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[image: ]




“MISS STALLING!” CALLED a photographer, stepping into her path to make her look up at him.

“Adalyn!” shouted another, trying to get her to turn his way when she ducked her head.

Numerous flashes from several cameras in the dark hallway nearly blinded her.

Adi groaned, lifted her briefcase like a shield and pushed past them as a third took several shots in a row. They’d found her secret passage—the one she took from the parking garage, around the whole length of the building, in order to get to her office via the elevators.

“C’mon!” cried a third. “Give us a flash of that pretty smile! Let us print some pics that will make that jerk regret his decision!”

George, one of the security guards, opened the door at the far end and scowled at the men who followed Adi. “You three!” he bellowed, waving a meaty hand. “Get out of here and leave Ms. Stalling alone! I told you if I found you pesterin’ her one more time, I’d call the cops!”

They gave up then, lifting their hands in surrender as they always did. They weren’t breaking any laws—trying to get Adi’s picture or a few words from her—but neither did they want to be barred from entering the property of Smith & Jessen. Because then, they’d lose a key opportunity to sell a picture to People or Us or worse, the tabloid papers. Outside, after work, it was even more of a gauntlet. They’d tailed her car all the way home, to the grocery store, the gym...in a very short period of time, the paparazzi had made her a virtual recluse.

She shook her head. How long would it go on? A year ago, when the season of The One had ended and Adam gave the final rose to Talia and not Adi—the fan favorite—people had rallied around her. Then when producers convinced her to give it a go as the bachelorette and she’d chosen Connor as “The One”—and he’d immediately proposed—America swooned.

Heck, Adi had swooned too. She’d finally, finally found love.

On national television. 

Then, three months later, he broke it off. Adi had nodded, stunned, through his cool apologies in the midst of the recap show, describing it as an “unfortunate change of heart.”

Shocked, appalled, half the audience practically booed him off-stage. The other half sat in startled silence, perhaps because they secretly hoped that somehow, some way, Connor could be their boyfriend. Or perhaps because they had favored one of the other bachelors for Adi. Who knew?

It was all because of the show, Adi, he’d said afterward, off-stage. You understand. I got swept up in it all. So were you, right? They got exactly what they were after. Capturing two people falling in love. But it wasn’t real, right? It was all just...make believe. A show. A really good show, but more like a movie than real life. You’re with me on that, right?

Right, she’d mumbled, feeling her head nod, as if it had become disconnected from her body. Disconnected from her heart screaming wrong, wrong, wrong.

“America’s Sweetheart Shattered,” was one of the hundred tabloid headlines that stuck in her mind, because she had been shattered. Totally flayed open, Connor’s dismissal like a slice across a heart that had barely healed after Adam sent her home six months prior. She had been so sure that Adam was about to get down on one knee and open a gorgeous Tiffany box with the square-cut diamond she’d always wanted. When he broke it off, sent her home, she hadn’t shed a single tear she was so shocked. She’d been utterly blindsided. All along, Adi hadn’t been able to believe he was drawn to her, choosing her, week after week. And then in the end, she couldn’t believe that he hadn’t chosen her.

After all, he’d said the words.

I love you. Adalyn, I think you’re the one for me.

Said them. Not once, but twice. A good portion of America had witnessed it with her.

She’d made herself watch the episodes to make sure she remembered it correctly, sobbing through every one, especially those last four, watching the tragedy unfold, edited for max impact. At the same time Adam had been confessing his love to her, he’d also been confessing his love for Talia. And then bemoaning the “mess he was making” to the show’s host, Jeremy Ferris. Seeking advice from his parents about falling in love with two women at the same time, asking who they favored more...but the producers never let the audience see their answer. Had it been them who had turned him against her?

But then abruptly, it hadn’t mattered.

As The One’s next bachelorette, it was her turn to be in control. Her turn to weed through bachelors and send them packing until she was down to five or six serious contenders. Time and again, she just couldn’t seem to escape handsome, charismatic Connor O’Malley.

Oh, Connor. Even the thought of him still made her heart heavy with loss. After Adam had refused her, she really doubted that love would come her way, even in the midst of twenty-four handsome, intriguing bachelors all focused on winning her heart. But from the beginning, it was Connor who drew her. He seemed to have it all. Charm. Passion. Exuberant energy that was contagious. Joy. A respect for her stance of not having sex before marriage—especially as a part of a show—spending all night with her talking and cuddling, never pressuring her for more. Even a measure of faith. “As brutal as it was, Adi,” he’d said tenderly, “God clearly wanted Adam to break your heart.” She could still see him there, holding her hand against his broad chest as he stared down at her. “Because you were meant for me.”

She probably watched that particular scene on the show fifty times, wanting to know if she had dreamed it. After all, he said it hadn’t been real. But it sure looked real in that moment.

