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      “A fun, flirty, sweet romance filled with romance and character growth and a perfect happily ever after.” -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Carly Phillips

      

      “Samantha Chase writes my kind of happily ever after!” -NY Times & USA Today Bestselling Author Erin Nicholas

      

      “The openness between the lovers is refreshing, and their interactions are a balanced blend of sweet and spice. The planets may not have aligned, but the elements of this winning romance are definitely in sync.”  - Publishers Weekly, STARRED review

      

      “A true romantic delight, A Sky Full of Stars is one of the top gems of romance this year.” - Night Owl Reviews, TOP PICK
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      Some days it didn’t pay to get out of bed.

      Or answer the phone.

      Or talk to people.

      This was definitely one of those days.

      Juliette Bellucci stood stiffly and stared out at the New York City skyline while she awaited her fate.

      Okay, maybe that was a bit dramatic, but essentially, she was waiting to find out if she still had a job.

      The silence in the outer office was deafening, but she refused to sit or get comfortable or even glance at her phone. Being wildly uncomfortable seemed completely fitting right now. The sun was almost painfully bright, reflecting off of the buildings, and the more she looked around at the scenery, the more she wished she were anywhere but here.

      “Jules? Vanessa will see you now.”

      Glancing over her shoulder, she gave a tight smile. “Thanks, Amy.” Tugging gently on her skirt, Juliette held her head high and made her way into her boss’s office.

      “Good luck,” Amy whispered before shutting the door behind her.

      “Have a seat,” Vanessa said curtly, without looking up. It was a power move. She was going to stay that way until Juliette was squirming in her chair, ready to explode with anxiety.

      So she sat and willed herself not to squirm.

      Vanessa Jenkins looked up sooner than she expected, her expression cool. “What am I going to do with you, Jules?” she asked, leaning back in her seat. “I mean…what were you thinking? Do you have any idea the number of people I’ve had to put on damage control because of this?”

      “It wasn’t…”

      “It was,” Vanessa firmly interrupted. “You are the publicist for a two-time Oscar-winning actress who is prone to posting inappropriate content on social media! You know what she does when her movies tank or someone breaks up with her!”

      “Again, I didn’t…”

      “It took you four hours before you got that crap pulled down! Four hours where the entire world got a good view of your client in all her drunk and naked glory! And the things she did with the Oscar were just vulgar!” She shuddered dramatically. “The movie studio is furious, she’s been fired from the movie she was going to start shooting next week, and we are the laughingstock of the PR world! Where the hell were you? How could you allow this to happen?”

      Letting out a long breath, she met Vanessa’s gaze head on. “I was asleep, Van. She put that first picture up at 3:45 in the morning. As soon as I woke up, I got it all taken down. I’m entitled to sleep, aren’t I? Last I checked, no one else stays up 24/7.” She paused to collect her thoughts. “Now, I’m sorry that this all went down the way it did, but the fact remains that I did get all the pictures taken down and put out a statement almost immediately.”

      “Too little, too late, Jules. The studio…”

      “The studio’s completely within their rights!” she argued. “Roxie needs to be in therapy, not another movie, and that’s not my fault!”

      For a moment, Vanessa simply stared at her before she sighed. “Jules, you and I have been friends since middle school. I brought you on when I joined Prestige because I knew you would be an amazing publicist. And for several years, you were. I don’t know what’s going on with you lately, but your last three clients all had very public…nightmares that could have been prevented. You’re not doing your job and you’re making me look bad.”

      Here it comes…

      “My grandfather started this agency and with my promotion last year—a promotion that has me as the head of the agency—I can’t keep covering for you. I value our friendship, but I value my position more.”

      And as much as she wanted to roll her eyes, Juliette completely understood. If the tables were turned, she’d feel the same way. The only genuine issue was that this really wasn’t her fault. The person at fault was the diva actress and the BFF who actually took the pictures and videos that got posted—videos where said BFF was laughing and telling Roxie what she should do.

      And encouraged her to do more!

      “Van, you know I’ve been working on putting some distance between Roxie and Amber. We both know Amber’s a huge part of the problem here.”

      Nodding, Vanessa straightened in her chair. “I’m aware of that. But this is just the last straw, Jules. It’s not just the Roxie thing. It was the Theo Channing DUI…”

      “I put him in an Uber myself,” she stated. “He paid the driver to take him back to his car.”

      “You should have driven him home yourself!”

      “He grabbed by boobs twice that night and tried to kiss me! He’s lucky I didn’t shove him in front of a moving vehicle!”

      Vanessa frowned. “And Karla? Are you going to even try to defend yourself?”

      “Um…”

      “Because we have the video where you can clearly be heard talking about how she’s a phony. She wasn’t amused.”

      “She is a phony! That entire magazine article was nothing but a sham! Those weren’t her dogs, that wasn’t her kitchen, she doesn’t cook, and that wasn’t even her baby! She hired a baby because hers—and I’m quoting Karla herself—wasn’t in her cute stage yet! I mean, who says that about their own baby?”

      “She’s allowed to because she’s the mom! You can think whatever you want as the publicist or whatever, but you never bad-mouth a client when the press is around!” With a huff of annoyance, she went on. “You are seriously the most brilliant and clueless publicist we have! But you are also the most negative.” She fell back against the chair again. “I don’t know what to do with you, Jules! I honestly planned on firing you today.”

      As much as she wanted to argue—or beg—she wouldn’t. Juliette hated people who didn’t take responsibility for their actions or who always had excuses. She refused to be like that.

      “If that’s what you need to do, then…I’ll accept it,” she said quietly.

      “I don’t want to do this,” Vanessa said after a moment. “I’m just not sure what else I can do. Roxie’s demanding that I fire you.”

      “Roxie’s a spoiled diva who should be in rehab.”

