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To my Isaiah, you will always be my biggest cheerleader and my mother, my writing partner. You’ve waited a long time for this story.
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Fairytale endings only happen in books ...


Not this one ...
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Cast of Characters

[image: ]




Stephanie Lynne Daniels


-  Author, Heroine



Daniel Taylor White


-  Cover model, Hero



Rhonda Baker-Turner


-  Bookkeeper, married to Darius



Darius Turner


-  Computer Programmer, Rhonnie’s husband



Amber Mosley


-  Las Vegas Showgirl, Steph’s friend



Paul Todd Murphy


-  Pastry Chef, Steph’s only male friend



Adrienne Morales


-  Psychotherapist in training, Steph’s friend



Leon Banks


-  Cover model, Danny’s friend



Judy Keller


-  Steph’s Personal Assistant



Kathryn Donovan


-  Another romance author
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~ Chapter One ~
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There are those that will tell you that they've done some things in their lives that have not only been life altering but have been downright the stupidest thing they have ever done. I am going to let you know right now I am one of those people. I still cannot believe this is my life. I really can't believe things worked out in the end. I am incredibly fortunate because all things considered the situation could have gone deep into left field. What am I talking about?

My name is Stephanie Daniels, and I am an author. I am also hands down one of the biggest idiots known to man. Let me tell you why. About a year and a half ago, I was just beginning to get my fledgling writing career off the ground. I'd decided that I would go to a multi-author book signing to gain some public awareness and possible notoriety. I also thought it would be a great idea to do the whole "fangirl" thing without being creepy. 

I'm from Ohio. To be more precise, I'm from Sandusky, Ohio. By doing this event, I was deciding to take a risk and invest in myself. My hope was it would pay off in the end. It did, just not in the way that I’d expected. 

I was participating in an author signing with about fifty other authors at an event in New York. The April event was perfect timing. It meant that the bulky coats I’d previously been wearing could be exchanged and I would be able to wear cute and comfy clothes. If that wasn't enough, then the warmer temps meant more opportunity to go out and enjoy the city. I'd had enough of being indoors. I needed a break from the recluse that I'd become. A better trip couldn't have been planned for me if I had done the research and set it up myself. I can't express just how ecstatic I was to be able to go on my first major trip outside of the state. I was even more excited about visiting New York. I mean, how cool was that? 

There was a Facebook group set up for the participating authors. I'd gotten to know quite a few of them very well. The countdown to the event made me want to openly weep. I couldn't contain the joy I carried around inside. I was nervous beyond words, but that didn't matter. I was still on pins and needles. I just couldn't wait to be there. Some names on the graphics created to promote the event brought tears to my eyes. I was set to be sharing a space with so many amazing men and women. 

As my departure date drew closer, I found myself repeatedly checking my lists and packages that I'd created. I wanted to make sure that I didn't forget anything. I had my suitcase packed the week prior. I packed and unpacked that thing about four times before I finally felt comfortable enough to say that there was nothing that I'd forgotten. I felt better knowing that the other newer authors were just as off kilter as I felt. I’d been in the Facebook group over the last two weeks reading like-minded posts from new authors. The nerves were real. I wasn't alone. I thought that was one of the greatest feelings ever. I felt one hundred ten percent better knowing that I wasn't alone in the crazy. 

Finally, the big day of departure arrived. I was taking an early morning flight. I had everything set up in the front of my house the night before. I was driving to the airport, so I put everything in the truck or so I thought. I nearly left my dang carry on in the chair in my living room. 

Thankfully, I was travelling with a close friend of mine, Rhonda Baker-Turner. Rhonnie mentioned my seat and I remembered my ticket was in my bag that hadn't been put in with the rest of the stuff because I didn't see it. I rushed back into the house as soon as I realized it truly wasn’t in the car. 

Rhonnie has kept me on my toes for some time now. She and I have lived next door to each other for about eight years. I was introduced to her in one of the most unconventional ways. Our bedroom windows are facing one another, only separated by a pale, wooden fence. She and her then boyfriend, now husband, Darius Turner, were engaged in a round of some type of tantric sex session. I heard her screaming his name and him pleading with her not to be so loud or the neighbors would think he was killing her. I couldn't hold back the laughter when that caused them to bicker back and forth over whether or not that was the right time to think about the neighbors. I believe the question that was screamed was:

"Do you really think the neighbors would have mistaken my screaming orgasm as a sign that my dumb ass boyfriend is attempting to murder me?"