He’d won her. Proposed on that final, beautiful episode—shot in idyllic Bali.

And then on the recap show he seemed to spontaneously decide that it was over, famously breaking their engagement...in front of 9.5 million enthralled viewers.

Never had a bachelorette with her own show so famously lost at love.

“Stalling Stalled Out,” read one of the headlines. “The Ice Princess Forever Alone,” read another. “Sex Could Have Saved Stalling” was yet another—a direct quote from one of the bachelors who hadn’t been as patient as Connor.

Adi sighed and leaned her head against the elevator wall, blessedly alone for a moment as she was lifted to the fifteenth floor. Adam had made her believe it, that she was going to be the last girl with a rose...and a ring. Connor had made her believe it, that this was her time, her second chance at love. She’d fallen in love with both, hard. And now, now she just couldn’t see how she was going to pick herself up again. All of America seemed desperate to hear that she was in love again, finding her own happily-ever-after. That’s why the paparazzi still followed her. They even printed pictures of her with male colleagues with captions like “Third Time’s a Charm?”

But honestly?

Honestly?

Adi didn’t know if she would ever be whole, in love, or happy again.

Maybe I’ll be single for life.

She’d had to do the required post-show promotions. The “after the final rose” show with all the women that Adam had rejected—in which she remained mostly silent while the others bickered and complained and whined, and managed to only dab her eyes once as she answered direct, probing questions from Jeremy Ferris, with the most minimal of responses.

By the time she did that same show with Connor, she knew things weren’t the best between them. They’d begun to bicker and they couldn’t seem to recapture any of the magic that had been so intense while they were filming. But she’d supposed it was a transition time. Hadn’t other couples who’d made it counseled them, telling them to expect just that? Apparently Connor wasn’t as convinced it was a stage, because when they were once again on stage, he chose that moment to end their engagement.

In front of all those viewers.

Horrified, she shut down.

She refused to go on “The Late Show” that night and then the “Today” show the next morning. After all, she’d already done that after Adam, forcing a smile and shrugging. Telling America what she felt—she’d been foolish, believing him. Trusting him. Couldn’t they assume she felt the same with Connor? Did they really have to see her, in all her abject humiliation, in full freefall? She’d risked a lawsuit, refusing to appear. Only America’s collective commiseration with Adi—and their wrath toward Connor—seemed to buy her some grace with the producers and her boss.

By contractual agreement, Adalyn couldn’t ever state she wished she’d never been on the show. But that was what she felt, and what she hoped every viewer surmised. Let it be a warning to you, girlfriends. Never, ever, ever risk your heart like I did.

Adalyn had graduated summa cum laude from college. But in life? She felt like a complete idiot. A loser among losers. 

The elevator reached her floor, eased to a stop and dinged as the door opened. Pretend to be okay, Adi, she told herself. You’ve got this. She lifted her chin, pulled back her shoulders and strode down the hallway, greeting the receptionist, Gracie, by name before turning left and walking toward her cubicle. But her boss, Rhett Jessen, rapped on the glass wall of his office as she passed by, waving her in, even as he continued his conversation via wireless headset and paced.

She peeked in, making sure he really meant for her to enter, and, when he gestured to the seat in front of his desk, she obediently sat down. His glass door whirred shut, the glass a thick grade on wide, brushed nickel hinges. She crossed her legs and tried not to fidget, waiting for him to finish his conversation.

“Good morning, Adalyn,” he said as soon as he hung up. He moved around his desk to sit down in a sleek metal chair that looked cool, but not all that comfortable.

“Good morning, Rhett,” she returned, forcing a bright smile.

He leaned back in his chair and crossed one foot over the opposite knee. As usual, he looked like he’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine, all the way from the top of his perfectly trimmed, blond hair down to his four-hundred dollar shoes. He wore his shirt unbuttoned at the top, revealing tanned skin. From tennis? Or a tanning booth? Adi wondered idly, trying to get her mind off of why he had called her into his office.

Rhett rested his elbows on the arms of his chair. “Adalyn, I hear that the paparazzi gave you a hard time again this morning.”

She sighed. “They found that east walkway I’ve been taking from the garage to the elevators. Security chased them out.”

Rhett frowned. “This has all been much harder on you than I could’ve imagined,” he said.

Was that all the apology she was going to get? Sure, she’d caught a few of the previous seasons of The One, but she’d never thought about applying to go on the show. But the network was a client of her marketing firm, and one day a producer had caught sight of her walking by. They’d called her in and the producer had chatted her up, encouraging her to apply. “Even if you don’t find love,” he’d laughed, “you’d have the inside scoop for our account.”