      Luckily, Vanessa smirked. “The only reason I’m not correcting you is because there’s no press here, but that’s the exact thing you need to control, Jules.”

      “I don’t make a habit of saying stuff like that out loud and you know it.”

      “Not with your words, but your face speaks volumes. Trust me.”

      Letting out a long breath, she felt like she had to defend herself at least a little. “Look, this is who I am, Van. I openly admit to being pessimistic. I have worked very hard to overcome some really shitty circumstances, and having to kiss spoiled and pampered people’s asses for a living is hard. They don’t appreciate anything and sometimes…” Another sigh. “Sometimes it gets the better of me. I’m sorry.”

      For a solid minute, neither spoke and Juliette figured it was the dramatic pause before Vanessa gave her a few perfunctory compliments and then apologized that she had to let her go. So she sat there and braced herself for it. She had a good savings built up and she would realistically be okay for about three months. Unfortunately, her reputation was going to be tarnished in the entertainment world, so she was going to have to consider a different field.

      Or at least a different clientele.

      “I really should be sending your paperwork to human resources and asking you to clean out your desk…”

      She didn’t have a desk there; she worked from home. But she understood it was a metaphorical desk and nodded.

      “But I’m willing to give you one more chance.”

      Juliette looked at her in total confusion. “Seriously?”

      Nodding solemnly, Vanessa explained as she picked up a folder. “This client is possibly the nicest person in the entire entertainment industry. He’s the poster boy for good behavior and being a great guy.”

      Ugh…she’d believe that when she saw it.

      “I never wanted you to work with him because you’re too jaded, and I was always worried that your head would completely explode if you had to be around him for too long. He’s that upbeat and cheerful.”

      “O-kay…then why now? If you’re looking for me to dig myself a hole too deep to get out of, then I’ll have to say thanks, but no thanks. I’d rather you fire me now than be the person who damages some little ray of sunshine’s reputation.”

      Vanessa groaned. “Seriously, why are you like this? I’m offering you a chance at redemption, Jules. This is a lifeline, and I strongly suggest you take a good long look at yourself and take it.”

      “Um…”

      “Take the next week to get your head on straight and perhaps pull it out of your ass. This is your last chance. Prestige can’t afford to cover for you and your attitude anymore.”

      “Hey!”

      “We’ve known each other far too long for me to have to sugarcoat this for you. Stop being a downer, a brat, and…for lack of a better word, a bitch. Find something to be happy about. Put on your big girl panties, put a smile on your face, and play nice with the client.”

      “Fine. Who is it and what does it entail?”

      Smiling, Vanessa typed something on her laptop and then turned the screen toward her. “Simon Bennett. Singer, songwriter, and quite possibly the nicest guy in America.”

      “Okay, but what does he need us for?”

      “Simon’s going to be the focus of a documentary. His label wants it done. After the success of Taylor Swift’s tour film and Beyoncé’s, his label wants to do something similar. Obviously he’s not as big of a name—yet—but they’re hoping this film is going to be the thing to get him to the next level.”

      Nodding, she kept staring at his picture. He was definitely good-looking and you could tell by his smile that he’s having a great time, but if he’s such a wonderful person, Juliette didn’t understand why he needed her—which is what she asked Vanessa.

      “It seems like Simon’s not as eager to do this as everyone naturally thought he’d be. He’s doing it, but…he needs someone to sort of keep him on task and hold his hand.”

      “Sounds like he needs an assistant.”

      “No, he needs someone who knows the business and will oversee everything to make sure he’s being portrayed the way he wants to be. Someone who can make sure his brand isn’t negatively affected, while helping him see how great this opportunity is.”

      The bark of laugher was out before she could stop it. “And you honestly think that person is me?” Another laugh. “Van, come on! Now I know you’re setting me up to fail!”

      “I’m really not,” she countered. “I think someone like you—someone who can be firm but respectful—might be exactly what Simon needs. And now that you know what’s on the line for you, I think you’ll work extra hard to make this happen.”

      Juliette instantly sobered. “I don’t know. I realize I need to put on my poker face and be more hands-on. And maybe not sleep as much,” she mumbled. “This guy sounds like my biggest nightmare. I can handle divas. I can handle jerks who get too handsy. But someone who’s all…you know…everything is great and everyone’s super? I’m not sure I can fake it that much, Van.” Pausing, she sighed. “Look, I know my strengths and weaknesses, and I swear I’m willing to put in the work to repair the damage I’ve done. It’s just that…”

      Thought you weren’t going to beg, dummy.

      “There has to be someone else, Van. I don’t want to be the person who brings down America’s sweetheart.”

      Vanessa closed the computer and smiled serenely. “Then don’t. You’re due in Asheville, North Carolina, one week from today. I’ll email you the itinerary.”

      “But…”

      “And don’t pack like a diva. You’ll be on the road for at least the next six to eight weeks. Make sure you bring your passport, just in case. I’ve heard that Simon sometimes gets impulsive and likes to jet off to Europe.”

      “Vanessa…” she whined.

      “You and I both know you can do this. It’s time to stop being negative and start realizing how freaking awesome you are! You’re not that kid anymore, Jules. You proved them all wrong. Now go out there and show the world that I made the right decision with you. Don’t let me down.”

      Dammit.

      Rising, she smoothed a hand over her skirt. “Fine,” she grumbled. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “That’s the spirit!” They both laughed, but Juliette’s was more mirthless than anything else. And if her history was anything to go by, she’d be looking for a new job by the end of the month.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was shining, the weather was glorious, and it was honestly a fabulous day to be alive.

      There were only a few weeks left before his tour resumed, and Simon Bennett vowed to make the most of every second. The house he was renting up in the Blue Ridge Mountains had a spectacular view and was more peaceful than he could have imagined. When his brother Noah had recommended this as the spot to get away from it all, he’d been doubtful. But now that he was here? It was going to be hard to leave.