"I certainly didn't," I'd stated aloud and evidently loud enough for her to hear me.

I'd cringed as I actually tossed the cover over my head when I heard complete silence after my idiotic outburst. I'd forgotten for a moment that my window was open as well as theirs. I heard the bed move and not in the way that it had been previously moving. It clearly suggested someone was getting out of the bed and moving toward a different area of the room. If I had needed to guess, then I would have stated they'd been moving toward the open window. I would have guessed right. The next time she spoke her voice was a great deal closer than it had been before. 

"Hey. Who said that?"

I heard the question, but I didn't want to answer. I thought about possibly pretending that I didn't hear her. I thought about trying to close my window. It was something that crossed my mind a few moments too late. Had I been quicker than I would have done so when she'd been making her way to the dang window. Resigned, I climbed out of my bed and moved to stand in front of it. A woman with chestnut brown hair kind of matted to her head was peering out the window wearing a pearl-colored robe with pink roses. At least they'd looked like pink roses from the light that was cast from the moon. Her eyes seemed to glow which told me they had to be some shade of green. I stood in my "I love sleep" plush pajama bottoms and a pink tank that matched the hearts on my pants. My size fourteen hips and ass felt comfortable in them but looking at her "just got laid" look made me feel a little lonely. 

I averted my gaze for a moment, took a quick breath and introduced myself. 

"Hi. I'm your neighbor, Stephanie Daniels. I'm not usually one to listen in ... on ... people, but I had a late-night writing session ... I, um, I'd just gone to bed before ... I'm really sorry. I didn't mean to speak or at least not loud enough for anyone to hear me," I was finally able to get out. 

She just smiled and waved her petite hand dismissively before speaking again, "Please. You're good. I'm just wanting to know if you thought this one ...," a guy that looked like he had about a foot or so on her short frame joined her at the window. 

His face said that he was slightly embarrassed that they'd been caught. Her face seemed not to care at all they'd been heard. In fact, she didn't seem overly concerned at the predicament we'd found ourselves in, at all. As I looked on, I could see that he was in pretty decent shape. He wasn't perfectly cut, but it could be seen that he took care of his body. The waves of his sandy blonde hair fell limply over his forehead. His smile revealed a chipped front tooth and dimples. He was somewhat cute. Her speaking again had interrupted my attempt at admiring the view in front of me.

"Oh, sorry. Hello there, Stephanie. My name is Rhonda Baker, and this here is Darius Turner," her absentminded introduction had me giggling to myself. 

She introduced herself as an afterthought. It had been as if she suddenly remembered that she should've done so once he appeared at her side. I had a feeling that his presence definitely had something to do with it. I don't think she would've thought about it until much later in the conversation had he not been there. Rhonda began speaking again. 

"Now, back to my question, did you think this one was attempting to murder me or just giving me the most amazing pipe work ever?" she asked as she gestured with her thumb toward Darius.

I almost choked on my tongue as I registered what it was that she'd asked me and tried to get my brain to work up a response. I'd never met a woman who was so free with not only herself, but her thoughts and actions, as well. After a few moments, I'd responded. I'd basically repeated what I'd already said. She apologized for being so loud. She then said that I wouldn't have to worry about hearing them anymore that night because Darius wouldn't be feeling the inside of any of her orifices that evening. Looking forlorn and as sad as a puppy dog that had been banned from playing with his favorite chew toy, Darius retreated. Rhonnie and I said our goodnights. She shook her head as she followed behind him. I'd laughed so hard I nearly tripped as I'd walked back to my bed and climbed in.

We were window conversationalist for a while. That grew to us becoming sidewalk talkers. Eventually, we upgraded to giving each other tours of our respective homes. We were so comfortable now that we each had keys to each other's house. Neither one of us locked the top locks on our back doors. It just made life easier if we needed to talk quickly to one another. 

Now, we were going to enjoy my first ever book signing, and I couldn't think of anyone better to enjoy this experience. At thirty-four years of age, I have four other fantastic friends, but Rhonnie and I are two of the closest. She was also the only one that was going to rearrange her entire life just to make sure that she was there with me. I love her more with every passing moment because of things like that. 