What choice had she really had? Especially after her boss encouraged her to follow through? All along, Adi fought the desire to lay the blame entirely on Rhett Jessen’s shoulders for her painful losses. Only the idea that he clearly felt remorseful kept her coming to work every day. He’d remember, surely, what she had sacrificed. In time, maybe that would pay off, with a glass-walled office of her own.

Once I’m not America’s most famous failure at love. She could make it, she thought.

“I never imagined,” Rhett said, rising and going to the window, then looking back over his shoulder with his arms crossed, “that it would cost you so much. You have to believe me, Adalyn.” He eased back toward her and perched on the edge of his desk, casting her a fatherly, concerned look, though he was only about forty-five to her twenty-four.

“I believe you,” she said. Some, she thought.

“I thought it’d be an adventure for you,” he said, waving his hand. “A chance to see some exotic places. Flirt. Play. I didn’t expect...Well, I didn’t expect you’d—Adalyn, I never thought you’d get your heart broken. Twice.” A tinge of red moved up his jaw and cheek.

“It’s okay, Rhett. Everyone gets their heart broken sooner or later, right?” Most people just don’t do it on national TV. Twice.

“Right,” he said eagerly, seizing the out she’d offered. “And you’re through the worst of it, thank God. It won’t take long until the paparazzi ease up too. They’ll move on to the next season’s contestants before long.”

“Yes,” she said, but inwardly she was calculating. Another three or four months before the next season begins to air.

She could make it, she thought.

He cleared his throat. “Adalyn, the partners and I have discussed this. We think you should take a leave of absence. Paid, of course. We feel responsible for this...discomfort in your life.”

She blinked at him. Discomfort? Leave of absence?

“I feel responsible,” he said.

But there was something in his tone that told her. The way he shifted in his seat. Her presence made the partners uncomfortable. Guilty.

“But Rhett,” she said, mind whirring, “I’ve already been gone so long to tape the shows and all the follow-up publicity. I need to get back into work. Get back into the swing of things, and my mind off of all that’s happened. Please. I need this, Rhett.” She blinked back tears she refused to allow. “I need to be here. It’s a bit of normalcy when my whole world seems to have gone crazy.”

The muscles in his jaw clenched, and he took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing, Adalyn. I’ve suggested that we put you on several accounts, but each of those account managers have respectfully asked that we not include you. They all feel like you’d be a...distraction. At the moment, you’re more of a curiosity for clients, rather than an asset. I won’t compromise your professional dignity in that way.”

No. This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening. After all she’d wagered and lost, now her job was in jeopardy too? When Rhett had casually mentioned a chance at an account manager position as late as last year?

“Rhett,” she said, eyes shifting madly back and forth, trying to figure out a solution, “I-I need this job. You’re not firing me, are you?”

“No, no!” He lifted his hands. “We want you here. In time I plan on helping you figure out how we might redeem some of the hard-won knowledge you gained on The One. Put you in charge of that account at some point—wouldn’t that make sense? You’ll be back in the saddle after a break, Adalyn. I know you will. But I just think some time away, time to let this all settle down and fade, would be a good thing.”

Fade. As if memories of Adam and Connor, their kisses—their sweet, silky promises—would fade from the sharp, jagged images they were now. As if she could forget her humiliation. As if she could forget her heart shattering into a hundred different pieces.

“Isn’t there someplace you could go?” Rhett asked, rubbing his cheek with long, manicured fingers. “Someplace where the paparazzi can’t find you for a while?”

Someplace where Smith & Jessen would be out of the limelight too, she translated.

Montana, she thought, then quickly pushed it away. 

She wasn’t a coward. She wouldn’t run away from this. She had a job, a future, and sure, it might be uncomfortable for all of them, but she would make them find their way forward, with her. They owed her that, at least.

“Rhett, you’ve already allowed me paid leave to be a part of the show and to see through the publicity requirements. I’m done with that now. I’ve done all that you—and most of what the producers—have asked of me. Now I’m asking you to keep me on here. Give me something to do that will occupy my mind. Help me by keeping me busy. In the background, if necessary, but busy. As in eighty-hours-a-week busy. It’s—It’s what I need. Please?” She hated that her voice cracked on that word. 

Rhett took a deep breath. His jaw muscles clenched, but he wouldn’t meet her eyes. He walked back around the glass desk to his chair. He sat down and sighed heavily, steepling his fingers before him. “Look. It’s paid time off. Who in their right mind would turn that down?” He huffed a laugh and lifted his hands. When she didn’t respond, he said, “I’m afraid this is non-negotiable, Adi. Talk to Mary. She’s been covering your calls and will continue to do so. Email her anything she and the account managers need to know about. Wrap things up today, collect anything you can’t live without and go home tonight. Rest. Recover from all this...And then we’ll see you in mid-September. We’ll pick up where we left off. Okay?”

