



[image: cover]

















[image: Book Title Page]
























[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Copyright Page




Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.














This one’s for Matt, for reading all three.


And for Bobbie Jo, for making sure I wrote them.














1


[image: image]


“BIRD,” DYLAN WHISPERS in awe, his eyes going wide as we board the tour bus. It’s his first glimpse of our living arrangements for the next nine months, and it’s obvious that he’s as shocked as I was the first time I saw it. After the brutal writer’s block I had while trying to create a worthy follow-up album to Wildflower, watching The Road to You skyrocket to the top of the charts made all the stress and long days worth it. Thanks to the best fans in the world, I’m now headlining for the first time ever, bringing the Shine Our Light Tour to forty-nine cities across North America. We opened tonight and it was the highlight of my life, playing to a full arena and hearing the Memphis crowd sing my songs along with me. Having my big brother in tow was just the cherry on top.


Now, as we step up into the lounge area, he lets out a low whistle. “It’s… it’s…”


“Pretty awesome, right?” I finish for him, setting my fiddle case down on the plush gray carpet.


“Awesome?” he echoes as we take in the white leather furniture, stainless-steel appliances, and flat-screen TV. “This is insane.”


“When Dan Silver promises the best…” I say, trailing off as I allow myself once again to be blown away by the luxury. My label president wasn’t lying when he said he’d make my time on the road as comfortable as possible. It feels like I’m in an upscale condo, not a motor home.


I follow Dylan past the spacious bathroom and the three bunk beds with curtains for privacy, and into the master bedroom, where he just stops and stares. This is a level of opulence neither of us could have imagined.


“I’m assuming this is mine?” Dylan asks as he tosses his duffel bag onto the queen-sized bed. He lies down and folds his arms behind his head. “Not bad.”


“Very funny,” I say, flopping down beside him. We hear the other musicians outside boarding the band bus next to ours, but we don’t move. Instead, we lie in silence for a minute and relive the night’s performance. This was the first time we had performed live together in a while, but the way we connected onstage felt natural and easy, just like our days growing up in the Barrett Family Band. I know exactly what he’s doing right now—going over every song we played tonight and thinking of times he messed up or ways he can improve as the tour continues. And he knows what I’m doing—coming down from the postshow high of my first official tour date.


For months I labored tirelessly with the whole Open Highway team to put together a show that brings my songs to life. I was given unlimited creative input on everything from set to wardrobe, lighting to schedule, and seeing it all come together tonight was indescribably rewarding. When I popped out of the trapdoor in the floor, I could feel the excitement in the arena. They loved the pyrotechnics and video feeds. And the eleven costume changes? Totally worth it.


My manager, Troy Becker, had a brilliant idea. At the beginning of the concert, fans are shown hashtags on the big screen that they can use to tag me and their seat number so I can find them in the crowd. They send me questions through Twitter, and I answer live, right from the stage.


“That guy you posed with in the crowd is going to be the most popular kid in school when he goes back,” Dylan says with a grin.


“Like I always was,” I reply.


“Bird, we were homeschooled.”


I look over at him. “Yeah, but Mom and Jacob clearly liked me best.”


Dylan rolls his eyes and screws up his face, with his features so much like my own, and I chuckle. Then I nudge him affectionately. “Kind of feels like the old days again, huh?”


He nods. “Yeah, when we used to tour the country with a massive mural of your big old face on the side of the RV. Like déjà vu, really.”


I punch him in the arm.


Okay, so it’s not at all like the old days. We aren’t scraping by, living payout-to-payout, playing dives and bars hoping to sell a few CDs. Over a hundred and fifty people have jobs because of this tour. It’s massive, and if I let myself think about the risk involved, it causes me major anxiety. A lot of people are counting on me. Leave it to Dylan to remind me of all that.


“I wish Jacob could’ve come,” I say with a sigh. “He’s the brother I like.”


Dylan laughs. “Yeah, he’s the brother everyone likes. Get this: Adam told me that before Jacob started dating Ashlynn, he was a total player at UCLA.”


“That’s disgusting.”


“No, what’s disgusting is”—he stops and bats his eyelashes—“infinity.”


I groan. “Oh man, if I’d heard him say ‘infinity’ on the phone to that girl one more time this summer, I swear I was going to murder him.”


“How much do you love me?” Dylan asks in a high-pitched voice.


“Oh, Ashy-poo, to infinity!”


“Infinity?” Dylan continues. “Is that long enough?”


“No, double infinity,” I say. “Triple infinity!”


We both crack up.


“I’m just mad she stole my bass player!”


“Aw, take heart,” Dylan says. “You’ve got me. And because you’ve got me, you don’t have Mom and Dad.”


