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      To my exhausted readers, you deserve rest. You’re allowed to rest before everything is done. You’re allowed to rest before everything is perfect. Go take a nap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello,

      Thank you so much for giving Lexi and Liam a try, before you read I wanted to share a content warning

      
        
        Content Warnings

      

      

      
        	Explicit Sexual Content

        	Childhood Neglect

        	Childhood Death of a Parent

        	Parental Alcoholism

        	Media Scandal involving Fatphobia and LGBTQ issues

      

      

      If you are good to go I hope you enjoy this love story about learning to let go and accept the love you deserve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat dripped off Liam's body as he left the stage. He had played his set and the last encore in the scorching heat. The energy of the audience had kept him going, but now he was about to collapse. He grabbed a water bottle someone put in his hand and drained it. Some of the water spilled out of his mouth intermingling with the sweat that already soaked through his shirt.

      "You have someone in your trailer, Mr. James," said a stagehand as they handed him another bottle of water.

      "Thanks," he said as he walked toward his trailer. "Make sure you're staying hydrated too, it's a scorcher," he called back to the stagehand.

      "Thank you, Mr. James."

      Liam made his way through the dust-covered rows of trailers until he came to his.

      "Liam," his manager called, “You have time for a quick shower and maybe a short nap. Once the buses are loaded up we are hitting the road. I left some food in your refrigerator when you want it. I’ll be by to get you when we are ready. Probably ninety minutes or so."

      "Thanks, Jacinda. I'll be ready," he said as he climbed the steps to his trailer. He opened the door and there sitting at the table was a short round woman with wild red hair.

      "Hello Mr. James, I was told ye wanted to see me," she said in a thick Scottish brogue. Her eyes twinkled with a knowing look as she shuffled the cards in her hand.

      "Yeah, thanks for coming over. I heard you tell a good fortune," he said with his million-dollar smile.

      "I've been known to tell a fortune or two in my day," she quipped.

       She gestured to the empty chair and Liam sat. "Now, what is it yer wanting the cards to tell ye?"

      His mind raced. What didn't he want the cards to tell him? Even though he was only twenty-six, he was one of the most successful performers on the planet. He loved his job, he loved his music, and above all else he loved his fans, but something was still missing. It felt like he had just been going through the motions. He still loved performing, but he hadn't written anything in over a year. He had lost his inspiration. He was willing to try anything at this point, and this delightful woman across from him might be able to guide him back to his muses.

      "I'm just trying to find my muse again. My creativity is blocked," he said as he ran his hand through his sweat-dampened hair.

      "I see, well let's see what the cards have to say about that." The woman started shuffling a well-loved tarot deck. “Cut the cards, lad,” she said, setting the cards on the table before. After he did, she picked the cards up and started flipping. 

      “The first card will represent your past.” The card had a large heart with three large swords all stabbed into it. “Oh my,” she said, giving him a sympathetic look, “The Three of Swords is a card of heartbreak and loneliness, but also one of betrayal. Someone has not had your best interest at heart, and it appears to have caused you some heartbreak.”

      Liam just nodded. He’d had his fair share of heartbreak, but that was public knowledge. That is what his whole album was about. The heartbreak that had all been caused because of a very public scandal.

      “This next card will represent your present,” she said as she turned over the next card. There on the card before him sat a skeleton riding a horse and holding a giant sickle. The death card.

      “Never fear, dear. This card may look big and scary, but this is quite possibly my favorite card in the deck. This is a card of transformation. A card of leaving behind things that no longer serve you and getting a new beginning. A fresh start to maybe recovering from the heartache and loneliness of this card,” she said pointing to the card next to it.

      “Now let’s see what the future holds,” she said as she held up a third card. She looked at it and hummed with a content smile. Before her lay a hand stretching out from the clouds holding a single stave. “Never fear lad, your muse will be returning to you shortly.”

      “Really?” he asked, maybe there was some hope after all.

      “That’s what the cards say, this card is a renewed sense of energy. You will find your north star, and you will steer your own ship with renewed energy,” she said with such certainty, Liam found himself hoping it was true.

      “So, I know things have been broken down, life is full of heartaches, but I think you will find the perfect spot for renewal, wash it all away in the rain and the waterfall, and then you will find what you need for your next phase. I think you will find a new love to be your inspiration. Then I think the creativity will flow but will be different this time.”

      That may not have made sense to him, but for the first time in a long time, he was hopeful. He had a few more shows, then he would spend a month at home with his family in Ohio before getting ready for the last leg of his tour which would end in NYC in the summer. After that, he didn’t know what was next, but if this lovely woman in front of him was correct, his muse would return, and he would know the direction to take things.