“Okay,” she forced herself to say. “Thank you.” But as she left his office, her mind was crying, Why did I say thank you? This is the last thing I wanted. The very last thing.
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CHAPTER 2
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AT THE END OF THE DAY she numbly walked into Mary’s office.

The middle-aged woman frowned at seeing her face and came around the desk and shut the door. “Goodness,” she said, taking her elbow. “You look awful, Adi.”

“Thanks,” Adi said with a sardonic smile.

“What’s up?” Mary asked.

“More like what’s down,” she said. “I just got back to work and now Rhett wants me to take another leave of absence. Until September!”

Mary’s eyebrows lifted and she pursed her lips. “Might not that be good, Adi? A little rest after all this mess?”

“Maybe,” Adalyn said, shaking her head. “I just can’t see it. I really was looking forward to being back to work. Putting my mind on other things, you know?”

“I get it. But if you want to trade, let me know,” Mary quipped. “I wouldn’t mind a long summer vacation. Sunshine and long walks. Seeing someplace new. Think about all you could do.”

“Maybe,” Adalyn said again, inwardly not agreeing at all. She’d only been back to work for five days! Couldn’t they just give it another week or two?

“Listen, it’s been a crazy week. But I just ran through the phony email and phone extension voicemail we set up for you to ditch the paparrazi,” she said, moving to a stack of notes. Adalyn blinked. They’d set up phony phone extensions and an email? But then that made sense. They probably were bombarded.

“Do you know a Jonah Perry?” Mary asked.

Adalyn shook her head.

“Nicholas Ruvacaba? Lucas Borland? Riley Knapp? Jonathan Dangle? Trevor Solk? Cole Turner? Kyle Bygness?”

“No.”

“Yeah,” she said smugly. “They tried to make it sound like they were your friends. Probably paparrazi. Or men convinced they’re your true special guy.”

“Probably.” She’d already received hundreds of “fan” letters from men who swore they were ready to propose themselves. A lot of them began, Dear Adi, this might sound crazy...

Mary moved those messages aside. “Oh, what about Leila Ragland? Or here—this Chase Rollins? He’s called every day for a week.”

Adalyn blinked and sucked in her breath. She reached out her hand for the message. “Chase? He’s an old friend. I wonder what he wants?”

Mary handed her the slips. “Oh, Adi. I’m sorry,” she said, concern lining her face. “He said something about your grandfather.”

“Gramps?” Adalyn said, her heart lurching. “What? What did he say?”

“He said your grandfather’s been in poor health. But Adi, if you had heard what those others said...some mentioned your mother. Others your sister or brother—and I know you don’t have either of those. These vultures will say anything to get to you.”

“It’s all right,” she muttered. “I’ll call Chase as soon as I get home.”

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Mary said, coming around the desk. “Call me once in a while and I’ll update you on how things are going. Or just if you need a friend, okay? I hope your grandfather is okay.”

“Me too,” Adalyn said, accepting the older woman’s motherly hug.

She went to her cubicle, looked around and decided there was nothing there she would miss for a few months. She said a brief goodbye to a few buddies, grabbed her purse and hurried down the hall.

She took a deep breath, realizing she’d been holding it, when the doors opened and there were no photographers in sight. “Hey! See that, Roger?” she said to the evening security guard.  “It’s over. I must already be all washed up on the tabloid front.”

“Yeah,” he said with a grunt. “Maybe they’ve gone back to their Kardashian beat.”

“Let’s hope so,” she said, walking now more confidently, shrugging off the urge to crouch down and make sure she could dart between cars if anyone showed up, armed with a camera. But her harassers appeared to be absent.

“Where’s your car?” Roger asked, huffing a little. “I’ll walk ya out.” He was a good thirty pounds overweight and spent most of his day behind the central security desk or in the golf cart they used to patrol the building and the parking garage.

“Just up here, and over a row,” she said.

They made their way between cars, then over. And that’s when she saw them. A line of red rose petals, some obviously crushed beneath the tires of departing cars and scattered, but the trail still visible. She could smell them then, that sickly, rich scent that she had once associated with love, with favor, and now only knew as rejection and pain. Roger paused and looked at her, his hands on his belt.

She steeled herself and moved toward her car. There were more and more petals the closer they got, some even strewn across the hood. And in the handle of her battered, ten-year-old Subaru door, was a perfect, long-stemmed red rose.

Bile rose in her throat and she looked around in horror. Was this some sick joke?

Roger raised his right hand to her as he bent to speak into his radio, worn at the shoulder. “We’ve got a situation here in Row F of the parking garage,” he said.

“No, no,” she said, waving at him and forcing a smile. What was he going to report? A flower situation? That hardly sounded menacing. “It’s okay, Rog.” She pulled the rose from her handle and flung it backward, not caring where it landed. “Probably someone in the office playing a prank on me. Or just some weirdo fan of the show.”