“And because you’ve got me—” Stella says from out of nowhere. She flops onto the bed on my other side. “You don’t have to be alone with him.”


“Thank God,” I say, and we all laugh.


But it’s true. With Dylan taking off a year from college and me turning eighteen in a few weeks, my folks decided to take a break from the road, after a stern conversation about responsibility, of course. They’ll check in from time to time and meet me somewhere every other week or so, but my granddad broke his hip a few days ago and they want to stay in Tennessee while he recovers. I personally think it’s killing them—at least my dad—not to be along for the ride, but my granddad’s on his own and he needs the help.


“Remind me again why you hired her?” Dylan asks me, while looking pointedly over at Stella.


“Because I am a gifted designer with a natural eye for fashion and Bird’s stylist needed an assistant,” Stella answers for me. “The talent wanted everybody from her dancers to her band members flinging their clothes off backstage.”


“Ha-ha,” I say dryly, although the show is quite a spectacle.


“I thought it was because your grades tanked,” Dylan goes on, trying to get under her skin.


Stella shrugs. “That too. I suck at math… and English… and apparently Design Fundamentals.” She gives me a big grin. “Aren’t ya glad you hired me?”


“Oh, please,” I say.


“But enough about my fabulous college crash ’n’ burn. Why’d she hire you?” she asks Dylan.


“Because she’s a platinum-selling recording artist who needed someone up to her level to play guitar in her band,” Dylan answers.


“Oh, not because you’re her brother?”


Dylan scoffs. These two have been volleying jabs back and forth like this ever since the first dress rehearsal. “No, Bird wisely plucked me from the many talented Nashville up-and-comers before another megastar caught wind of my potential.”


“Huh,” Stella says. “I thought maybe it was because of all the jailbait.”


“Jailbait?”


“Yeah, Anita has been going on and on about what a draw you are for Bird’s young fans. You have that bewitching… boy-band look,” she says with a gleam in her eye.


Dylan sits up, clearly offended. “‘Boy band’?”


“Yeah, that look,” she goes on. “You, Harry Styles, Nick Jonas, the Biebs. If we put you in skinny jeans and got you a signature ’do, you’d all be the same person basically.”


Dylan is utterly and completely speechless as the back of his neck gets red. His mouth hangs open in shock, and Stella cracks up next to me. I just stare at the ceiling and grin, still flying on the high of tonight’s show and so happy to be back on the road.
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“HOW MUCH LONGER ’til he gets here?” I ask Stella at a stop in Sacramento.


We’ve been on tour for a week, and Stella started a practical-joke war on the very first day. She mismatched every sock in my drawer, so I retaliated by short-sheeting her bunk. Then Dylan hid just one earring from every pair Stella had brought with her. Today I’m helping her get back at him, and she’s going to record the whole thing for my YouTube channel. We were meticulous in the planning of this prank, but I’ve been squatting inside this huge—and thankfully very clean—garbage can for at least fifteen minutes, and I’m getting hot… and cramped… and bored.


“Any minute now,” Stella assures me, shoving me back down into the garbage can. “He’s almost here.”


“You’ve said that a million times,” I groan, just barely peeking out.


“I know, I know. But I just texted him again, and he said two seconds so shhh!”


“Stella?” Dylan calls from down the hall. Hidden by the vending machines next to me, I close the lid all the way, and my pulse picks up as Stella leans against the can, pretending to text but secretly recording.


“I’m here with Dylan Barrett,” she says quietly in a fake broadcaster voice, “heartthrob older brother of your favorite country music star, Bird Barrett, and my personal knight in shining armor.”


She stops talking abruptly, and I hear Dylan’s footsteps echo on the concrete floor. I can tell from the sound that he’s finally getting close.


“SOS?” he asks skeptically. “What’s the emergency?”


“I think I accidentally threw away a piece of wardrobe jewelry,” she says, affecting a very anxious voice. “Amanda will murder me if I lose something like that, and I don’t want to tell Bird or she’ll regret hiring me.”


“What is it?”


“A bracelet,” she says. “It’s so pretty, and I just wanted to wear it for a few minutes, and now…” She sniffles. I have to cover my mouth not to laugh out loud. “It’s only been a week, and I’ve already made a huge mistake!”


“Hey,” I hear Dylan say, softly and a little closer. “Don’t cry. Seriously.”


“I tried looking for it, but this trash can’s so deep, and I’m so—”


“Short,” he cuts in with a little laugh. “I know. Listen, calm down. I’ll help you. It’s in here?” he asks, his voice right above the trash can. My legs tingle. I’m ready to pounce.


“Uh-huh.”