      Of course, it wasn’t exactly a relaxing vacation. He’d come here to get some writing done for the next album and it was the perfect opportunity to take a break from the tour and not hear about the documentary that was going to start filming once they got back on the road.

      Normally, he was the most agreeable guy in the world. If there was a chance something was going to bring his fans joy or help his career, he was fully on board. But this film was just…it wasn’t something he wanted to do. This wasn’t just a fluff piece where it was just him up on stage singing—like he originally thought it was—now they wanted a deep dive into his life.

      And there were certain things, and specifically certain people, he preferred to keep out of the equation.

      Like everything before he went on the reality show that launched him into superstardom.

      Being the third runner-up on America’s Next Singing Sensation had opened doors for him he never thought he’d walk through. And up until now, that was where his story began. In every interview he’d ever done, they all asked about auditioning for the show and everything that followed. Now, that was going to change, and he wasn’t happy about it.

      And Simon was always happy.

      Always.

      Every day was a gift, and he knew that from experience. So he’d made it his mission to live with appreciation for everything he had and gratitude for the musical talent he’d been blessed with. And if he could spread joy to the people around him on a daily basis, then even better.

      “Knock, knock! Simon? Are you up?”

      The house he was renting had a guest house where his assistant, Nikki, was staying with her partner and their son. Originally, he had planned to go away by himself and take the time to write and regroup, but when Nikki found the house for him, she had gushed about how she had always wanted to see the mountains. So naturally, he made that happen for her.

      “In the kitchen!” he called out, knowing his peaceful morning was over.

      “Good morning,” she said as she strolled into the room with a sense of purpose. “Celia and I are taking Alex to the aquarium today. He’s so excited about it.”

      “Sounds like fun!” Taking a spoonful of his cereal, he waited for her to say more.

      “Your new publicist will be arriving today too. Her name is Juliette Bellucci. I emailed you the information about her. I hope you had the chance to read it.”

      He had.

      Sort of.

      “Um…refresh my memory…?”

      “Ugh, Simon, seriously? I put a lot of work into that bio, just like I do whenever someone comes to work for you! The least you could have done is read it. Especially since she’s going to be staying here with us. Well…you,” she corrected.

      That was brand new information. “With me? Why? That wasn’t what we talked about, Nik.” And even though he was seriously annoyed, he did his best to sound neutral and unfazed.

      “Mick and I talked about it and we decided that she needed to get fully immersed in the world of Simon Bennett before we hit the road. She’s already committed to traveling with you for the next eight weeks, so we thought it was best if some of it wasn’t spent living out of a suitcase in a hotel. Besides, this house is big enough to sleep twelve people, not including the guest house. She’ll hardly be in the way.”

      “That’s not the point,” he reasoned. “I don’t know anything about her and it’s going to be weird having a stranger lurking around the house.”

      Leaning against the counter, Nikki smiled sweetly at him. “Are we just meeting for the first time? Don’t try to use that logic on me, Simon. You and I both know the entire world is your friend and you’ve never met a stranger you didn’t love. Take this time with Juliette—who prefers to be called Jules—and let her know how you feel about this whole documentary project. For all you know, she’s going to be the one to make it tolerable for you.”

      But he was already shaking his head. “That’s never going to happen. It’s a terrible idea and everyone’s wasting their time.”

      Her smile faded slightly and she twisted to fully lean against the granite. “You and I have been through a lot together, and I know why this whole situation is freaking you out. Personally, I don’t think it’s going to be as bad as you’ve convinced yourself it’s going to be. You have a team of people around you who love and respect you and we’d never let anything happen to you or your reputation.” She paused. “Stop waiting for the other shoe to drop and think about how excited your fans are going to be.”

      This wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation, and it certainly wasn’t going to be the last. So for now, he’d simply agree and do his best to sit back and watch it all crash and burn around him.

      However…

      “And what happened to Kevin? I thought he was going to be the PR person traveling with us.”

      “He’s getting married and couldn’t commit to traveling with the tour,” she explained. “But between you and me, I don’t think he was the right fit. He was getting a little too cocky about networking with your celebrity friends.” Her smile was back. “Last I heard, he tried to convince your brother and his teammates – you know, Travis and Declan? – to be groomsmen at his wedding.”

      Simon choked on his cereal for a moment before looking at Nikki in disbelief. “Are you serious? Why on earth would he think Jax or any of the players would do something like that? He’s only met my brother twice!”

      She nodded. “This is what I’m talking about. His ego was getting a little inflated and Mick made sure he got…you know…reassigned.”

      Mick Tyler was like a Svengali, but in the best possible way. He used his power and influence for good, and Simon was incredibly thankful his manager was on his side. “I swear, I don’t know how Mick does it. I’ve yet to encounter a problem he hasn’t fixed.” Then he frowned. “Except this documentary.”

      “That’s because you’re the only one seeing it as a problem.”

      “Well, considering it’s a documentary about me and my life, if I’m saying it’s an issue, maybe people should listen,” he murmured.

      “I’m not doing this with you again,” she said wearily. “I’ve got an aquarium to get to, you’ve got music to write, and we’re all going to meet back here for dinner to welcome Juliette. I mean Jules.” Walking around the kitchen, she asked, “Is there anything you need? Anything you want me to bring back with me?”

      The kitchen was fully stocked with all his favorite foods, the lyrics he’d been working on were coming along slowly, and basically, he was just going to sit and enjoy the mountain view and create music.

      “I’m good, Nik. Thanks. Go and enjoy the aquarium.”

      She smiled. “We’re grilling tonight. Nothing fancy, just some burgers, but we’re picking up all kinds of salads to go with them. Alex is on a pasta salad kick, so just know there will be an almost obscene amount of it.”