“Some weirdo who has figured out where you work,” Roger grunted, still looking about from under his heavy, fleshy eyelids in suspicion, hand on the holster of his gun. She saw, with some alarm, that he’d unsnapped it. He pulled out a flashlight to shine it in the back seat of her Subie, then the cargo area, and at last the front seat. She stifled her giggle over his CSI-esque moves, which she deemed far too dramatic for this event. But she knew the security guards lived for this sort of thing.

“All clear,” he said.

“Thanks, Roger. It’s just another day of being ‘America’s Sucker-Punched Sweetheart.’” That was another headline that had stuck with her. She’d read too many before she swore off reading anything, from then on avoiding every newsstand in stores or on the sidewalks, to say nothing of the Internet.

“You sure you’re okay, Miss Stalling?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” she said, pulling out her keys. She frowned when she realized her hand was trembling so much that she couldn’t manage to push the unlock button on her key fob.

Roger gently took it from her and unlocked the doors. “Hey,” he said kindly, “my shift is about done. Maybe I can call the missus and tell her I’m going to drive you home...come back in the morning to pick you up? That is, if you don’t mind that I drive your car. Or we could take—”

“No. Thanks, but no,” Adalyn said. “Go home to your family. Your dinner’s probably ready soon. And no one has ever been menaced by roses, right? It’s just some crazy fan. Someone who thinks they know me. TV has a weird way of doing that.”

He huffed a laugh. “Sure, sure.” His round face quickly returned to consternation though. “But sometimes those who fancy themselves in love...Are you certain, Miss Stalling? Really, it’s no trouble to—”

“I’m sure. I’ll see you soon.” She managed to press the big start button, and carefully fastened her seatbelt and locked her doors—knowing Roger would find some comfort in that. She forced a cheery wave, switched into drive and eased out of her assigned parking spot.

Adalyn glanced at him once in her rearview mirror, standing there in the middle of the garage, watching her go. He meant well, but she felt more secure on her own, behind the wheel, and the more distance she got from those cursed rose petals, the better she felt. If she never saw a rose again in her life, that would be fine with her. 

Twenty minutes later, she was pulling into her ten-story apartment building, happy to not see anybody lurking about on the sidewalks. Due to security restrictions, the paparazzi hadn’t ever made it inside her apartment building, blocked from entering the front lobby or garage without a code. Given that she could drive right in, they’d blessedly given up on finding her at home or catching anything other than boring drive-by shots through her dim windows. Her morning runs and gym visits were over for now, of course. She’d taken up web-led workouts in her apartment, where no one could see her—or take pictures of her sweating. Her groceries were delivered, so she didn’t have to go to the store either. Someday, she would return to Orange Theory and Trader Joe’s. Church, on three-out-of-four Sundays.

But until all of The One chaos had blown over, she’d made peace with being a total recluse. In comparison, she’d make J.D. Salinger look like the mayor on Main. Just let them try to find me. I’m only going to go to work and come home, day in, day out. The most boring media target ever. Until all this fades, as Rhett would say...

The elevator dinged and she stepped into the carpeted hallway of the sixth floor.

And stopped abruptly.

Because strewn all the way down the hall, all the way to her apartment, were rose petals.

And woven through the handle of her door was a perfect, long-stemmed, red rose.
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ADALYN WAS ON HER KNEES when she became aware that her cell was ringing.

“He-hello,” she said numbly, still staring down the hallway, the overly-sweet scent of rose petals wafting up her nose.

“Miss Stalling, this is Nathan in security, downstairs. We have a Mr. Chase Rollins at the front desk for you. Do you know him?”

She paused a moment, trying to make his words make sense. Chase? Here? 

She shook her head, relieved at the strange thought of a friend by her side. “He showed you a picture ID, Nathan?”

“Yes, ma’am. Driver’s license says Columbia Falls, MT. You know him?”

“Yes!” She caught herself, feeling the flush of heat at her neck. “I-I know him. Let him come up, please. I’ll wait by the elevator. Oh, Nathan?” she said, “can you check your camera footage? Someone’s strewn rose petals down the sixth floor hall to my door.”

She heard the security guard’s muffled voice as he directed Chase to the elevators. “Now, what’s that you said, Miss? Something about rose petals?”

“Yes, all down my hallway.”

“Some Romeo in your life, then? Someone in the building with a code?”

“I...I don’t know.” Adalyn staggered to her feet and leaned against the wall, still staring along the length of the hallway, a chill running down her neck. What if the guy was still around? In her apartment? For the first time it registered. If he got to this floor, he could still be here. Nervously, she glanced over her shoulder, the hair on the back of her neck rising.