When the slightest sliver of light slips into the garbage can, I flip the giant lid all the way back as I shoot up to my feet and roar, “Ahhhhhhhhh!”


Dylan screams. Literally, he screams like a little girl, totally spazzing out and slamming into a vending machine. Stella is trying to hold the camera steady, but she can hardly stand, she’s cracking up so bad. And I lose it. I absolutely lose it. I am laughing so hard that I lean back to catch my breath, not realizing that the garbage can has wheels. Suddenly, I feel the whole thing start to slide, and I topple backward with a loud thud.


“Bird!” Stella calls. The camera is on me now, and I feel tears streaming down my face.


“I can’t breathe,” I whisper.


“Me neither,” she manages.


“You guys are idiots,” Dylan grumbles.


Stella swings the phone his way again. “Dylan, you should’ve seen your face!”


Ungracefully, I crawl out of the empty garbage can and try to get ahold of myself. I can tell that my brother wants to kill us both, but with the camera rolling, he fakes a laugh and says, “Y’all need a life.”


Announcer Stella turns the camera back toward herself and says, “And that’s what you don’t see on the Shine Our Light Tour. Even from the good seats. Bye-bye, Birdies!”


The second she cuts the video, Dylan lunges for her, pinning her arms and swinging her around in a circle like she weighs nothing. “Bird did it!” she shrieks, selling me out. “I’m innocent! Get Bird!”


“What?” I call, feigning naïveté.


“Oh, I know this was your idea, Crossley,” Dylan says. “I just don’t know how I’m going to get you back.”


“No matter what you plan,” she says, “I guarantee I won’t scream as high as you did.”


“Agh!” Dylan growls, swinging her around again.


I wish I could watch the video and laugh at Dylan and myself, but I look at my phone and realize that I was supposed to be in my dressing room two minutes ago.


“Hey, guys, hate to prank and run,” I say, “but I’m late.”


“Shoot, you’re right, Bird,” Stella says, looking at her own phone.


Dylan sets her back down on her feet, but he doesn’t let go right away. She twists in his arms, smiling up at him, and he grins, definitely not mad anymore. Stella pushes against Dylan’s chest to free herself and grabs my hand. “We have to go be serious professionals now,” she says as we walk past him. Then she calls over her shoulder, “Remind me never to go through a haunted house with you!” He lunges for her again, and we race down the passageway, laughing like hyenas.


“Paybacks are hell!” he calls.


When we burst through the doors to my dressing room, my styling team looks at us like we’re crazy. Amanda especially makes a big show of examining the time on her watch, but we don’t even attempt to explain.


“Had to be there,” I simply say as I sit in my chair and reach for a tissue to dab at my eyes. “You really just had to be there.”
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“Bird, you were fantastic!” my manager exclaims backstage at Conan. The tour headed to Phoenix after Sacramento while Troy and I drove south to LA for a quick appearance.


“Thanks,” I say as I pull my earpieces out and let them dangle around my neck. “His audience was fantastic.”


“Oh, they ate it up,” he agrees.


Producers and guests mill around us, and we step out of the way as they prepare for the next segment. A production assistant is leading us down the back hallway toward my dressing room when a door opens up ahead and I hear a loud and very unhappy person shout, “What is she doing here?” I glance over and nearly choke, stopping dead in my tracks as I come face-to-face with none other than Kayelee Ford, another country music singer my age who has hated me since before we ever met.


“Kayelee!” I manage as I wither beneath her look of death. My legs stop working, my feet suddenly like concrete blocks. The PA leading me down the hall exchanges a look with the other PA, who was leading Kayelee out of her room, and I can tell that they had purposefully tried to avoid this very encounter.


Ever since I turned down Great American Music for a record deal and they signed Kayelee right after, we’ve been pitted against each other in the media. Everyone’s constantly comparing our sound, our image, and our success. Last year we both got caught up in the drama, but I’ve tried to rise above it all since then. Clearly she has no intention of doing the same.


“God, this would happen,” she complains as she pulls down on the shortest miniskirt ever made. She focuses her angry eyes on the group of people filing out of the dressing room behind her and gripes, “I knew I heard that stupid ‘Shine’ song. Who said it was just the radio?”


“That would be me.” A very handsome, very British guy steps around Kayelee and gives me a wide, warm smile. “Miss Barrett, I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. Colton Holley.”


But of course Colton Holley doesn’t need an introduction. The filthy rich (thanks to his family’s hotel empire) twenty-three-year-old is the current “it” boy of the young Hollywood crowd. He looks like a Calvin Klein underwear model. In fact, he’s on this month’s cover of GQ. And I know this is totally lame, but I get butterflies when he takes my hand, kisses it, and says, “You’re even more beautiful in person.”