      That made him laugh. “Got it, and it all sounds delicious. I’ll see you later.”

      She started to walk away, but paused. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay? I feel bad leaving you alone. Maybe I’ll send Celia and Alex and I’ll stay here and work with you.”

      “Absolutely not. This is our vacation,” he told her. “You wanted to see the mountains, and that’s why you’re here. I’m supposed to be relaxing, but I also need to be working on new music. You know how hard it is to do that when we’re on the road.” He shrugged. “There is nothing for you here that you have to do. I’m a grown man and I can take care of myself. I swear.”

      Chuckling, she shook her head. “I can’t help but worry about you. You work too much and never take time for yourself. You should be on a tropical island right now with people bringing you drinks and no guitars or pianos in sight.”

      “I wouldn’t even know what to do with myself. That sounds more like torture.” Motioning to the space around them, he said, “This makes me happy. Just like taking your son to the aquarium is going to make you happy. So please go and I’ll see you at dinner.”

      With a dramatic sigh, she agreed. “Juliette will be here sometime after lunch. She came highly recommended from Prestige PR, and I’m sure the two of you are going to hit it off.” And with a wave, she was gone.

      Simon waited until he heard the front door close before he let out a long breath. Of course he was going to hit it off with Juliette—or Jules, as she apparently liked to be called—he made sure he hit it off with everyone. And while he wasn’t thrilled with her essentially moving into the house for the next two weeks, he supposed Nikki had a point. Maybe he’d be able to get her to talk some sense into the producers of the documentary and make them see that some aspects of his life deserved to stay private.

      Although his baby brother was a professional football player, no one was harassing Jax about his childhood.

      “Okay, I need to stop obsessing about this,” he said, taking the last spoonful of his breakfast. It was getting him nowhere, and it seemed like he had something new to worry about.

      His new publicist.

      Maybe he should have taken Nikki up on her offer to stay. It might have been nice to have someone else here to help Juliette get settled.

      He instantly waved that thought off. Simon was a people person. Basically, he didn’t believe in asking anyone to do anything he wouldn’t do. They had just arrived at the house a few days ago, so all the beds were made, the linens were fresh, and all Juliette needed to do was come inside and pick out which room she wanted. There were four of them to choose from—three on the upper level and one on the lower level. His bedroom was here on the main floor, so they were each guaranteed to have their privacy. It wasn’t the way he would have chosen to do things, but if this is what Mick wanted, this was what they were going to do.

      Putting his dishes in the dishwasher, Simon washed his hands before heading down to the lower level. There was a piano set up down there along with his guitars and so far it had been a great space for him to work in.

      Sitting down on the large sectional, he picked up his Gibson acoustic, and messed around for a few minutes until his mind was clear of everything except what he was playing. It was something he’d been doing for a while now, simply allowing himself the time to goof around with musical nonsense before he got serious and tried to create. Every once in a while he’d play something by another artist. He was particularly fond of playing Elton John’s music or Ed Sheeran or Coldplay; it all depended on his mood. But right now, he found himself easing into his own rendition of Ed Sheeran’s “Galway Girl.”

      His mood lightened as he sang, and suddenly he could clearly hear a melody that was new to him. Transitioning into it, he let his hands take the lead and play, but as the music became clearer, he knew he needed to be recording it.

      With the guitar in his hand, he stood and walked across the room to the table he’d put the recorder down on last night. He hated to stop playing for even a minute, but it was necessary. And while he was up, he opened the doors to let the fresh air in. The one door was close to where the driveway wrapped around to the back of the house, and if nothing else, he knew he’d be able to hear when Juliette arrived.

      For now, however, he was content to work on this new song. Sometimes the lyrics came first—others, the melody. Right now, it was the melody.

      At some point, he went and grabbed himself a bottle of water. The lyrics weren’t being as cooperative as he’d hoped, but he tried not to let it get him down. He had notebooks full of lyrics, and if he wanted to, he could try to match this music up to some of them.

      “But I’m not giving up yet,” he murmured as he got comfortable on the sofa and picked up the guitar.

      No sooner had he hit record again than he heard a car door slam in the distance.

      “Or maybe I can take a break and come back to it later.” Putting the guitar aside, he stood and stretched before walking to the back door, prepared to go out and greet Juliette and see if she needed help with her bags.

      Stepping outside, he couldn’t see her car—or her—but he certainly heard her.

      “Who does that?” she said with exasperation. “He’s a freaking millionaire! He couldn’t find somewhere a little more habitable?”

      The huff of irritation was loud, and she may have growled.

      “Who would choose to come up to the mountains on that death trap of a road? I could have died!” She slammed a door or possibly the trunk, he couldn’t be sure. “I should have just let Vanessa fire me. Hell, I should have insisted on it! Now I’m going to be stuck up here on this stupid mountain because I’m too terrified to drive back down! This is it. This is how my life is going to end. Stranded on a mountaintop with some overly perky musician.” She groaned. “Why couldn’t it be a heavy metal singer or something? At least my last days would have been interesting.”

      Several things occurred to him at that point. First, she clearly wasn’t a fan of his. Second, this wasn’t her choice of assignments. And third, she was possibly the most negative and dramatic person he’d ever met.

      Well…technically he hadn’t met her yet, but that was about to change.

      Strolling around to the side of the house with a smile on his face, Simon waited until she noticed him.

      “You must be Juliette,” he said cheerily.

      She was wearing a large pair of sunglasses so he couldn’t see her eyes, but he had to imagine they’d gone wide at the sight of him.

      “And while I will admit to being a fairly upbeat person—and I’ve heard that I’m far from boring—I’m not sure I’d be up to par with your heavy metal standards.”

