and his
voice sounded tortured even to his own ears. He began to move
slowly within her, pumping his hips slightly as he leaned down to
capture a nipple in his mouth, drawing another moan from
her.

Gabe caught her arms in
his and held them behind her back, pushing her breasts closer to
him, exposing her, so he could worship every inch of her body. She
kept her arms still as he let his free hand glide down her body,
hips pumping all the while, reveling in the feel of her muscles
surrounding him, drawing out every inch of pleasure.

“You feel so incredible,
so right, Pru.”

She drew her arms forward,
wrapping them around his neck again and began her own dance upon
him, speeding up the circles with her hips as he gritted his teeth,
holding on as long as he could. Gabe slid one hand to her clit,
circling, while the other tugged gently at a nipple, knowing that
would set her loose. Her muscles rippled immediately, and she cried
out, clamping down on him. He ground his hips against hers, drawing
their orgasms out as she collapsed onto his shoulder.

When the aftershocks
ended, he lay back on the bed, hugging her to him, scooting them up
to the pillows.

“You thought Lydia was
going to hurt me, didn’t you?” PJ asked when they both had caught
their breath. She raised her head and looked at him as he
nodded.

“It turns out,” she said,
“she’s just been holding herself together this whole time by
throwing herself into making the arrangements and taking care of
her mom. She’s torn up about losing Ellis, and doesn’t feel she can
turn to her mom because her mother’s grieving herself.”

“Then I’m glad you were
able to be there for her,” Gabe said, brushing his hand over her
wild curls. “You sure you’re ready to return to the stage tomorrow,
babe? You sure you’re not pushing too fast, too much?”

PJ paused, not sure how
much to tell him about what she’d been thinking lately.

“That doesn’t sound very
sure,” he said with a laugh, but she heard his concern.

“It’s not tomorrow that’s
got me thinking. It’s the end of the tour.”

He leaned up on one elbow
and looked at her as she spoke, one arm stroking her
shoulder.

“When the tour ends next
month, I’m not sure I want to book another one. I think maybe it’s
time to retire. Or, at least take a break. Write at my own pace,
release stuff on the Internet when I feel like it – or not, when I
don’t feel like it.”

“What brought this on?”
Gabe asked.

She shrugged a shoulder.
“I think I’ve been winding down for a while now, but honestly,
having the last week off has been really nice. I want to do other
things right now. Like make friends.” She paused to kiss him before
continuing. “I want to spend more time with Matthew, make sure
we’re okay. I want to spend more time with you,” she said, a flush
telling him she wasn’t sure he’d want that, too.

“I want nothing more than
to spend time with you too,” he said. “But not unless you’re sure
it’s what you want. I can follow you to most of your tour stops.
Jack has already started the process to sell my company. All that
really needs to be done is to settle on terms and take care of due
diligence. That’ll keep me busy for a bit, but my assistant and her
team are set up to handle a lot of that workload for me. You don’t
need to stop touring to be with me.”

She smiled. “It means a
lot that you’d do that for me, but I think this is what I want. I
think I’m finished. I’ve been on the road almost nonstop since I
was fifteen. I think it’s time to settle into a different life.
Besides, didn’t you say Jack had an offer for you? Some new project
to keep you busy after you sell the hotels?”

He nodded. “He wants me to
come work at Sutton with him, advising start-up companies, helping
to tweak their business plans in the first year of business, that
kind of thing. It’ll be interesting. I’ll get to work with
different types of companies, be in on the exciting stages at
start-up and then move on to something new. But, I’d only want to
do that if you were living in Connecticut with me. If you wanted to
be there with me,” he clarified.

She straddled him again
and smiled down on him while her hair fell over her naked shoulders
and breasts. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

“Then, that’s settled,”
Gabe said. “We finish out this tour, then head back to
Connecticut.”

She nodded, her smile
wide, but then a shadow crossed her face.

“I do worry about Lydia
and the band. This means forcing them to find other jobs. I feel
guilty,” she admitted.