I just gawk at him, speechless.


“God, Colton, keep it in your pants,” Kayelee fumes. She throws her long fake hair over her fake-bronzed shoulder and brushes past me, snapping at Colton like he’s a pet. “The producers are waiting. Let’s go.”


His amber eyes don’t leave mine, his smile mesmerizing. “My new nightclub opens tomorrow, so…” he says with a shrug, “promotion.”


“Cool,” I manage.


“If you’re ever in Vegas, you should come by.”


“Oh,” I say. “My tour goes through there in a couple of weeks actually. My birthday.”


“Then we have to celebrate!” he says, eyes gleaming.


“Colton!” Kayelee calls. “Stop wasting your time with ‘Wanna Be Me’ and let’s go.”


My jaw drops, and I gape at Troy, who just shakes his head.


“Mr. Holley, we really do need to get to the stage,” the visibly nervous production assistant says quietly.


“I’ll be in touch,” he says softly before following Kayelee and the rest of the Conan production team down the hall. I make a beeline for my own dressing room, totally unnerved by the whole encounter.


“Ready to go eat?” my mom asks in a cheery voice as I walk in. She immediately sees the scowl on my face and jumps up off the couch. “What’s wrong?”


“Colton Holley happens to be taping here today as well,” Troy explains. “And he brought along our friend Kayelee Ford.”


A look of understanding crosses my mother’s face. “He’s that British playboy all over the tabloids, right? Are they dating?”


“Who cares?” I cut in. “Let’s just go.” I grab my purse and a piece of chocolate from a basket on the end table. “I can’t even with her. She is the rudest, snobbiest, brattiest, most selfish, ignorant, ridiculous, phony—”


“Okay, okay, okay,” Mom interrupts. She throws her arm around my shoulders. “Let’s not let her ruin our night.”


I sigh heavily and try to shake it off as we make our way out of the studio, but my heart is pumping fast and my whole body feels hot. That girl infuriates me more than any other person on the planet.


“Nobu, West Hollywood,” my mom reminds our driver as he holds the door open for us outside. “You know,” she says as we get settled, “I think Kayelee’s just threatened, Bird.”


I crack my window and take a deep breath. I want to push the run-in out of my mind. This is my first night out since the tour started, and all I want to do is eat sushi and enjoy time with my mom. I do not want to think about poor little rich, successful Kayelee Ford.
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“THAT IS SO disgusting,” I hear Stella say from outside my door on the tour bus a couple of days later.


“Why?” Dylan asks.


“You licked my ice cream cone!” she cries. “Your tongue touched my food.”


I yawn and look over at the time on my phone, nap officially over.


“So? It’s no worse than kissing.”


“Exactly,” she says. “Disgusting.”


“As if you don’t dream about it every night.”


“I dream about ways to strangle you, not kiss you.”


I smile.


“Denial is the first sign,” Dylan goes on.


“No, ‘da Nile’ is a river in Egypt.”


He groans. “Oh, you are even cornier than Bird.”


At that I laugh out loud.


“Bird, are you awake?” Stella calls. “Your brother is an idiot.”


“Your best friend wants me!” Dylan calls in response.


I giggle and stretch as I throw my covers back and get up. We’ve played seven cities in the last two weeks, and on top of that, Troy booked me a big-time sponsorship meeting yesterday back in LA that I couldn’t miss. It was nice to stop by the California condo and sleep in my own bed, but getting up at five this morning to fly back and meet up with the tour for tonight’s performance in Boise was torture. When the Open Highway team and I originally worked through the tour schedule, we agreed that I’d push it and do eleven to fourteen shows a month. My dad worried that was too extreme, but I really wanted to go hard. That’s been my motto since the early planning stages: Go hard. My show is a little longer than ninety minutes, and I want it to be full of surprises and excitement the whole time. I don’t want my fans to think, Now is the perfect song to go grab a hot dog. No. There is no perfect time to eat, to pee, to do anything other than watch the show, because every minute of the Shine Our Light Tour is packed with drama.


In those planning stages, I figured a schedule like ours meant I’d only be working half of each month, which would still give me plenty of time off to rest; what I didn’t count on was how fatiguing the travel would be and how often I’d be spending many of those “free” days working. Troy has all kinds of things in the works, constantly reminding me how important it is to “capitalize on tour momentum.” Who am I to argue? Thanks to yesterday’s meeting, I get to be the face of the new Sephora campaign!


“What time are we walking over there?” I hear Dylan ask Stella.


“My call time’s not for an hour.”


Ugh. I’ve only got an hour to shower and eat before sound check.