      After his reading and his shower, Liam got on his tour bus heading to the next city. He had been told to watch who he trusted and be on the lookout for love. It seemed like pretty stereotypical advice to tell a person in his situation. And as much as he loved being in love, his life right now just didn't allow for it. Still, he did find himself pondering her words late into the night as he lay in his bed strumming his guitar as they barreled down the highway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Lexi

          

        

      

    

    
      The inn door shut behind Lexi as she made her way to her car. She looked at her watch. Six o’clock. Not bad. She had been staying late at work the past couple of weeks. Okay, that was a lie, she had been staying late at work since her promotion a couple of years ago. She knew this inn backwards and forwards, and she found some sense of fulfillment here. If she was being honest, it was a good thing because that fulfillment was missing from every other part of her life.

      She made her way to her car and flung her lunch bag and purse onto the passenger seat. Putting the keys in the ignition she heard her phone beep in her purse. She wasn't even out of the parking lot, surely it wasn't work yet, and if it wasn't work there was only one other person it could be... well, two people.

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh- Hey Lex, I know it's short notice, but I'm tossing some pork chops on the grill. I have one here with your name on it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- Thanks, but I'm just gonna cozy up at home tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh- You sure? We would love to have you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- I appreciate it, but I'm sure. Next time.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh- Next Time! For real Lexi, I haven't seen you in weeks.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- You just got married three months ago. Aren't you guys still in your honeymoon phase? You don’t need me hanging around.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh- Yes, but I still miss my sister. You are coming over this weekend or I am coming over there. End of story.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- deal.

      

      

      

      

      

      Slipping her phone back into her purse, she started on her way home. Life had changed for her in the past six months. Her whole life, it had always been her and her brother against the world. The two of them were all the family they had left and had always leaned on each other heavily. But three months ago, her baby brother had gotten married, and while she was nothing but thrilled for him, it had changed things. 

      She loved Poppy, and she loved seeing Josh happy, but things were just different. Her life used to be: work as hard as she could, take care of her baby brother and figure the rest out. Now she was still working as hard as she could, but she didn't need to take care of her brother. She hadn't really had to take care of him in years. He was just as hardworking and independent as she was. And in the past couple years she had grown to lean on him just as much as he had leaned on her. He was someone to call when her car wouldn’t start, a warm meal on the table after working back-to-back shifts. But now it was just her. 

      She missed feeling like she was in this with someone else. When he was younger, she had taken care of him because someone needed to. So, she just did it. She had been in survival mode since she was young, and that kind of thinking was hard to shake.

      Once she was home and showered, she put some comfy pajamas on. She then went to the freezer to figure out what was for dinner that night. She picked the least objectionable microwave dinner, she got it out, poked the plastic film, and put it in the microwave. The stack of mail on the kitchen table was growing into a mound. Pulling out the bills and the important looking mail she swept the rest into the recycle bin and poured herself a glass of wine. After the microwave dinged, she got her frozen dinner and her glass of wine and went to watch TV.

      As she looked down at what the box had called chicken and broccoli, she was kicking herself for turning down Josh's invitation for dinner. He was a fantastic cook, sure she missed him, but she might have missed his food even more. She somehow managed to eat her dinner, if she was even going to call it that, drank another glass of wine and watched a couple reruns before turning into bed. 

      In her bedroom, she plugged her phone in and made sure the alarm was set. She pulled up the romance novel she was currently reading and settled into bed. She wasn't sure why she read these books. She had never been in what most people would consider a real relationship. There had been some purely physical encounters over the years, but she had just never taken the time to get to know anyone new. It might be time to start, but after a lifetime of keeping everyone at arm's length, she wasn't really sure how to go about letting people in. 

      Next time Josh invited her over, she would go. She told herself that every time, but then he would message her, and she would say no and go home to her sad Lean Cuisine. She wasn’t even sure why she was pushing him away. It was time to make a change. Maybe make a friend that wasn't her brother. Making life changes in your thirties however, is much easier said than done, but that was a problem for another day.

      The next morning Lexi swatted her nightstand trying to turn off her phone's alarm. It was time for another day in Mystic Falls. Which would be just like yesterday in Mystic Falls, which would be just like tomorrow in Mystic Falls. She got ready for work and decided to stop at the diner for breakfast on her way to the inn, at least that would be a little bit of novelty for the day.

      As she walked in, she could tell people were all a twitter about something, she chuckled thinking what it might be. Last month a raccoon had gotten into Fipp's Market over the night and had made a mess of things and just walked right out when Mr. Fipp came to open the store, like the fat and sassy raccoon he was. That caused quite the hubbub for a week. Lexi wondered what it might be now. A cow in the town square? High school students making out behind the theater?

      Sitting in her usual booth, she decided she might stay for an actual breakfast today instead of her usual coffee and muffin to go. Mae made her way over to the table and brought her a menu.

      "Good morning, Lexi. I haven’t seen you in a while. Are you eating here this morning?"

      "Yeah, I have a little time. What's going on? Everyone seems a bit more excitable than usual.”

      "Well, ya know, it's kind of interesting,” Mae said, giving her a conspiratorial look. “Sometime last night this large tour bus broke down. No one is really sure why it’s here or what's going on with it.”