“Do you have a camera on my floor’s hallway, Nathan?”

“Sure do.”

“Can you see me?”

“Yes.”

“Can you keep an eye on me until Chase gets up here and we go into my apartment?”

“Yes. Miss. Is there someone’s code you want me to cancel? I take it that those flowers aren’t welcome?”

The guy was pretty new. Clearly, he was one of the few people in her building who hadn’t yet heard who she was. Or ever heard about the show and their signature flower.

“I never give out my code,” she said, her voice sounding pinched. She hung up on him, just as the elevator dinged and Chase stepped out.

“Chase!” She practically flung herself into his arms. It had been years since she’d seen her childhood friend, but she didn’t care. “I’m so glad you’re here!” After a moment’s hesitation, she felt him wrap his big arms around her, his broad hands warm on her back.

“Adi girl, it’s been too long,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you, but you changed your number...”

“Three times,” she said, moving away from his welcome warmth. “I’m sorry. Only the security guards and a few people at the office have my most recent cell number these days. And I just found out an hour ago that you’d been trying to reach me. Gramps? How is he?”

“He’s been better, Adi. When I couldn’t reach you, I thought I’d better come. But maybe we can talk about it in your apartment?”

“Oh, sure.” But when she took a step toward it, she remembered the petals. She closed her eyes and rubbed them, not caring if she smeared her makeup. She was tired, so tired.

Hands on his hips, he looked down the hallway. “So, uhh...since you were on The One, is this how you’re welcomed home every day?” he tried to joke.

She shook her head, not able to muster a trace of a smile, despite her best intentions. “Nope. This is new. I appear to have picked up a stalker. First, in my parking garage at work, which wasn’t a huge surprise. But this...this is. As you’ve seen, it’s not exactly easy to get in this building.”

Chase’s smile faded and his eyes sidled down the hall and back to her. “Think whoever did it might be inside your apartment?” He was as calm as he’d ever been, even when he’d spied a grizzly bear in Glacier on a hike. Wary, but confident. Cautious, but secure. He was big now. A man. When they’d last parted—What? Six, seven years ago?—he’d been but a college senior.

“Nah,” she said, remembering herself. She was no teen, hiding in his shadow as they explored the woods. She was a marketing executive. A celebrity—be it a defamed one, of sorts. She moved down the hall in front of him, pulling out her key, and then ripping the rose from the handle, again tossing it behind her. “There’s no way he could get in.”

She tried to get her mind on a different subject than a potential stalker in her apartment. “Chase, I can’t believe you’d come all this way. Is Gramps really okay?”

“I need to tell you about him, Adi,” he said. “He’s okay. But not the best.”

Her heart seemed to halt, then pounded painfully.

Gramps. She hadn’t spoken to him in months. Not since the day that Adam broke her heart. That day she had called him, a total mess, and he’d done his best to console her over the phone. But then not again in the months since. Not even answering his phone messages, ignoring him as she’d done her parents and every other person in her life, seemingly lost in The One’s vortex.

“Adi, let’s go inside,” Chase said, taking the key from her hand and unlocking the door. “I’ll tell you everything once you can sit down. You’re looking a little pale.”

She swallowed hard, feeling more confident now with her old friend at her side. She didn’t want to hear what he’d come to tell her. Dreaded it, really. But with him, here, she felt more secure, more herself, than she had in months. Like she just might be able to handle more bad news.

The sweet fumes of crushed rose petals rose from beneath their feet. She did her best to ignore it, as he turned the key in the lock and shoved open the sleek door. It was with some relief that she saw that no more rose petals extended inside her apartment. Whoever it was had found a stopping point, at least there, at her threshold.

“Come in,” she said to Chase, who looked down the hall again, scanning every inch. As if he expected her stalker to appear. A shiver of fear ran down her back and panic made her heart pause, then pound. She practically hauled him inward, slammed the door and rammed the deadbolt into place, slightly panting as she leaned her hand against it.

She could feel his eyes on her before she turned.

“Adi.”

She forced herself to turn, feeling the first tinges of embarrassment.

“You’re scared. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Adalyn Stalling scared.”

“Well, I’m....” What? Words seemed to fail her. “I’m uhh...” I’m freaked out. Exhausted. So tired of attention. Of any form. And now this?

She forced herself to move past him, flipping on lights. Her apartment was modern, clean. All simple lines and light colors over spotless floors. Realizing that her knees were shaking, she fell onto a white leather chair with no arms and leaned her head back against the rounded top. She closed her eyes for a moment as he wandered about, through the kitchen, the dining room, glancing into her half-bathroom—cautiously moving open the door then looking behind it—and then partway down the hall toward her room. Searching for an intruder.

“Chase, tell me about my grandfather.” Tell me anything. Make me forget about this weirdo with a rose fetish.