The tour itself is going more smoothly than any of us could’ve dreamed. We started rehearsals in June and worked out all the kinks, both onstage and backstage, going over each song meticulously. I’m working with Jordan again. She was the stage manager on Jolene Taylor’s Sweet Home Tour, which I opened for last year, so I feel confident that she can handle making the show actually happen each night. Meanwhile my tour manager, Marco, is a friend of Dan’s, and he deals with the business end of life on the road. Yeah, I’ve got three managers now. Who knew I was so high maintenance?


I grab my shower caddy and a towel and make my way to the bathroom.


“Bird, look at this,” Stella says when I slide the divider open.


I look up at her bed but am surprised to see her sharing the middle bunk with Dylan instead.


“Sit with us,” she says, patting the spot next to her. Dylan has his laptop open, and they’re looking at something on his computer. “It’s the photos from the World’s Largest Ball of Paint.” I throw my stuff onto the vacant bottom bunk and hop up beside her, smiling as she scrolls through pictures the three of us have taken in the very little amount of time we’ve had to sightsee so far.


“That was really fun,” I say.


“Yeah, and all the pics are linked to this map, see?” Stella clicks on a pic of us at Disney, and it minimizes to Orlando.


“So each of these pins is a tour stop?” I ask.


“Yeah, he’s pinned the pics to each place,” she gushes. “It’s so cool.”


Dylan clears his throat. “I just made it to document our trip,” he says, a little embarrassed. “I found a template when the tour started just to, you know, remember all of this or whatever.”


Stella leans her head on his shoulder. “This ol’ softy is a sensitive guy after all,” she says mockingly. He shrugs her off.


“Can I see?” I ask.


He passes me the computer, and I expand the pin on Alexandria, Indiana. A couple of pictures pop up, and I laugh at one where Stella is pretending to lick the paint ball. I click on Seymour, Wisconsin, the Original Home of the Hamburger, and a few more funny images of us maximize. “This is awesome!” I say as I continue clicking across the map. There we are stuffing our faces at the chocolate factory in Birmingham and laughing our butts off as Dylan model-poses on a race car at the Nascar Hall of Fame in Charlotte.


“Oh man,” I say, giggling. “I’m glad I was able to find the two biggest dorks on the planet to come with me on tour.”


“Takes one to know one,” Stella fires back.


“This would be so cool on my website,” I say, looking over at Dylan. “Can I steal it?”


“I don’t know,” he says, shrugging. “It’s not that fancy.”


“Who cares? Anita will love it.” I look back down at the screen. “My fans will eat it up.”


“Yeah, but, I mean, I wasn’t really doing it for that,” Dylan says uncomfortably.


As I keep clicking through the map, I realize why he’s not so eager. I expand the photos from Denver and see some of just the two of them, making faces by the gorillas and roaring by the tiger exhibit. “You guys went to the zoo?” I ask.


Stella squirms.


“You had a ton of radio interviews, so we went out on our own,” Dylan explains.


“Okay, but why didn’t y’all mention it?” I ask. “I mean, I wouldn’t be mad or anything. It’s not like it’s your fault I have to go promote my own tour.”


Stella shrugs. “I don’t know. FOMO?”


“Ha,” I say, faking a smile. “Yeah right.”


FOMO. It’s not fair—I know it’s not fair—but I do feel like I’m missing out, especially when I click through another few cities and see more of the same: the two of them having fun without me. And since they didn’t tell me about any of these adventures, it all feels a little intentional, a little personal. I realize they can’t be expected to sit on the bus all day while I’m working, but as I take in their silly selfies, it looks like my brother is spending more time with my best friend than I am.


“Why are you pretending to fall in this pic?” I ask Stella.


Her eyes twinkle. “Because Dylan had just tripped that lady in the background.”


“I didn’t trip her!”


“Oh, I’m sorry,” she amends. “Dylan just happened to be walking when his feet interrupted the feet of that lady.”


“So that’s why you wrote, ‘Having a nice trip in Rapid City’?” I ask.


They both laugh way harder than seems appropriate. I guess ya had to be there… and I wasn’t.


“Seriously, I didn’t trip her,” Dylan says with tears in his eyes. He looks down at Stella. “But it was pretty funny.”


Obviously I see Stella every night in my dressing room and in the quick changes during my show, but I thought there’d be more BFF time on the road than there has been. The first few nights, she shared my bed and we talked and laughed until really late, but the shows started to take their toll and lately, I’ve been so beat that I’ve just crashed afterward. Plus, I leave the tour a lot. Now it’s like Dylan is my stand-in.


I stop at a shot of Stella goofing off in front of an enormous true-to-life dinosaur screaming as if it’s chasing her. “This one’s funny,” I say with a big smile, determined not to make them feel bad. I’m the boss, it’s my tour, so it makes sense that I have less free time than they do. But when I look up, I nearly do a double take. Dylan’s eyes are closed, and Stella is wiping away an eyelash on his cheek.