Gabe shook his head. “You
can’t live your life for other people, honey. It’s one thing to
worry about other people and to help them and be considerate of
their feelings. It’s another to live a life you don’t want because
of their needs. You can’t let yourself feel guilty for living the
life you need after almost fifteen years of touring.”

“Yeah,” she whispered,
letting her head fall back down to his chest. He felt her yawn and
pulled the comforter up over them.

“Sleep, Pru,” he whispered
and let his hands go back to rubbing her shoulders until he heard
her breathing even out.


Chapter
Sixteen






PJ looked up from her
phone to see Lydia striding toward her, a bag slung over her
shoulder, her take-charge look set on her face. Only PJ hadn’t
expected Lydia this morning. The plan had been for the group to go
ahead to the next few tour stops without her. Debra would take over
Lydia’s duties so she could spend a few more days with her mom. In
fact, they’d told her to take all the time she needed.

“Lydia,” PJ said, as the
other woman drew close to where PJ and Gabe stood next to the tour
bus. “What are you doing here? You should be with your
family.”

Lydia’s smile was tight,
and PJ’s heart twisted in her chest for this woman she’d never
really seen as a friend, but wanted to know better.

“My mom doesn’t need me
right now, and I’d feel better just getting back to work. I need to
keep myself busy.”

PJ nodded, and they waited
quietly for the rest of the team to assemble. She felt it wasn’t
the right time to tell Lydia that this would be her last tour. She
would hold off on that and let Lydia bury herself in work if that’s
what she needed. PJ had a lot of contacts in the industry, and
Lydia was well known and respected for her ability to handle
anything and everything that was thrown at her on a tour. With PJ’s
help, she’d have a number of jobs to choose from when the tour
ended.

Gabe’s arm came around PJ,
and she smiled up at him as they slipped into the SUV they’d drive
to the Pepsi Center. There would be sound checks and makeup and
hair prep to sit through. After over a week of just throwing on
moisturizer and lip gloss and mascara, PJ knew sitting through the
hours of makeup and hair wouldn’t be easy.

Gabe wrapped his arms
around her, and she snuggled into him for the drive to the airport.
They’d fly to Denver and go straight to the Pepsi Center for the
show before even checking into the hotel.

PJ sighed.

Yup.

She was finished with this
life. It was time to say good-bye.

***

Gabe barely kept his hands
to himself as they made their way to the hotel after the show. He
loved the Pru he’d been with the past week—with her laid-back style
and the light makeup she’d worn each day. But, he had to say, there
was also something compelling about the ‘vixen’ she became when she
performed on stage. Her eyes were done in smoky tones making her
that much more bewitching to him. She wore red heels with
deep-blue, sequined jeans and a red top that flowed around her
curves and hid silken, milky skin that he knew would taste sweet
when he finally got his mouth on her. Her
jeans showed him things about her body he wanted his hands to learn
as well, and he had no desire to wait a minute longer than he had
to.

It was agonizing to watch
her perform under the lights tonight, because he wanted to haul her
off the stage and press her up against the wall on more than one
occasion. And she knew it, too. More than once she’d looked over
and given him a cheeky wink, or an extra flick of her hips when the
choreography of her show brought her to his side of the stage. As
they entered their hotel suite, he did press her up against the
wall, pinning her between himself and the door. He’d asked Zach’s
guys to stay in a separate room until they needed them later,
knowing he’d want privacy for a good long while.

PJ laughed a husky,
dangerous laugh as he lifted her, wrapping her legs around his
waist and pressing her into the wall, pulling at her shirt. He had
a driving need somehow to bind her to him. To mark her and make her
his. He didn’t care when he heard the fabric of her shirt tear
under his hands, and she didn’t seem to either. She’d told him once
that after a show, she was cranked up and pumped full of adrenaline
for hours, and he could feel that now as she kissed him back, her
fingers grasping his hair and tugging as she tried to pull him even
closer.

Gabe walked to the couch
with PJ still clinging to him, not willing to break the connection
in any way. She slid down his body. As her feet came to rest on the
floor, he turned her away from him and quickly removed the rest of
her shirt.