Chase’s intent hazel eyes tore from the direction of her bedroom and back to her. “Of course. Right.” He came to her and sat down on the footrest in front of her, his arms on his knees. “Adi, Gene isn’t faring very well. About two weeks ago—”

“Two weeks?” she said, sitting upright. She’d changed her number again, about then. Dropped off of all social media months ago, when her numbers blew up because of all the fans. “Gramps...” She reached out and grabbed his hand. “What? What is it?”

“He’s okay, Adi. He’s okay, for now.” He took her hand in both of his, nothing but compassion and understanding of their mutual love for the older man in his expression or movement. His hands were so warm. “Gene had a massive heart attack. He’s out of the hospital now. But Adi,” he said, his eyes suddenly wet with tears, “the doc doesn’t think he has long. He’s on tenuous ground. I tried calling you at work—but the receptionist basically hung up on me. And then all I got was that extension with some other woman’s voice answering for you.”

She gave him a miserable look. “I’m so sorry. You’d be amazed at the stories some people come up with, trying to get to me. My boss figured that if someone didn’t already know my extension, they didn’t need to speak to me yet. You know, after all that’s come down lately.”

“Sure,” he said, compassion in his eyes. “But since I couldn’t get ahold of you by phone or email, I thought I’d better come. I knew you’d want to know about him. And he...Well, Adi, he really needs to hear from you.”

“Thank you so much,” she said, wrapping her other hand around his two larger ones, feeling so guilty for her absence, her ignorance of those she loved most. “These last months...Ever since I went on the show...I haven’t been good about calling him. Anyone, really. And it’s been...” She gestured helplessly to the hallway.

“A little Hollywood-crazy, eh?” he said, casting her his crooked grin.

“A little,” she admitted wanly.

“Can you get away? Come to Glacier, even for a bit? Come see him? Seeing you would do him good.”

“Oh, I...” Why did she hold back? What was she supposed to do for three months here? “Well, maybe.”

“Tea. I need to make you some tea. Does that sound good? Gramps always said that tea helped a soul think. Lemon Zinger, in particular. Got any?”

“I think so,” she said numbly.

She couldn’t make herself rise, but listened to him fumble through her cupboards, waited, even as she heard the kettle whistle. Felt like she was in a dream. Chase, here? In Chicago? The rose petals...Gramps?

Chase sat down in front of her again and thrust a steaming mug into her hands. She closed her eyes and inhaled the scent of lemon and spice and sweet fruit.

“So,” Chase said. “Tell me about the roses. Could it be a boyfriend?”

“I wish,” she said. “I mean, I’m not in any kind of mental place for a boyfriend,” she rushed on. “But that? Out there? That’s a stalker,” she finished in a whisper. “You saw that you couldn’t just ride on up the elevator. And security—there’s nothing that would tell the average Joe which apartment I’m in. Even our post boxes are coded. Our security code for walk-ups wouldn’t tell him. It’s all very purposeful. And somehow...” Her voice faded.

“Somehow, this guy blew through all security measures.” He stared at her, the muscles in his jaw flexing. When had he gotten man-jaw muscles? “Where else?” he asked gruffly.

“Just at work,” she admitted, “but that’s not so hard. It doesn’t take a super-sleuth to figure out where a girl named Adalyn Stalling might be working as a marketing exec, even in a city as big as Chicago.” She worked for a marketing firm. Press releases were their bread and butter, even in regard to their own employees.

“Does your firm keep them away from you?”

“Pretty well,” she said. “The paparazzi still stalk the parking garage.”

“How do you know this guy was at your work?”

“More rose petals, in the parking garage. And a rose, on my Subie.”

“Today?”

“Today.”

“Could it have been one of the paparazzi? Looking for a particularly evocative shot?” he asked.

“Could’ve,” she admitted. “But when I left, there were no photographers.” She shook her head. “It was probably some jerk in the office thinking he was funny.”

Clearly unconvinced, Chase frowned and rose, fists clenching and unclenching. Then he moved quietly back to the hall. Took hold of a heavy pewter candlestick of her grandmother’s and walked to her bedroom, the only place he hadn’t searched.

Adalyn forced herself to take a sip of tea. Then another. Waited, while he clearly searched every square foot of her bedroom and bathroom.

“Adi?” he called gently.

She waited a second, then made herself say, “Yes?”

“Can you come here, please?”

She rose, feeling like she had when she entered the set of The One again. Herself, and yet not herself. As if she was an actor playing herself.

She strode down the hall and paused in the doorway. He was there in front of her. Blocking her view. On purpose? He turned and took hold of her arms. She looked up into his face—that face she’d once crushed so hard on, when they were kids. “Chase? What is it?”