“Make a wish,” she says, placing it on the back of his closed fist as if they’ve done this before. He grins at her and pounds his hands together, then she squeals and claps her hands when it jumps to the back of his other fist. “It’s going to come true!”


He blows it away and grins down at her. “Hope so.”


Suddenly I feel like I’m interrupting an intimate moment. But that’s dumb because Stella and Dylan are as good as brother and sister, and Stella has personally told me she doesn’t see Dylan in that way. Still, I close the laptop and hop down from the bunk feeling a little off-center.


“This is awesome, Dylan,” I say, passing him his computer. “But I really have to get ready or I’ll be late. Can’t afford to miss anything these days.”


He nods, and Stella opens his computer again. They are immediately lost in their photo map. I open the bathroom door feeling a little lost, too, but I’m not giggling the way they are.
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“OKAY, SO RIGHT after this appearance at the Venetian, I’ll meet y’all and we can walk the Strip or whatever until our dinner reservation,” I say as we hustle through a back entryway of the luxury Vegas hotel.


“This Emeril guy better be a good cook,” Dylan grumbles. He tugs at his collar, still pouting about wearing a sport coat and button-down on his day off.


“Um, he’s on Good Morning America all the time,” Stella says. “And besides, you look really nice tonight.”


He smiles down at her and, again, I feel a niggling thought at the back of my mind that maybe they’re into each other… which would be so weird.


“Are you sure you don’t want us to come with you, Bird?” Stella asks.


“No, seriously,” I say. “It’s stupid promo stuff for this weekend’s shows.” I lower my voice. “And the Hicks from Thirty-Six are going to be there. Do you really want to hear those guys play on your day off?”


Stella and Dylan exchange a look, all of us having agreed that my opening act is not our cup of tea, onstage or off. “We’ll just walk around, then,” Dylan says. “Text when you’re done, and we’ll meet back up and kill some time before dinner.”


“Sounds good.”


One of the Venetian resort staff members leads them to a hidden exit, and they duck out into the throng of tourists. They blend in easily, in a way I no longer can. The door closes, and I follow my bodyguard and my hotel security team down the passageway, but then I remember that I wanted to give Stella my VIP pass. I hustle back over to the door to try to catch them, but when I peek out, I am stunned to see my brother buying Stella a rose from an “Italian street vendor.” The moment is so picturesque. Dylan really does look dapper tonight, and Stella is a vision in ruffles and ribbons that only she could pull off. The look on her face is so blissful that I figure she already feels like a Very Important Person, and it hits me like a ton of bricks that they do like each other. It’s so obvious. Stella and Dylan are more than friends, even if they don’t realize it yet.


I close the door and catch up to my team, back to the grind, trying with all my might to ignore the terrible ache of envy that is settling in my chest. To be looked at like that, and outside of a spotlight, is something I’d kill for.


“Have you been to Vegas before, Ms. Barrett?” a private concierge asks me now.


“Oh, um, yeah, but somehow I keep missing all the sights,” I say.


“Well, if there’s anything I can arrange to make your stay more enjoyable—a spa visit, a VIP booth at Tao, dinner reservations—please don’t hesitate to ask.”


“Thank you,” I say on autopilot. But when she mentions the nightclub, I remember my run-in with Colton Holley and how he mentioned his new club on the Strip. “You know, I have been wanting to check out COLT,” I say. “Do you think it’s too short notice to get in tonight? It’s my birthday.”


She pulls out her cell phone with a big smile and opens the door to a very posh greenroom. “You get to work, Ms. Barrett, and I will, too. How many?”


“Three,” I say, walking into the suite with a satisfied smile. “Thanks so much.”
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“Okay, that’s it,” the producer calls from off set. “Thanks, Bird. You were great.”


“No problem,” I say as an assistant takes my mic pack.


I make a little small talk with the Hicks from Thirty-Six, then allow my handler to lead me back to the greenroom, where I can grab my two most important accessories: my purse and my bodyguard. Once I’ve checked my hair and reapplied lip gloss, I grab my phone to text Dylan and Stella. But before I can send a message, I hear a knock at the door and am frozen in place when I look up to see none other than Colton Holley standing in the doorway.


“Ms. Barrett, I hope I’m not intruding,” he says with a confident smile.


“Colton, hi,” I manage.


He strides into the room, full of poise—and full of himself—and grabs my shoulders. He leans in for what I now think of as the Hollywood Hello: an air kiss beside both cheeks. Then he steps back and puts his hands in the pockets of his slacks, smiling at me as if he’s won the lottery. “I heard you’re stopping by COLT tonight?”