If you asked Gabe if he
could ever be utterly enthralled by a woman’s back before, he would
have said no. Sure, looking at a woman’s curvy figure from the back
had some appeal, but he’d never imagined it could be like this. She
was a goddess before him, quivering at his touch, as he worshiped
her shoulders, the curve on the side of her neck, the slope of her
breasts that peeked out along the sides of her body.

When he undid her jeans
and slid his hand down her stomach to her center, the place he
needed to lose himself in, she was wet and swollen and pressed
herself into his hand, grinding against him—her own need as great
as his. Gabe moaned and tore the jeans down her hips, taking her
lace panties with them.

Their lovemaking wasn’t
slow and easy and tender. It was hard and fast and raw. Gabe’s
arousal was heightened by the sight of Pru bent over the couch as
he entered her from behind, his hand tangled in her hair, pulling
to give her that tiny bite of pain that drove her wild beneath him.
God, the vision of her was intoxicating as he spilled into her,
plunging again and again while her orgasm ripped through her
beautiful body.

***

Gabe lifted PJ and carried
her to the bedroom where they lay, a tangle of arms and legs,
breathing heavily, both trying to recover. PJ ran her hands over
Gabe’s back, loving the feel of his muscles beneath her hands. He
was nothing short of absolute perfection, and a small part of her
still couldn’t believe this was real. That he was here, with her.
That he wanted to
be here with her.

Another part of her
couldn’t believe how incredible sex was with him, and she had to
bite her lip at the thought to hold back a laugh. Being with Jimmy
and Kirt hadn’t come close to what it was like with Gabe. It was as
though every cell in her body was tuned to his body, every inch of
her made for him and him for her. The thrill of it – of his touch,
his taste, of the orgasms he sent screaming through her body – was
addictive, and she knew she’d give anything to hold onto him
forever.

“Tell me
more about your family,” she said, running her hands in light lines
up his back, then down again. 

Gabe kissed her slowly
before drawing back and turning to look up at the
ceiling.

“What do
you want to know?” he asked. It was his turn to run his fingers
over her now, his hand brushing the skin on her arm as she snuggled
into his side. 

“What
was your sister like? Were you close to her?” Pru was an only
child, but she couldn’t imagine the pain of losing a sister and a
parent at once. 

“Mandy? Yeah, I loved
her,” he said with a small smile. “She was three years younger than
me, so there were times when she was a pain in my—“

“Hey!” PJ cut him off
swatting his arm. “Not nice.”

He grinned, then his face
grew soft and serious. “But I loved her. I’d have done anything for
her. When I came home from school for visits, we’d hang out when I
wasn’t seeing friends. We’d just get ice cream and sit on the hood
of my car in the parking lot of DQ and talk about how school was
going for her and what schools she wanted to apply to. Or about
what Mom and Dad were doing to drive her nuts that week.” He
shrugged a shoulder. “That kind of thing.”

“I’m so
sorry she’s gone, Gabe,” PJ whispered. 

“Me too,” he whispered
back and kissed her gently. “She would have loved you.”

PJ’s heart flipped in her
chest at the thought of all he had missing from his life now. Here
she’d been, so jealous of the tight bonds he had with his friends,
but he’d lost his sister and father, and he’d told her his mother’s
mind was slipping away more and more with each passing
day.

“How
often do you see your mom?” 

This brought another shrug
from him, but she knew he cared a lot more than he was letting on.
“At least once a month. More if I can. She only recognizes me now
every few visits. It’s awful to say, but sometimes I think it’ll be
a blessing when she dies. She’s in a really good facility that
specializes in dementia, but honestly, she began to slip away the
minute my father and sister were gone. I don’t think she wanted to
be here without them. I think she wanted to go with
them.”

PJ framed his face with
her hands and kissed him long and gently, willing away the feelings
of sorrow she could see on his face as she did. She’d give anything
to take away that pain for him. His arms came around her and pulled
her on top of him, and she felt herself sink into the kiss, hoping
he would lose himself in her body until the sad memories left
him.