      Juliette didn’t move a muscle and Simon had to fight the urge not to laugh.

      Instead, he walked right up to her and held out his hand. “Simon Bennett.”

      “Um…”

      “Why don’t you come inside and get settled? I’m sure we’re going to have a lot to talk about and possibly become new best friends!” Grabbing one of her suitcases, he simply turned and walked away. And as soon as he was out of earshot, he snickered.

      This was going to be fun.
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      For a solid minute, all Juliette could do was stand there in a bit of shock.

      Her new client had just heard her bitching.

      Her very loud bitching.

      There was a real possibility that Simon was going to go inside, call his manager who, in turn, would call Vanessa, and she would be fired.

      “Maybe I should just put the rest of my stuff back in the car,” she mumbled, but before she could, Simon came back out, waving at her like he genuinely had just spotted his new best friend.

      Great.

      “Have you eaten lunch yet?” he asked, jogging back over and picking up her carry-on. “I was just going to make myself a sandwich and it would be easy enough to make two.” He was smiling from ear to ear. “Don’t be shy. I’m just a normal guy like everyone else. Come on in and let’s get you settled!”

      Then he was gone again and Juliette still couldn’t make herself move.

      Naturally, Simon came back again, still smiling. He stopped in front of her, resting his hands on his hips. “Okay, how about we have a conversation right here to put your mind at ease?”

      She meant to respond, but he was already talking again.

      “I hate travel days too. Sometimes it feels like everything goes wrong and it’s frustrating. But when you get to your destination and can relax? It’s all worth it!” He motioned to the house. “And this place is amazing. You’re going to love it. You’ll have the entire upper level to yourself. There are four bedrooms for you to choose from, but I highly recommend the one in the back corner. It has a king-size bed, its own en suite, and a fantastic view. But the choice is totally up to you.”

      Words were swirling in her mind, but she couldn’t seem to make her mouth work.

      Probably because you’re afraid to say something stupid. Again.

      His expression turned thoughtful. “You’re shy. Or possibly embarrassed because I heard your mini tantrum.” He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. You didn’t know anyone was listening and you’re entitled to be frustrated and express that frustration. Again, for the record, we didn’t realize the road up to the house was going to be quite so treacherous. I sincerely apologize for any stress it caused you.”

      And still she couldn’t speak.

      What he did next took her completely by surprise. He picked up her last small bag in one hand and then hooked his free arm with hers and began to gently walk her toward the house.

      “I can walk,” she blurted out, and immediately hated her harsh tone. “Sorry.”

      “No apology necessary. I hoped that would be the move to snap you out of your funk,” he said, his smile back. “Please come inside so you can relax. I promise you’re not going to have to get back in the car or drive down the mountain again for two weeks unless you really and truly want to.”

      It wasn’t like he was saying anything outlandish or surprising—knowing what she did about him—but she could already tell that Simon Bennett was nicer than the average celebrity. Besides carrying in her luggage for her, something no other client had ever even offered to do, he was also offering to make her lunch. He didn’t offer for someone else to make her lunch, but to make it himself.

      What’s wrong with him? What made him this way?

      “I’m a city driver,” she said as they walked around to the back of the house. “You can put me in the middle of Manhattan or any major city and I can drive in the craziest of traffic jams without an issue. But that road…”

      “Yeah, it was more than we were expecting too. Although I’ll bet driving down the mountain won’t be nearly as scary.”

      He paused and motioned for her to go into the house first.

      “Oh, wow…you have this set up as a studio already,” she commented, cautiously stepping into the space. There was a piano and a line of guitars, along with a large sectional and a pool table, another seating area, and a kitchen. “This is a brilliant use of the space.”

      Behind her, Simon closed the door and came to stand beside her. “I had to rent the piano, but I probably would have been okay without it. This was supposed to be more vacation than work, but I needed to write more than I needed to rest, so…”

      Nodding, Juliette looked around a bit more. “Okay, so this is the lower level?”

      “It is. There’s also a bedroom down that hallway, plus a laundry room and a full bathroom.” He grabbed her suitcase and carry-on and walked toward the hall. “And an elevator.”

      She grabbed the rest of her things and followed him. It looked like a barn door, but when he slid it open, there was indeed an elevator behind it. “I’m not going to lie; I’m a little relieved because the thought of lugging all this up the stairs…”

      “I never would have brought us in this way if there wasn’t an elevator. We could’ve just as easily gone through the front door, but with where you were parked, the lower-level door was closer.”

      They stepped onto the elevator, and Simon closed the door and pushed the button.

      “I spoke to your assistant, Nikki. Is she here?”

      “She’s currently at the aquarium with her partner and their son,” he explained. “They’re staying in the guest house.” He paused and laughed softly. “I know they could have stayed here too—the house is certainly large enough—but Nikki wanted their family to have their own space and privacy.” He shrugged. “I still think they could have had that here in the house, but their son, Alex, is five and a little rambunctious. I’m not sure if they were trying to protect me or him.”

      That made her laugh. “My nephew is six and the last time I stayed with my sister and her husband, I fantasized about going to a hotel. I adore Brandon, but he has way too much energy sometimes.”

      “That’s what kids are supposed to be like, right?” The doors slid open and Simon stepped back to let her out first. “Why don’t you walk around up here and let me know which room you prefer? Like I said outside, there are four, and…”

      Juliette walked down the hall to the back bedroom and smiled. “This is the room you were talking about, isn’t it?” she asked over her shoulder.

      “It is.” He walked into the room with her luggage rolling behind him. “I almost consider this like a second master bedroom. I want you to be comfortable, and this room really has everything you could want in a home away from home.”

      She laughed again. “This room is almost as big as my apartment back in New York, so, um…yeah. This is definitely everything I could want.”

      For a moment, Simon didn’t say anything, but he was watching her with a smile.