"All right, Stephanie Lynnia Daniels, are you ready for this? You all set?" Rhonnie asked as she climbed into the passenger seat of my truck. 

I looked at my friend and couldn't help the goofy, gleeful expression I must've been sporting. Rhonnie only uses my full name when she is being silly. I know the feelings that have to coursing through her because I’m feeling the same ones. 

"Oh, my goodness! Girl, forget that I even asked that dumb ass question. If your expression gets any brighter, we won't need exterior or interior lighting anywhere we go over the next few days. Hell, for the next month. We can just point you in the direction we need lit," her accompanying laughter had me laughing as well. 

"Come on. Fess up! You're just as excited ... well, not as excited, but you are happy about this trip. I know it. They say, 'the truth will set you free'," I shifted in my seat then turned back to pull out my itinerary so that I could look at it again. "That's okay. I don't need to know the truth. You have a tendency to over share. I don't want that to lead to you giving me tips in the bedroom or any other place. Riding silently is riding safely. I'll try to contain myself."

Rhonnie wisely chose not to make any comments about what I'd said. After plugging in her iPod, she just sat back and fiddled with the lining of her yellow sweater. She looked so cool and calm with her cargo pants paired with her yellow flip-flops. Her dark waves rather floated around her head as the wind came through the window while we drove. 

I was wearing my comfy jeans, a white blouse and red sweater paired with my red flip-flops. Looking at what I had on made me cringe. I looked like I was celebrating the Fourth of July. I should've worn something else. I had a different shirt in my carry-on. I could change into my black waist-length sweater once we parked the car. I always left that or the red one I'd idiotically chosen to don for this momentous occasion either in the back seat or in my trunk. 

With it being so quiet, I had time to think about where it was that I was travelling. I wanted to bounce in my seat as I drove. I was going to a book signing. An actual real-life, true-to-form, bona fide book signing. I'd arrived. I’d gained some notoriety over the years, which meant I was going to a signing where people were looking forward to meeting me. My excitement had me beginning to bounce unconsciously. I caught myself before Rhonnie could notice and was happy for it. My friend would’ve made fun of me for acting the way that I was.

She was far too quiet sitting next to me. Of all of the words that one could use to describe Rhonnie, quiet would definitely not be one of them. I finally noticed that she had the IPod in her hand still and not the docking station where we usually put our music players. I glanced back to the road and noticed from the corner of my eye that she'd put the player down. 

From the speakers, Cyndi Lauper's “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” began to play at a loud, surround-sound volume. I let out a full-blown, bellyaching laugh. Yeah, Rhonnie was excited. That was her anthem when she was in full on "let the games begin" mode. 

"Now, that's what I'm talkin' 'bout," I yelled as I stopped at the last red light before we would get on the freeway to head to the airport. 

I turned to my friend, and she turned toward me. We both let out squeals of delight before singing along with the song all the way to the airport. My friend was the best friend a girl could ask for. She knew just what to do to get my mind off the nerves that I would surely have been dwelling on if I were alone.
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~ Chapter Two ~



[image: ]




Arriving at the airport, I did another check of everything that I had with me. I also had to do another check of the tags on my bags. I couldn’t leave without doing it or I would spend the flight wondering if I, in fact, had everything I would need. Once I felt reassured that I had everything with me, I did an inventory check. 

The last time I’d checked, the hotel representatives stated that they had received my packages. Those held all of my books and the prizes that I planned to give away. I looked over the pictures of the boxes and double-checked to make sure they were properly labeled. William, at the Sheraton, was a major help and he'd put my mind at ease. The other manager, Mary, had done nothing but piss me off. I was going to have a nice chat with her boss once I arrived. Our event was bringing in some major revenue for that hotel. The number of authors, their models and their assistants had a great chunk of the rooms reserved. The dinner, meet-n-greet, author party and special conference meeting was going to occupy quite a few of the staff members over the weekend. I had every right to be treated with respect. 