 



Chapter
Seventeen






Over the course of the
next few days, Gabe tried to tell himself to relax. That the
immediate threat to PJ was gone. Her secrets were out to the world
and Ellis couldn't hurt her any longer. But, when he thought about
the fact that Jimmy had lost his life in all of this, it hit home
just how vulnerable Pru was. Ellis could have killed
her.

They’d gotten the final
reports on a lot of the missing details and the picture of what had
happened was becoming clearer. Jimmy Mondo’s blood alcohol level
had been below the legal limit, but he’d had high doses of a date
rape drug in his system. The police theorized it had been slipped
into his drink just before he left the bar. It wouldn’t have kicked
in until he was already behind the wheel driving home.

The bandmate who had
suffered numerous miscarriages had been exactly where she said
she’d been when Jimmy had been killed. More than one person had
verified that she’d spent those days in New York City with friends.
Gabe’s hotel hadn’t found Lydia on the video footage in any of the
public areas of the hotel, so her whereabouts were still a little
murky, but the police had shared more information on Ellis’s case
with Chad.

Ellis had a lot of photos
of PJ on his phone. Everyone had known he had a crush on her, but
the photos made it clear it went beyond a passing crush. It had
been an obsession. And, in addition to finding the USB drive in his
luggage, there had been a burn phone in there as well. The same
burn phone that had been used to text some of the threatening
messages to PJ.

As harmless as everyone
wanted to think Ellis had been, he’d turned out to be hiding a very
dark personality behind his meek facade.

But, what still ate at
Gabe was the fact that PJ remained vulnerable as long as she was
such a public figure. There were other weirdoes out there. Her
secrets might be out in the open, making it impossible to hold them
over her again, but that wouldn’t necessarily stop some crazed fan
from going after her….

Gabe had to admit he was
more than a little relieved she’d decided to step back from touring
for a while. He’d feel better when they were just two normal people
living an ordinary, everyday existence in Connecticut. Oh, he got
that she could never be obscure. Her fame was a part of who she was
and would be a part of her forever, but if she stepped back from
the limelight, he’d at least feel like she wasn’t as big a target
anymore. Wouldn’t be as ‘out there’ to the world.

His phone buzzed and he
glanced down at it. He was sitting outside the venue of PJ’s show,
catching up on emails and messages from his assistant. PJ and Lydia
were tucked inside the tour bus that idled in the alley next to the
venue, working on last-minute changes to her schedule. He’d grab
her for an early dinner in about thirty minutes. Some days, if no
one made sure she ate, she didn’t. Ironically, it used to be Ellis
who always made sure she had her meals.

“Hey, Chad,” Gabe said,
closing his laptop as he answered the phone.

Chad didn’t bother with a
greeting, and the tone of his voice set Gabe on edge. What he said
sent his blood running cold. “Lydia’s mom was discovered dead in
her bed this morning. The police believe she died two days ago, the
evening of Ellis’s funeral.”

Gabe’s blood ran cold as
Chad continued.

“The
police initially thought it was suicide, but one of the officers
was paying close attention and realized the glass of juice she had
next to her bed had powder residue in it, as though the pills from
the empty bottle of valium next to her had been crushed and put in
the juice, not taken by mouth voluntarily. Or, as though someone
gave her a small dose in the juice to disorient her, and then
force-fed the others once she was out of it. They haven’t said
conclusively yet whether it was murder or suicide, but if it was
murder, there’s only one suspect.” Chad didn’t have to tell Gabe
who that was. 

“Lydia,” Gabe
said.

“The
police are on the way. Is PJ with you?” 

Gabe didn’t answer. He’d
dropped his phone. He couldn’t just wait for the police to arrive.
Not when PJ was inside the tour bus, alone, with Lydia. He needed
to get her out of there.

He waved to Zach’s
guys—Justice and Eric—who had been told to take a break nearby and
quickly filled them in on the situation. They were on the same page
as he was—try to get PJ out of there before the police arrived, and
the whole thing got a hell of a lot more complicated.

Gabe headed to the side
entrance of the tour bus, the one that would lead into the living
room space, while the others made their way to the back of the bus,
toward the sleeping quarters. Justice and Eric were two of Zach’s
best men, but Gabe’s world still slowed to a crawl as he opened the
door to the bus.