He closed his eyes and then lifted one hand to run through his hair. “Is there anywhere you can go tonight, Adi? A friend’s? Or a hotel—”

But she was already pushing past him.

Standing, mouth agape, sucking in a breath.

Because then she saw it.

Her queen bed, with the crisp Egyptian sheets and overly-stuffed duvet turned down, as if to welcome her.

And a single, long-stemmed red rose peeking up from beneath the sheets, resting atop her perfectly plumped pillow.

––––––––
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HER KNEES GAVE WAY and she sank, but Chase caught her.

He helped her walk on wobbly knees to the living room, then carefully propped open the front door as he dialed 911. Quietly, he reported the emergency and within minutes the apartment building’s wide-eyed security force of three had arrived, looking as secretly excited over the opportunity as they were concerned over her safety. They hovered in the hallway, pacing back and forth to her bedroom, quietly conferring as they waited for the police to arrive.

“Adi,” Chase said, covering her with an afghan that had barely been used; she’d bought it right before she left for the show’s taping. “Can you take a leave of absence? I think...” He paused and ran a hand through his brown hair again before perching on the edge of her stiff, modern sofa and looking at her. “I think you ought to get out of here for a while. Come away. You know,” he said, lowering his voice, “to our place. To where the paparazzi and guys like this weird dude who’ve been watching the show are not likely to find you. You never mentioned it.”

Never mentioned it, he said. As if he’d seen every episode. She was half-grateful, half-horrified at the thought of it. Chase had watched it? But he was right. Never had she told her prospective bachelors where exactly she’d spent her summers, only hinting at treasured months on a lake in the Northwest. The producers had coached them in that, in order to protect some measure of their privacy. For that at least, she was thankful.

“I—I don’t know. I mean...I have some time. My boss actually is making me take some time. I’ve just had so much change lately. To up and leave?” She shook her head.

“But Adi, your Gramps. He needs you. He needs you now. And you...” He rubbed the back of his neck and looked around. “You need to not be here.”

She stared at Chase. He’d just set it out between them. The only thing that might convince her. Gramps. She hadn’t seen him since last Christmas, and even then, just for a few days.

“I want to see Gramps, I do. I need to see him. But maybe just for a weekend. A long weekend,” she quickly amended, seeing him shift in agitation. “To make sure he’s on a better track.”

“A better track?” Chase growled, rising and pacing. “And what about you? What about you, Adi? Here you are, the spurned bachelorette of The One, with a stalker showing up in your apartment?” He spit out the last word. “I’ve done my share of tracking animals over the years, and from where I sit, I’m thinking you have both an ailing elder in your pack, as well as an enemy on your tail. It’s time to hole up somewhere safe.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then swallowed. She hated to run, but at the moment, all she felt was...overwhelmed. Frozen.

Chase wrapped his big hands around her shoulders. “Do you have an option? Why not come home for a while? For a couple weeks? Or as long as your boss has given you. Don’t you need some time to figure things out?”

Certain phrases stood out to her, then seemed to echo through her mind in a dizzying spin. Come home. Figure things out.

She paused. What was it she needed to shake this fog she seemed to be living in? Time? Space? Healing? Gramps?

Maybe all of that. And more.
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CHAPTER 4
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CHASE ROLLINS WATCHED through the small window as the rising sun cast a pink glow over the jagged Rocky Mountain peaks below the commuter plane, some still covered with a fair amount of snow. Many wouldn’t shed their white mantles until June faded into July and that was fine by him. The mountains always had more dimension and interest with some snow on them.

Chase loved each of the seasons for different reasons. Spring, for all the bright, light-green newness it brought with the end of winter’s reign. Fall, for the last showy color of the mountainsides—the banner-gold of the Tamaracks, the deep, royal red of the vine maples, the orange-gold of the aspens—all on parade amongst the evergreens. Winter, for her quiet and stark solitude, the soul’s rest. But summer’s bright clarity...well, summer had forever been associated with fun, happy memories and the hope of new adventures. For a long while, it had meant he’d see Adi again. But that hadn’t happened in years.

He glanced down at her, awkwardly asleep against his shoulder, like she’d been on a hundred different occasions as a kid. It had always been like this for them. Once, anyway. They’d spent the year apart, and every summer, fell back into their easy friendship. Later on, there’d been a budding romance. He’d come close to kissing her ten times or more, that last summer. But never did. He’d always been afraid to ruin what they had.

This. This easy, constant trust. Even after six years apart, here she was. A girl who’d been through heartbreak not once, but twice. A girl who’d been stalked by photographers and now this creep...He took a deep breath and shifted slowly, easing her cheek to a different place on his numb shoulder and gazed down at her with tender feelings making his eyes embarrassingly damp. With him, with him, she was at ease. As he’d always been with her.
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