As I ticked off all of the things that made it seem like I should have some special accommodations, I silently checked myself. I had just reached the point where someone requested that I join in this type of event. Here I was acting as if I were someone more than I was. I was no J. K. Rowling or Nicolas Sparks. I was just little old me, Stephanie Daniels, from Sandusky, Ohio. Okay, so maybe I wouldn't attempt to get the rude girl fired, but I would suggest that someone speak to her about the way that she deals with customers.

I was torn away from my thoughts by a young woman's voice. It wasn't that of the woman behind the counter who was attempting to check our bags. It wasn't coming from Rhonnie, either. I looked around again. I'd done a quick sweep before Beverly, the baggage claim girl, called for my attention.

"Ma'am, do you have any illegal substances on your person?" I distractedly responded that I didn't while attempting to find the owner of the voice that kept calling my name. 

Her voice was coming closer to where we were standing. We finalized our interaction with Beverly and moved off to the side while scanning the crowd. Rhonnie's face reflected one of concern. She'd obviously gotten a look at the woman and didn’t have recognized her. Being one of the few people that were really close to me, Rhonnie knew the majority of the people that ran in my circle and worked with me. I turned to follow the direction that had my friend's gaze glued to it. A blonde-haired, petite-framed woman with red glasses and a streak of red hair falling with the curl that was in her face was quickly making her way toward me. 

"Author Stephanie Daniels! Oh, my word! I can't believe that it's actually you. You are standing in the same airport that I am. Tell me that you are on your way to New York right now. Please say that it's true. I saw that you posted that you were on your way to an author signing, but I didn't get a chance to see which one. The Naughty Babes signing is one that I've been looking forward to for over a year," the young woman's curls were flailing about as she spoke with an enthusiasm I never expected to be directed my way. 

"Breathe, honey. I don't know if I should tell you whether I'm going or not. You might just pass out on me and that wouldn't be a great start to a trip that I am equally as excited about," I snickered and so did Rhonnie. The poor thing in front of me took a moment before she got it. 

"Oh. No. I'm fine," her voice squeaked when she said that she was fine. That sounded reassuring. 

I gave Rhonnie a look that said that maybe she was right to worry. The young woman saw the exchange and rushed to reassure both of us that she wasn't a psycho or anything. 

"I'm so not. I am just in love with everything that you've written. I'm Penelope Pryor. I'm listed on your street team as Penelope Cruzismybitch. I'm a huge fan of hers as well."

"That's right. I remember asking you if you didn't like her because of it. It's so nice to meet you," I pulled her in for a hug. 

Out of a group of about seventy on my street team, she was one of the fifteen or so people that actually shared and told people about my books. I had forgotten to post in my group that I was heading to the Naughty Babes signing this weekend. I think she either won or purchased one of every book that I had put out there. 

"Anyway, I just wanted to come over and say hello. I hope you are going to the signing I'm going to attend. I would love to have the rest of my books signed. I brought them with me, just in case. I remember you mentioning your possible signings a few months ago, but you never confirmed the events. So, are you?" she asked, sounding so hopeful. 

There was a diabolical part of me that wanted to torment her a little, but the courteous, angelic voice in my head won out. I decided to put the girl out of her misery. She might just wither and puddle if I told her that I was going to be at a different event. The little light blue skirt set she was wearing wouldn’t hide much if she were to hit the floor. 

"Yes, that's where we are headed," I immediately braced myself. 

I didn't know exactly what was coming, but I knew something was. I'm glad that I did. She squealed, clapped, and then began to jump up and down in place before launching herself at me. 

"Yes! This is going to be so great! I can't believe this. That's so incredible! I am going to go now and get out of your hair. I'm fan-girling so hard right now. I'll see you there." 

Penelope stood for a few more moments before finally going to check her bags. 

"Well, well, well. Looky here. Looky here. I'm with someone that gets fangirled on. I didn't know I was with someone with so much influence. Maybe we should roll out the red carpet for you," Rhonnie's singsong voice was cutting into my bubble of joy.

"Thanks so much for ruining that moment for me. I hope you're happy," I picked up my carry on and began walking toward our gate. 

"You're welcome. I just don't want to have to worry about your head being so big that we can't take off from the weight of it. Before we possibly get mobbed, let's pick up speed.”