***

PJ knew at some point
she’d come clean with Lydia; tell her they’d focused on her for
part of the investigation into who was blackmailing her, and who
had killed Jimmy. She felt she should confess that they’d gone so
far as to try to pinpoint her location during the time of the
murder.

As they sat in the tour
bus going through the schedule of added interviews PJ would do in
response to all that had happened in the last week, guilt gnawed at
her stomach.

Gabe and Chad would
probably tell her she shouldn’t feel any guilt because they needed
to find out who was trying to hurt her. At the time, they’d had to
do whatever it took to keep her safe. But, now that she and Lydia
were spending more time together, now that Lydia seemed to be
turning more toward PJ in her grief over Ellis’s death, PJ felt
almost like she’d betrayed her friend.

True, the betrayal had
happened before the friendship truly grew, but Lydia had been part
of her team for so long, PJ felt she should have been more loyal
and sure of her.

But, look at where her
loyalty toward Ellis had got her. That loyalty had apparently been
completely misplaced.

PJ opened her mouth to
speak, to say what she felt she needed to so they could put it
behind them, but the door to the bus opened before she could say a
word. Gabe stood in the doorway, taking in the two of them as they
sat side by side on the couch.

“Hey, ladies. Peej, you
got a minute?” he asked, his eyes glancing from Lydia to PJ and
back again. Why was he calling her Peej? He never did
that.

And, that’s when PJ felt
it. Not just the crackle of tension that somehow seemed to fill the
air. Not the whoosh of her own breath leaving her, or the ever-so-slight shift in
Lydia from friend to threat that happened in the blink of an eye.
It was the sharp jab in her ribs she felt most acutely….

The other things all
seemed to follow immediately thereafter, as the world slowed down,
and Lydia’s voice came to her as though she were speaking in a
tunnel, echoing and slower than it should have been.

“No, Gabe. She doesn’t
have a minute. She’s not going anywhere.”

Gabe lost the smile as his
eyes narrowed on Lydia. He stepped further into the bus, hands at
his waist, showing he wasn’t a threat.

“Stop
there,” Lydia said, and PJ looked down at her side to confirm what
she felt. It was a gun jammed in her side. The barrel of a gun dug
into her ribcage. 

He stood in the doorway to
the living area. PJ was closest to him, but with the gun right at
her side, there was no way PJ could move, no way could she get away
from Lydia. And, with PJ between him and Lydia, there was no way
for him to tackle Lydia or do anything to help her. They were both
utterly at a disadvantage.

“What––?” she started, but
Lydia twisted and jabbed at her ribs, causing her to
stop.

“Your boyfriend isn’t very
good at hiding his emotions, is he?”

Lydia laughed but there
wasn’t any humor in the sound. There was just anger and hatred.
“It’s just like you, PJ,” she practically spat out. “Just like you
to walk away from all of this with the world thinking you’re some
kind of saint for being brave enough to give up your child; you get
to go right back to your career, and you get the man. Good god,” she
laughed bitterly. “You’re walking out of this with everything you
came into it with, and a gorgeous billionaire who fucking loves
you.”

PJ shook her head, but
Lydia sneered at her and continued. “You and Ellis are just alike.
Always doted on. Always loved. Always having every damned thing you
want handed to you as though you’re somehow better than the world
around you.

“I don’t
think Ellis had anything handed to him. He had a horrible life in
foster care before he came to your family,” PJ said, unable to stop
the honest assessment from coming out of her mouth. Ellis of all
people had never asked the world for anything. All PJ had ever seen
him do was give and care and love the people around him, even
Lydia. 

The gun dug into her again
sharply and PJ sucked in a breath.

“No!”
screamed Lydia, making PJ jump. “He used that, used his history to
manipulate everyone
into loving him, doting on him. It was all part
of his show. The poor Ellis White show he’d perfected over the
years.”

Lydia turned her attention
back to Gabe. “What was it that gave it all away?” Her tone was
more idle curiosity than anything else, and it struck PJ as so
utterly at odds with what was happening. How quickly Lydia had
downshifted from the anger rolling off her in waves only a moment
before when she’d been talking about Ellis.