      Actually, he watched her for so long that she started to squirm.

      “What?” she said with a little too much snap. “I mean…why are you watching me like that?”

      He shrugged. “It was nice to see you start to relax with me. And smile. I was afraid you were going to frown the entire time.”

      Now she did frown. “Entire time? I’ve been here for all of seven minutes.” But she felt her lips start to twitch. “Sorry. I’m just a little…”

      Simon held up a hand to stop her. “You’re whoever you are,” he said. “And that’s totally fine. I didn’t expect you to show up here and be completely comfortable with me. We just met. I do pride myself on putting people at ease, and some take a little longer than others. So…take your time, Juliette.”

      “Um…I actually go by Jules…”

      He grinned. “I know.” Then he turned and walked out of the room. “I’m heading downstairs to make lunch. Feel free to join me after you unpack.”

      “Um…okay. Thanks!” But he was already gone. With a soft sigh, Juliette turned and looked around the room. It really was almost as big as her apartment, but way more soothing. This was all soft grays and lavender, crisp white trim, plush carpeting, an enormous window, and a bathroom that rivaled a luxury spa. “This definitely isn’t going to be a hardship.”

      That was her first thought. The second? She could unpack later.

      Placing her purse on the bed, she left the room and decided to check out the others up here. It didn’t take long to realize Simon was right about which one was the best. The other three were perfectly fine, but they each only had queen-size beds, two of them shared a bathroom, and none of them had the view hers did.

      “Okay, so he doesn’t lie and he genuinely wants me to be comfortable,” she murmured as she walked back to her room. And as great as that was, it was still wildly unfamiliar to her. All of her previous clients had an agenda and either dark secrets or bizarre habits, and most of them she didn’t catch onto right away. So, as nice as Simon was, she just had to keep her guard up so there wouldn’t be any unwelcome surprises.

      In the past, she’d dealt with clients’ infidelities, drug addictions, sex addictions, nasty hygiene habits, eating disorders, and, in one particular case, physical abuse. Simon Bennett might be the poster boy for good behavior and being a friend to everyone, but that usually meant there was something big he was trying to hide.

      The next few weeks were going to be spent getting to know each other and working on a plan moving forward for him and the documentary crew. The more Juliette had read in the file Vanessa emailed her, the more she felt like this was a glorified babysitting gig. Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers, so…here she was.

      Before going downstairs to join him, she took a moment to freshen up. The drive from the airport had been long, and then the drive up the mountain had terrified her to the point that she’d cried. So maybe taking a few extra minutes to simply breathe and relax wasn’t the worst thing she could do. And fifteen minutes later, she felt brave enough to head downstairs.

      She found Simon in the main kitchen, but she stood back and observed for a minute. The man was attractive. That was a given. He had that rumpled look about him right now—sandy brown hair with gorgeous and undoubtedly natural highlights all askew, a scruffy jaw, and it didn’t seem possible for a plain pair of blue jeans and a white t-shirt to look so good, but they did. He was tall and lean and if she went for nice guys—or clients—she’d be in serious trouble. Fortunately for her, she seemed to only gravitate toward guys waving huge red flags.

      And she’d never get involved with a client.

      Too messy.

      “Hey! I’m glad you came down. I made a couple of turkey clubs.” He held up a plate to show her. “I know you and Nikki spoke about food so we could make sure you had things you liked stocked here, so I consulted the list before making your sandwich. I hope that’s okay.”

      Seriously, was this guy for real?

      “It’s fine, Simon. Thank you. You really didn’t have to make anything for me. I don’t expect you to wait on me.”

      “It’s really not like that,” he said, grabbing a bag of chips from the pantry. “I was already making myself something. So tomorrow, if you’re making lunch for yourself, feel free to make an extra sandwich or salad or bowl of soup for me. I’m not fussy.” He put the bag down on the table and then grabbed their plates from the kitchen island.

      Hopefully tomorrow Nikki would be with them, so this didn’t feel so…awkward.

      No, not awkward. That wasn’t the word.

      “I also grabbed you a bottle of black cherry soda. It was on the list, and I have to admit, I thought I was the only one who still drank that.” Smiling, he held out a chair for her. “You have excellent taste. We’re going to get along great!”

      Intimate. This felt intimate.

      Yeah, Nikki was going to most definitely need to be here until Juliette got more comfortable with Simon’s level of…

      “Juliette?”

      Oh, right. He was waiting for her.

      “Thanks,” she murmured before taking her seat. Simon sat across from her and, naturally, was smiling.

      “So,” he said, picking up his sandwich. “Tell me about yourself. What made you want to become a publicist?”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say something snarky about how it was too late for a job interview, but kept that to herself. Instead, she gave him the short version of her resume.

      “I’ve always been someone who saw the potential in others. What I learned early on was that it wasn’t something people saw in themselves. My best friend’s family had a PR firm that I interned with while I was in high school, and it just fit. At first, I was assisting the senior publicists, but I gained a lot of knowledge from shadowing them. I saw what they were doing right and what they were doing wrong.” She picked up her sandwich. “Honestly, I never felt the need to try another career; I just felt at home with that kind of work. It’s like second nature for me.”

      He nodded and Juliette was certain that was the end of that and took a bite of her sandwich.

      Of course, it was delicious. The perfect turkey to bacon ratio, and the bread was toasted exactly the way she liked it.

      “I’m guessing the PR firm is Prestige and the best friend is Vanessa,” he said casually. “Is that why she didn’t fire you after the video and nude photos of Roxie got out?”

      Well…crap.
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        * * *

      

      Normally, Simon wasn’t a confrontational guy. There wasn’t a point to it. But…he always had Nikki do a little research when someone new joined his team, because if he was going to be working closely with anyone—like Juliette Bellucci—he wanted to know the kind of person he was dealing with.