I snorted and began speed walking with the one piece of luggage that was still in my possession. I tossed it over my shoulder, “Don’t worry; my head will never be as big as your old-ass head is. You won’t lose the title of ‘Big Head Baker Baby’.”  

I giggled as I heard her call out, “Such a bitch. I told you that in confidence. Slow down. You know I can’t move that fast.”

"Nobody told you to pack up your dresser for a weekend away. I’ll see you at the gate. At the rate you’re going, I could probably stop off at the duty-free and grab some snacks first before you finally catch up with me."

“I told you that I truly do hate you, right?" her voice was getting smaller and smaller as I moved through the hallway. 

The exertion was helping me get rid of some of the remaining nerves that I had. I heard one last thing before her voice was lost in the general tones of the surrounding crowd. 

“What are you looking at? I know you’ve heard two women yelling at one another before ...," there was a pause then she continued. “Looking at you, maybe not unless they were members of your family.”

I laughed and left Rhonnie to fend for herself. We always try to warn her, but sometimes that mouth of hers seriously gets away from her.

By the time she caught up with me, she was rubbing her hand, which I could see was red. Great! Whom did she smack? I pulled my ear buds out of my ears and nodded toward her hand with raised eyebrows. 

“What? The bitch was asking for it. It wasn’t her place to try to defend her man. It demeaned his character. Darius would’ve kicked my ass for attempting to speak for him."

That’s my Rhonnie. She is one of the loudest, outgoing, badass white girls I know. The woman backed up every threat she ever made, loved hard and was one of most trustworthy individuals that I've ever known. 

The little showcase, that I'm surprised didn't have her attached to a member of airport security, was a typical thing with her. How she explained her actions was equally as typical. That was how she rationalized her insane ass behavior. I just laughed and plugged my ears again. It would be a few minutes before she would stop mumbling about the situation. 

I allowed myself to get lost in the beats of the dream musical collaboration of Timbs, Timbaland and J. T. (a.k.a. Justin Timberlake). “True Blood” played in my ears for several minutes as I let my mind drift. I really wanted to go dancing. I was so ready to be there and beyond set to hit the floor with some new acquaintances. I wanted to have as much fun as I possibly could. This was a working funtastic weekend and I was geared up to start it. 

I must've floated through the boarding of the plane, stowing my carry-on and taking my window seat. I mentally missed the flight attendant’s little spiel, which is one of my favorite things to see next to the view of the takeoff. I don't think I ever took my buds out of my ears. I know I saw us take off because I remember the smile that spread over my face, at least the feeling of it. 

I stretched and looked around. I'd fallen asleep. I awoke just as we were preparing to land. Rhonnie had just tapped my shoulder. Her tap was what woke me. 

"I can't believe I fell asleep. I didn't think that I was tired," I said as I pulled the buds from my ears.

"Girly, I knew you didn't get much sleep last night. I knew you weren’t going to even if I repeatedly said that you should. Your light was off then on several times well into the wee hours of the morning. Darius told me if they came on again, then he was shooting your ass with a tranquilizer dart through the window. I'm surprised you didn't hear me bust a gut laughing at about three in the morning."

I snickered, "I'm going to have to get that man something special since I kept him awake last night."

"I found this shirt online that I ended up ordering for him. I couldn't help it. I had to buy him one. It said: 'My Girl's Friend is the BITCH that Keeps ME up at Night'! I nearly shit myself laughing at that."

"Leave it to you, Rhonnie, to find a shirt that has a double meaning, one of them being sexual."

"You wouldn't have me any other way."

"Hey, that's my line."

"It works. Hey, guess what?"

"What?"

"We're in New York, baby!"

"Yes, we are!"

We did a little dance as the plane landed. We were in New York. Let the games begin. 
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~ Chapter Three ~
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Check in was a breeze at the hotel just as it had been at the airport. I didn't have a fan come up to me when I checked in, much to Rhonnie's disappointment. She'd said that she was all prepared to snap my "happy ass" right back to reality. I just shook my head and made my way over to the table that was set up for us to check-in for the event. 

I almost broke down in tears when the organizer, Bree McGarther, walked up to me with my information packet, badge and swag pack before I could make it to the table. She'd said that she was thrilled to have me in her hometown and would be one of the first people to be in my line when it came time for us to sign. It was official. I had arrived.
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