Gabe seemed to understand
what Lydia was asking, but PJ felt dazed as she tried to follow
their conversation. “Got a call from the police back in
Massachusetts. It seems your mom hasn’t been answering phone calls
or the door. At first, everyone assumed she was just upset, just
needed time to deal with the loss of her son. But after a couple of
days, one of the neighbors finally used the key she had given him
to go in and check on the house when she was out of town. Despite
the fact that you cranked the air conditioning in her house, the
smell when he entered gave it away.”

PJ swallowed as Gabe
turned to her, his voice trying to portray calm, as though he
wasn’t concerned about the situation. “It seems Lydia fed her
mother a lethal dose of valium the night of Ellis’s funeral. She
put the first dose in a glass of orange juice. Did you force the
rest of the pills down her throat after she was unconscious,
Lydia?”

Lydia sneered again but
didn’t answer.

PJ closed her eyes.
This couldn’t be happening. It could not be
happening. Oh god. Ellis.

She opened her eyes and
stared at Lydia. “You set Ellis up. He had nothing to do with this,
did he?” she asked.

“Nothing? Are you kidding? He had everything to do with this.
Everything. He was the one who started it all. He came into our
family and changed it all. He took my parents away from me with his
never-ending need for love, for validation, for attention. My dad
tried to balance things out, to be sure I didn’t get lost when my
mom turned all her love to Ellis, but then my dad died and I was
left alone. And, my mom…my mom never cared about me. Never really
had when I think back on it. But, she loved Ellis. God, how she
loved Ellis. When she demanded I help get him this job, I knew I’d
never get away from him, he’d never stop ruining everything good in
my life. I finally have a career I love, that I’m good at—and when
I go home and tell her what I’m doing, she says, ‘Ellis could do
that with you.’”

PJ just stared. Ellis had
to be interviewed the same as all of the other applicants for the
job. Sure, he’d gotten the interview based on his relationship to
Lydia, but he’d qualified for that job fair and square. And, he’d
been good at it. He’d been a crucial part of PJ’s team in the past
six months.

“Then
you start in with Ellis just like my mom. Always defending him.
Always sticking up for him like he was some big part of the team,
like we needed him here.” 

“Why now?” Gabe asked,
drawing PJ from the thoughts that swirled in her head.

“Ah,” Lydia said. “That
was Ellis, too. You see, he isn’t innocent in any of this at all,”
she said. “Ellis was the one who stole your journal. At least the
first time.”

There was a subtle shift
in Gabe’s face—it was there and gone in a flash, causing PJ to
wonder if she’d imagined it. Lydia was still focused on PJ and her
diatribe about Ellis and showed no sign that she’d seen the shift
in his expression.

“He
watched you all the time. When you thought you were alone, Ellis
was there. He went so far as to put a tiny spy cam in one of your
bags. Did you know that? Did you know the little creep was spying
on you? He began to notice you writing in it, and he purposefully
hid one time to watch where you put it away. You didn’t know the
little creep was that obsessed with you, did you? He stole it to
see if you ever wrote about him.” 

The laugh and smirk on her
lips were cruel and twisted.

“He came to me crying when
he discovered your secret; that you were just as bad as his slut of
a mother who didn’t want him. I told him he needed to put the flash
drive back and forget he’d read about it. You know, despite that,
it still took him over a week to realize it was me when your
journal started to be leaked to the press and the threats began. He
puffed up all righteous and told me I had to stop, and then when I
reminded him he had started it all, he broke down and cried, begged
for me to stop.”

PJ didn’t care what Ellis
had done. He didn’t deserve to die for it. Lydia continued her
warped diatribe before PJ could say anything.

“It was easy to convince
him I would do just that. I told him I’d stop and I’d put your
journal back.” Lydia shrugged a shoulder as though what she was
saying was nothing significant.

“I just copied it to the cloud, and then the next day, I slipped
the USB drive and the phone into his luggage just in time for those
goons you hired to get here and start searching people.”