      As soon as he’d left Juliette upstairs, he’d pulled out his phone and read the report Nikki had sent him a week ago. Because he had no idea how soon she’d be joining him, he essentially speed-read the entire thing and got the gist of it.

      And from everything he found out, he was skeptical that she was a good fit.

      But…he also believed in giving people a chance. And knowing what he did about the whole Roxie situation, he doubted any publicist could reign that train wreck in. However, he was also curious to see how much accountability Juliette was going to take for it.

      Or how much she was going to place blame on everyone else.

      She finished chewing before taking a sip of her soda and then gently clearing her throat. When she met his gaze, it was neutral, and her entire demeanor became stiff.

      “Roxie had been a client of mine for two years. I’d come to accept that there were going to be times when she was going to push every boundary, but I was always ready for it and managed to clean up the mess before most people were even aware of it. This last…incident…got posted overnight, but I had it down within minutes of waking up.” She shifted slightly in her chair. “As I explained to Vanessa, I am only human, and I do require sleep. It may not be a great defense, but that’s all I’ve got. If there were a way to predict when someone’s going to do something…inappropriate, I would have figured it out by now. All I can say is that I know I screwed up, and I’m thankful that Vanessa had enough faith in me to keep me on.” Another pause. “If you’re not comfortable with me being part of your team, I will respect that.”

      He nodded and was about to speak when…

      “But I think it would be incredibly closed-minded of you to not even give me a chance,” she went on. “I’m good at what I do, Simon. From what I understand, you’re doing this documentary under duress and there are some boundaries you wish to have in place that the producers are maybe…shall we say…pushing? Well, that’s what I’m here to help with. I don’t need to know why you have those boundaries; all I need to know is that you have them. So maybe before you show me the door, you give me a chance to prove to you I am the right person for the job.”

      Then she surprised him by picking up her sandwich and taking another bite, effectively putting an end to her speech.

      “I almost want to stand up and applaud,” he told her, leaning back in his chair. “That was a very effective and impassioned speech. I’m thoroughly impressed. I would never ask you to leave before giving you a chance. That’s not who I am. The only reason I brought that whole situation up was because I needed to know if you were going to be honest with me. I get that sometimes a publicist’s job is to basically blow smoke up people’s butts.” Then he chuckled. “Something you should know about me is that I’m not big on vulgarities. I don’t think they’re necessary.”

      It was her turn to nod, but she didn’t comment.

      “I appreciate you not blowing smoke, Juliette. I much prefer honesty, even when it’s not pretty.”

      “Oh. Um…”

      “You mentioned boundaries, and that is exactly what I’m dealing with. People think because I’m nice and fairly easygoing, that I’m also a pushover. That’s not the case. I’ve been standing firm on what I will and will not share for the sake of this film.” Pausing, he leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “One of my biggest faults is that I tend to give people the benefit of the doubt and sometimes miss the fact that I’m being manipulated. Even when it’s people that I most trust.”

      For some reason, he almost felt like he could bare it all to her right now.

      But he didn’t.

      Which really proved what he’d just said to her.

      I’m far too trusting…

      “Good to know,” she said, her tone very businesslike. “I’ve had to step in on behalf of my clients before in similar situations, so you can rest assured that I’m completely comfortable putting people in their place.”

      Of this, Simon had no doubt.

      Juliette was a little hard around the edges—that was obvious whenever she spoke—but if he had simply seen her and not heard her? He would have pegged her as being completely different.

      She was petite, maybe five-foot-two, tops. Her hair was long and wavy and jet black, her eyes a brilliant shade of green, and when she smiled, he saw she had dimples. Everything about her exuded confidence, but when you took a little more time, you could see a sadness and a hint of uncertainty in her demeanor. Then her New York attitude came out—that and clearly her Italian heritage—and it all made for a beautiful and exotic-looking woman.

      “Have you always been successful in those endeavors?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      His eyes went wide. “That’s it? Just…yes?”

      “Client confidentiality,” she explained. “I don’t believe in taking no for an answer. When I tell someone what my client is willing and unwilling to do, I don’t allow anyone to tell me otherwise.”

      “Okay, but…”

      “I find creative solutions,” she corrected. “We compromise. And when I say we, I mean my client gets their way and offers something else that is better for the project. In your case, I would say if there’s an aspect of your life that you don’t want discussed, we offer a…” She paused for a moment. “We offer an exclusive song that will only be available for the documentary. Well…at least until a month after it releases. Then you can release the single. Honestly, they’re already getting access to you behind the scenes, whether it’s writing music, rehearsing, or just hanging out at home. Fans are going to come out to theaters in droves for a chance to hear a Simon Bennett song that they can’t hear anyplace else.”

      “Wow…that’s a great idea! I never would have thought of that. I’ve gotten so used to them telling me what they want that it never occurred to me to give them other options.”

      She smiled, obviously pleased. “This is what I do, Simon. I find the solutions. For the next two weeks, we’re going to brainstorm a bunch of ideas that I can dole out in different situations. We don’t want to give them all the best ideas right out of the gate. We want to always have something in our pocket for when they push too far.”

      He was seriously impressed. For the last few months, his stomach had been in knots because it felt like he was getting backed into a corner with how much access this crew was going to get. The director seemed ready to go for the jugular, and Simon had no idea how to hold him off.

      Until now.

      “I’m going to need to know what topics are off-limits and hard noes for you,” she went on. “I don’t need to know specifics if you don’t want to share the details with me. I just need to know what I’m working with.”

      This was where he struggled. It would probably be best if she knew what he was most concerned about, but even with an NDA, there was always the possibility of her saying something to the wrong person.

      When he didn’t answer right away, she caught on.