“The concierge arranged it for me, but I didn’t expect you to track me down.”


He grins devilishly. “Ah, you underestimate me.”


That accent.


“Are you in town long?” he asks.


“Nope, just a show here tomorrow and we’re moving on,” I say, flashing him a smile that I hope will exude even half the self-assuredness of his own. “But I remembered your invitation at our Conan run-in and thought I’d check it out.”


He cringes. “Yes, the Conan run-in. That was uncomfortable to say the very least.”


“‘Uncomfortable,’” I repeat as I head toward the door. “That’s one way to put it.”


He touches my bare upper arm and I shiver. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about that.”


“You don’t have to be sorry,” I say as we walk through the dim hallway and across the set, where a few crew members are still cleaning up. “You were charming and sweet. Kayelee just knows how to push my buttons.”


He grins. “Join the club.”


I stop at the back door. “She’s not in town, is she? I do not want to spend my birthday with your girlfriend, no offense.”


“No worries,” he says. “She’s not in town and she’s not my girlfriend. No matter what you’ve read in the rags, I’m not seeing anyone at the moment.”


“Oh,” I say, surprised by the delight I feel at this news.


“So it’s your birthday, is it?”


“It is. I’m celebrating tonight with my brother and my best friend.”


“A Vegas birthday celebration,” he says with a roguish grin. I feel myself weaken a little at the knees when he looks at me as if I were a present for his birthday. “It would be an honor to play tour guide for you. We can walk around, have dinner, hit up the casinos. Anything you want.”


I just stare at him, at his amber-flecked Robert Pattinson eyes and his Tom Brady jawline, and feel utterly flattered. I swore off dating after Kai, but it’s been nearly eight months and I’m tired of protecting my heart. Plus, I’ve been working like a dog all summer to get this tour ready. Everybody else gets a break every now and then. Why not me?


I bite my bottom lip and consider my options: (a) Find Dylan and Stella and be the third wheel on a possibly romantic gondola ride through the Venetian resort before having dinner with them, or (b) Ask super-sexy male celebutante Colton Holley to join us and spend the rest of the day as his arm candy.


“You know what, Colton?” I say with a grin. “I think I’ll take you up on that.” He offers his elbow, and I loop my arm through his. “But only if you let me get you backstage passes to tomorrow’s show.”


“Confession,” he says, leaning his head close to mine once more. “I already have tickets. Front row.”


I look at him in shock. “Really?”


“It’s the hottest show in town,” he says. “And that’s high praise in a city with as much going on as Vegas.”


“Then I’ll make sure not to disappoint,” I say, flirting.


“Oh, Miss Barrett,” he says, his voice low, his eyes twinkling. “I doubt you could ever do that.”
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“That was delicious,” Stella says, staring down at the rest of her banana cream pie mournfully. “I wish I had room for every last bite.”


“Yeah, for the first time in my life, I can’t even do cleanup,” Dylan says, pushing away from the table.


Dinner was everything we had hoped. Colton, our Vegas pro, ordered for the table. To start, a seafood tower with everything from oysters to lobster tail. That was followed by the juiciest filet mignon I have ever eaten and buttered asparagus that would make my momma cry. We assured Colton that we were all too full for dessert, but he insisted that we try Emeril’s famous banana cream pie and strawberry shortcake. And now, I could die and go to heaven.


“Should we go?” Colton asks, looking at his Rolex. “I should probably get to the club.”


“I can’t believe we’re VIP at Club COLT,” Stella gushes. “Didn’t Zooey Deschanel just throw a party there?”


“Indeed,” Colton says as he stands and buttons his jacket. “Has anyone ever told you that you favor her?”


Stella beams at him. “Thank you, Colton. I adore her style.”


Colton pulls out my chair as we all stand to go. “If Zooey saw you tonight, I’m sure she’d say the same of you.”


“Give me a break,” Dylan mutters, but luckily Colton gets a call and turns his attention to a situation at his club. I glare at my brother, who glares back until Stella cuts the tension by asking him if she’s got anything in her teeth.


I knew Dylan wouldn’t be happy about going on a double date with his little sister, but I didn’t realize he’d be this obnoxious. Ever since I introduced them, Dylan has been the most caveman version of himself, grunting his responses to anything Colton asks and snorting in disgust at Colton’s jokes. My brother has always been overprotective, but Colton’s playboy image has put him on high alert. I guess I worried about that a little, too, at first. The tabloids paint Colton as a party boy, but he’s been a total gentleman so far. As someone who has been on the ugly end of tabloid rumors, I’m going to give Colton the benefit of the doubt.