“He killed himself,” PJ
said, tears running down her face. Ellis may have had an obsession
with PJ, and his spying on her might have been what started all of
this, but he didn’t deserve to die.

Lydia laughed and the
cruelty of it cut through PJ. “I know. It was beautiful, really. I
couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome. Icing on the cake,
actually.”

PJ heard the crack of her
hand against Lydia’s face before she realized she’d even moved. It
was a stupid move with a gun in her side, but she hadn’t actually
planned to do it. It simply happened when she heard the laughter
and the callous words coming from the woman in front of her. And
then things happened so quickly, she couldn’t really say what
happened first or who moved when. Suddenly she was on the floor
under Gabe and someone, maybe Justice, was tackling Lydia from
behind. He’d come through the door to the bedroom area of the bus
in the split second following the slap.

But, the thing that
registered the most with PJ in that moment was the heat. The
absolute, searing heat that ripped through
her side. The pain that followed it was like nothing she’d ever
felt before, and she fought to take a breath as she saw Justice and
Eric secure a screeching Lydia.

Gabe’s hands scrambled
over her, tearing at her shirt while the door to their tour bus
opened. She caught a glimpse of Debra and the police, and someone
was calling for an ambulance and Gabe’s hands pressed into her
side.

“It just
grazed you, Pru,” he whispered to her, as the pain shot through
her. It didn’t feel like any graze to her.
What the hell did a real bullet wound feel
like if this was what being grazed felt like? Holy hell, there was a song in there somewhere, PJ thought,
as Gabe pressed his lips to her temple and whispered in her ear
while they waited for the ambulance.

“Been meaning to tell
you,” she said looking at his deep brown eyes. “I love you, Gabe
Sawyer.” She didn’t know what possessed her to say that now, but it
seemed like a good time to get that out there. Before anything else
happened. He laughed. Well, that wasn’t quite what she was going
for, she thought with a frown. Not really what you want to hear
when you say I love you for the first time.

But, he made up for it
pretty quickly, pressing a kiss to her mouth just before the EMTs
climbed onto the bus. “I love you, too, Prudence Jane. But, we’ll
have to talk about this later. They need to take you to the
hospital now.”

And, that was that. That
was the first time her future husband told her he loved her. Hardly
the thing great love songs are made of.


Epilogue






PJ sighed as she crossed
her legs under her on the couch, but it was a happy sigh. One of
contentment and peace. After finishing out her tour and spending
some time at her parents’ house, she had moved into Gabe’s
Connecticut home with him and begun a life of normalcy and
stability. One with friends and a boyfriend she loved with all her
heart. Trusted with the same.

She smiled as she lifted
her guitar to her lap and listened to the music building in her
mind. Her music had come back to her. Only now she wrote only for
herself. She no longer felt the pressure to create for the sake of
an album or a tour. She could let the music flow through her and
come at its own pace, in its own time. She released songs for free
on the Internet, and she performed occasional concerts with all of
the proceeds going to organizations that help young mothers, or
expecting teenagers who need support as they make decisions about
their future. PJ knew she’d been lucky to have her parents’ support
and unwavering love when she’d become pregnant at such a young age.
Many girls weren’t that blessed.

PJ closed her eyes and
began to play, letting the music flow through her into the guitar
as lyrics began to form in her head. As with many of her songs
lately, this one spoke of love so strong, it swept her world
sideways and took her off her feet. Of a life so filled with joy,
she felt comfort and strength and peace in all she did. The words
came effortlessly to her as the chorus began to play in her head
before she even gave thought to what it should sound like. Her
music had definitely returned.

***

Gabe watched in silence as
Pru sang softly on the couch, her whole heart and soul wrapped in
song, as he’d often seen her over the last few months. She was
barefoot, her hair still slightly damp from the shower, and she’d
never looked more beautiful to him. He loved to watch her sing, to
see her lose herself in complete contentment as music flowed from
her. She sang of love and hope and a happiness she wished the world
could share with her.

He dropped to his knees in
front of her. He had planned to wait until tomorrow night to do
this. He had a fancy dinner all planned. They’d eat out on the
patio under the stars with candles and flowers and the quiet beat
of the ocean behind them. But, he couldn’t stop himself
now.