      “My credentials speak for themselves, Simon,” she said. “Even when a client behaved at their worst, no one ever heard it from me. I’ve seen and heard things I will never disclose to anyone. I’m a vault. And, again, I don’t need specifics. I’m not here to make you pull all the skeletons out of the closet.”

      “O-kay…”

      “But,” she quickly interrupted, “if I know what they’re pushing you for and why, the better I’ll be able to keep them from finding out.”

      Damn.

      With a sigh, he raked his hands through his hair. “My childhood is off-limits,” he said gruffly. “Plain and simple. All anyone needs to know is that I grew up in a small town in eastern North Carolina, I’m the middle child, and my parents divorced when I was a kid. End of story.”

      She nodded.

      “Your younger brother plays in the NFL, correct?”

      He nodded. “Jax plays for the Wichita Warriors and is freaking amazing. I swear he was throwing a perfect spiral when he was three. He works hard and he’s incredibly talented. When I watch him play, I’m completely in awe of him. Sports were never my thing, but I love watching him do it and be completely amazing at it. Seeing him and his team win the Super Bowl was one of the greatest moments of my life.”

      “I’ll bet,” she replied. “So I have to ask—is Bennett a stage name? Because I know both your brothers have the last name Wylder. I would have thought that name would work great for a rock star.”

      He chuckled. “First, I don’t really consider myself a rock star. I’m a singer, a songwriter, and a musician. When I think of the phrase rock star, I think of guys like Dave Grohl or Springsteen or Jon Bon Jovi.” He shrugged. “I believe my music has more pop and blues elements to it.”

      “And the last name?”

      Another shrug. “Ironically, when I auditioned for the reality show, they told me my last name was working against me. If people heard Wylder, they’d think wild, and if I went out there crooning some classic Elton John or Billy Joel, they’d be disappointed. So I went with my mom’s maiden name instead.”

      “Wow…okay. I just learned something new about you.” She smiled. “Now, back to your family. Your older brother works in finance?”

      Another nod. “Noah has always been a numbers guy. Honestly, Jax and I don’t know how he does it, but we’re glad he’s gifted in that way. He manages both our finances, and I can honestly say I’d be lost without him. He’s the only reason I know how to handle my money. It’s all invested and making money for me. I never would have known how to do any of that without him.”

      “You are such a diverse group. And your mother’s a nurse?”

      “She is, and we’re all so proud of her. She went back to school when Jax was in college and she followed her dream.” Taking his phone from his pocket, he showed Juliette a picture from the graduation. “Obviously it’s an old picture but look at the smile on her face. I feel like we may all have some big career accomplishments, but watching my mother walk the stage at her graduation? And knowing she was the oldest one in her class? It made everything else seem insignificant. Our mom is our hero.”

      If he wasn’t mistaken, Juliette’s eyes seemed to tear up. “Wow…that’s…that’s quite possibly the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.” She let out a soft sigh and Simon wanted to take a moment and savor it, but he immediately began to tense up because he knew the next question.

      Juliette studied him for a long moment and must have picked up on his body language and put it all together. “It’s your father that you don’t want discussed.” And it wasn’t a question. “Done.” Then she picked up her sandwich and took another bite.

      Was that it? Was it really that easy? She wasn’t going to push or ask any more questions?

      Picking up his sandwich, he was about to take his own bite, but his mouth had other plans.

      “You don’t want to know why?”

      She shrugged. “Simon, you’re not the only person with family issues. Chances are, if the director really wanted to, he’d go out and get someone to dig up dirt on you. Or if he really wanted to know about your family, trust me, he’d find out some other way. We just need to stay one step ahead of him.”

      “Okay, but…”

      “Any chance your younger brother would be willing to play a bigger part in the documentary? You know, something to draw in the sports fans?”

      “I…hadn’t thought about asking him. It didn’t seem relevant.”

      Another shrug. “Just something else to consider.” She took a sip of her soda. “Thank you for getting this. It’s a vice that I just can’t seem to break. Although…I drink too much coffee, I enjoy eating foods that I probably shouldn’t, and then…this. I love ice cold, fizzy, black cherry soda. Ridiculous, right?”

      That made him chuckle. “Not at all. I love it too, and normally I’m a healthy eater. I drink a lot of water, but sometimes I just want a soda. It doesn’t make us bad people.”

      They ate in companionable silence for a minute, but Simon was eager to get to know more about her—and not as a publicist, but as a person.

      “So, tell me something about yourself,” he prompted. “Your last name is very unique. Is it Italian?”

      “It is,” she replied with a small smile. “My grandparents were both from Italy—and I mean both sets. I speak fluent Italian, I can make pasta and sauce from scratch, and food is definitely a love language in my family. But…I am also a very stereotypical Italian New Yorker.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning, I’m a little loud and have a bit of an attitude,” she admitted. “Not that you have to worry. That side of me only comes out when I’m off the clock and out with either friends or family.”

      Simon felt himself grinning like a kid on Christmas morning. The fact that she felt like she could share that about herself meant they were already making serious strides in getting to know each other. “Good to know! And I’m not going to lie, I want you to feel comfortable enough around us that you let that side out if you need to.”

      But Juliette shook her head. “That’s never going to happen. You’re a client. I work for you and I pride myself on being professional.”

      “I get that, but while we’re here or when it’s just us and Nikki around, I don’t want you to feel like you can’t be yourself. That would be exhausting.”

      “Let’s just take things one day at a time, okay?” she reasoned. “I feel like we’re already doing a good job of playing the getting to know you game.”

      “I don’t really consider it a game,” he argued lightly. “It’s important if we’re going to be spending a lot of time together to genuinely know and understand each other.

      She didn’t look fully convinced, but he wasn’t deterred.

      They had a few weeks before the tour started back up, and he had a feeling this time in the mountains was about to get a whole lot more interesting.
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