“Thank you,” he says into his phone now. “We’ll be there within the hour.”


I look around for our server.


“If you’re waiting for the bill, it’s been taken care of,” he tells me softly.


“Oh,” I say, surprised. “Oh no, you shouldn’t have.”


“I wanted to,” he says, squeezing my hand. “I was looking at a very boring evening until I ran into you.”


Dylan rolls his eyes yet again, but Stella and I exchange an excited look. As Colton offers me his arm, I almost can’t believe the way my birthday is turning out. While celebrity has made it hard to have a private life, perks like these make it all worthwhile.
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“TWENTY-ONE!” EVERYBODY AT the blackjack table hollers.


“Bird, you’re on fire!” Stella says next to me.


After dinner, we hit up Colton’s gorgeous nightclub. He escorted us right to the VIP area, where we had an overhead view of the entire club and unlimited bottle service. We danced hard, took lots of pics with random people, and I let loose in a way that I don’t think I ever have.


Now it is way past midnight, and we are hitting up the casinos, making our rounds through the games. With Colton by my side, it’s like the whole resort is our playground: Nobody has carded us and nobody has asked me for an autograph. He has consistently led me to the calmest tables with the fewest tourists, and we’ve played roulette, been on the slot machines, and even shot craps. It’s been so unbelievably nice to have a real night out, especially since I get to spend it with a hot guy who can relate to the insanity of living life in the public eye.


“Bird, after this, Hold’em?” Dylan asks, his eyes twinkling.


“Oh, good idea! We’ll clean house.” We high-five, reminiscing about the many hours we spent playing poker growing up on the RV.


Dylan has really loosened up since dinner, partly because he’s been a lucky gambler tonight and partly because the free beer keeps coming. As for Stella and me, we’ve discovered that while we don’t care for beer or champagne, strawberry daiquiris are delicious. I can’t even taste the alcohol. And they just keep coming, like magic.


I like that I’ve been able to impress Colton Holley. He has been right at my side, or like now, standing behind me with his hands on my shoulders, at every table. He whispers encouragement and continues to tell me what a “shrewd” gambler I am. He’s five years older than me, but I feel like I’m holding my own, like the age difference doesn’t matter.


“You are a timeless beauty, Miss Barrett,” Colton mumbles into the nape of my neck. Involuntarily, I lean into him. My body feels loose and alive all at once.


“You have to hit that,” I hear Dylan tell Stella.


“No, mate, you have to hit that,” a tipsy Colton jokes, nudging Dylan’s upper arm. He laughs heartily at his own joke, but I cringe. Dylan shoots him a death stare.


“Colton, what time is it?” I ask, trying to diffuse the tension. The round continues as he pulls out his cell phone.


“Three.”


“Three in the morning?” I ask. That feels impossible, but as I look around the casino, I realize that there aren’t any windows and that the vitality of this place, the constant high of winning—or determination to win back what’s been lost—keeps people going.


“We should probably go upstairs,” I say. I stand up and stumble into him.


Colton wraps his arms around me and murmurs in my ear, “That sounds like a marvelous idea.”


I giggle. I meant my room, but he thinks I meant his room. That’s funny. Why is that so funny?


“Bird, Hold’em?” Dylan asks. He and Stella have gathered their chips and are standing next to us now.


“I don’t have to hold him,” I say slowly. I am fully in Colton’s arms now and don’t feel capable of standing on my own. “He’s holding me!” I giggle again. Stella laughs, too. “Why is that so funny?” I ask her.


“I don’t know,” she says, tears in her eyes. “But it’s really funny.”


“Oh-kay,” Dylan says. “It’s late. Let’s get you girls back up to the suite.” Stella reaches over to the table for our drinks, but Dylan intercepts her, putting them on the tray of a passing waiter. “I think y’all have had enough tonight,” he says. He wraps his arm firmly around her waist and motions for us to follow him toward the elevators.


“This is why you should never party with your big brother,” I tell Colton.


“And why you definitely shouldn’t after-party with him,” he says softly. His hand is rubbing circles on the bare skin at my neck. I feel tingly all over. “Plus, your best friend is going to want some alone time with her boyfriend.”


“They are not together,” I say.


He raises one eyebrow. “Yet.”


“Ugh, don’t,” I say, worried that he’s right. I’ve been watching them tonight, how effortless they are together and how strong and obvious the chemistry is.


“Which is why,” Colton continues, pulling me behind a slot machine, “you should come sober up with me.” He runs a hand over my shoulder and up my neck, then locks his fingers in the hair at the base of my head. And before I realize what’s happening, Colton Holley is kissing me. He kisses me hard, pinning me against the slots so that I have to reach out to steady myself.
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