Gabe pulled the box from
his pocket as he watched a smile come over PJ and her song stopped.
She blinked her eyes open and gasped when she saw him on his knees
in front of her.

She was
beautiful.

Love poured from her eyes,
all for him, and he felt as though he might be able to rebuild his
lost family after all. To find the home, the anchor, he’d always
wanted. In her. She was it for him.

He should have better
words for her. Something more eloquent. But, what came out instead
was simply, “Be mine, Pru? Be my wife, my family, my love –
forever?”

She was crying when she
nodded, and he guessed she was as lost for words as he was. That
was okay. They didn’t need words. As he pulled her into his arms
and kissed her deeply, with all the love and passion he felt for
her, he felt it coming back to him in waves. Their love was
something so strong, so palpable, he felt it in everything they
did, in every touch or thought they shared.

Gabe lifted her and
carried her to the bedroom, where they both found ways to show
their love to one another without the need for words. With only
touch and taste, with gasps and moans, and pleasure unlike any he’d
ever felt before Pru. He was home. With her, wherever she went, he
finally had a home.

***

PJ felt the warmth of
Gabe’s hand holding hers as they crossed the lawns to make their
way to Jack and Kelly’s house. She loved the feel of his hand
around hers, so strong and steady. Always there for her. And now,
she thought as she felt the ring he’d placed on her finger
earlier—now, he would be hers forever.

Her parents had been
thrilled when they’d called them earlier, and they promised to come
for a visit soon to help her plan for the wedding. They would tell
Gabe’s mom when they visited her next week, provided she was having
a lucid day. As often as not, she was not aware of who they were
when they visited, but with any luck, she’d be aware and happy for
them when they saw her next. She’d been taking a new medicine that
seemed to help her, bringing her more and more clear
days.

They arrived a bit late,
finding everyone else was already there. Out on the patio—watching
Maddie and Ella play in the grass—sat Jack and Kelly, Jennie and
Chad, Jesse and Zach, and of course, Jill and Andrew with their
twins, Nicholas Conner Weston and Mark Christopher Weston. Nicholas
and Mark had been home with Jill and Andrew for the last two months
since checking out of the hospital, and the glow on the new
parents’ faces was beautiful to see.

Gabe helped Mrs. Poole
with the bowls of food she was busy placing on the table as PJ bent
to kiss the babies’ foreheads.

“I swear, I think they get
more beautiful each day,” she said to Jill, who smiled back at her.
She looked tired, but there was likely nothing that could take that
smile off her face. Even exhaustion. Motherhood looked so good on
Jill, PJ began to wonder if she was ready to begin her own family
now with Gabe. To have a baby she didn’t have to give
up.

A pang of guilt stabbed at
her as she wondered how Matthew would feel if she had children of
her own after giving him up, but she knew her aunt and uncle would
help him get through it. They’d work through it together as a
family.

“PJ!” Jesse said with a start, “What
is that?”

PJ glanced down to her
hand where Jesse’s round eyes were focused and where, thanks to
Jesse’s not so subtle ways, all eyes were now glued. She smiled at
her friends, her heart kicking in her chest at the happiness that
surrounded her.

“Gabe asked me to marry
him,” she said, her eyes finding Gabe’s across the table as the men
stood to congratulate Gabe with one-armed hugs and manly slaps to
his back, while the women surrounded her with hugs.

As PJ listened to the
chatter of good friends around her, and watched as Kelly swung a
laughing Maddie over her head and Jill and Andrew each patted a
tiny baby’s back, PJ knew she finally had everything she’d ever
need in life. A family, love, and good friends who would support
her no matter the choices she’d made. She needed absolutely nothing
else.

 


 


 


 


 


 


Thank you for
reading!

 


To read more of Lori’s books, visit
her at www.LoriRyanRomance.com. And, while you’re there, sign up
for her newsletter to be entered to win a monthly gift certificate
valued at $50! You can also find links to Lori’s Facebook, Twitter,
and Pinterest accounts through her website. Thank you for
reading!
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