      "Tour bus?” Lexi asked, “What do you mean?"

      "One of those big buses just pulled over on the side of the road over on the south end of town."

      "Hmmm... Interesting. Can I have a ham and cheese omelet?" Lexi asked.

      "Coming right up." Mae left the table and Lexi watched with an amused smile as Vivian Williams and Ms. Maple sat in the booth by the door sharing whispers and keeping the cogs of this town's gossip machine well oiled. Looking out the window she spotted one of Mystic Falls newest faces, Bridget from the magic shop in town. She smiled at Lexi as she walked past the diner. Lexi waved back and she nodded her head as she passed by. She had done a card reading for Lexi a few months ago and Lexi had been thinking about it for a long time. She didn't hold much stock in magic, but there was something about that woman made her question it. 

      Ms. Maple gasped and pointed out the window. Vivian turned almost all the way around in her seat to look. But then Lexi saw what they saw. It was a large group of people walking towards the diner. There were probably ten people all coming their way. Half of them were staring down and furiously texting on their phones, but in the middle of all of it was a man she recognized, but she couldn't figure out where from. Definitely not from Mystic Falls.

      They all came bustling into the diner as Mae brought Lexi her breakfast. Mae's eyes were huge, and Lexi could see the panic setting in.

      "Find a seat where you can, I will be right with you all," Mae said.

      "Do you have a meeting room here?" asked one of the women who barely glanced up from her phone.

      "Ummm... No, I'm sorry ma'am. We can move some tables together if you'd like."

      The woman looked up at her with utter irritation.

      "I'm sorry,” Mae said at a loss.

      “That's alright ma'am,” said the captivating man who was right in the center of the chaos. “We’ll just get some breakfast and then find a place to work. Our bus broke down and needs to be worked on.”

      Who was this guy? He looked so familiar to her. He stood there calm in the middle of the storm all around him. He had on some ripped baggy jeans, chucks, a tight plain white t-shirt, and oversized sunglasses. A mess of brown perfectly tousled locks rested on top of his head.

      "If you guys are looking for a workspace while your bus gets fixed, we have a meeting room at the inn. I think it is open today. Let me double check," said Lexi.

      The crowd of people turned toward her. "That would be good. Do you have wifi?" asked the woman in front with her hair pulled tightly back into a long perfect ponytail.

      Lexi stopped digging through her purse and looked up at the woman. Was she serious? This may be a small town, but it wasn’t stuck in time, but by judging the serious and annoyed look on her face, she meant it.

      "Yes, we have wifi." Lexi shook her head as she texted her front desk to see if there was availability. "And our meeting room is open today. Just head over after breakfast and we’ll get you guys set up."

      The woman just nodded. How rude.

      "Hey, thanks a lot,” a velvety smooth voice said. “When it comes time to charge us, go ahead and double it. We will be out of your hair as soon as we can get back on the road.”

      When she looked up, she realized it was coming from the guy who had been surrounded by the flock of busy people. As she looked at him her mouth fell slack. He pushed his sunglasses up onto his head and smiled at her. Lexi's heart stopped beating for a moment, and she felt blood rushing to her head, and other places blood had no right to rush at eight AM on a Wednesday morning.

      He walked over to her and put his hand out. Lexi just stared at him blankly. Vivian Williams cleared her throat loudly, snapping her out of her trance. She put her hand out to shake his.

      "I'm Liam, nice to meet you -" he paused waiting for her name.

      Lexi just looked at him as he inclined his head like he was waiting for a response, all while his devastatingly charming smile never left his face. She needed to respond, but to what? She couldn't think of what to say. As her brain caught up, she closed her eyes and shook her head.

      "I'm Lexi," she said.

      "Well, Lexi, nice to meet you."

      "Nice to meet you too...." she trailed off, eyes locked on his.

      "Liam," he said, clearly amused by their exchange.

      "Yes, Liam. It is nice to meet you. Well, I better head over to the inn and make sure everything is set up for you all."

      Lexi stood up and grabbed her purse. Turning, she walked right out of the diner. It wasn't until she was halfway to the inn when she realized her car was still back at the diner, along with her breakfast, which she did not pay for. What the hell just happened? And who was that guy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Liam

          

        

      

    

    
      This morning Liam had awoken to a loud bang and a jolt on his tour bus, only to find out the bus carrying him and his staff had been separated from the bus with his equipment and roadies by over a hundred miles. They were stuck in this town that seemingly popped up out of nowhere.

      After they had gotten the bus to the garage to fix, he noticed a shop that was about a block down. While his manager was dealing with the bus, he walked down to check it out.

      It was a small magic shop. Peering in the window he looked in and saw one wall with baskets filled with little crystals and jars upon jars of dried herbs. On the other side of the wall were bookshelves filled with books on witchcraft and tarot cards and many other goodies. In the middle of the space was a small table with chairs. Something about this space called to him, and he wasn't sure why.

      "Can I help ye, Lad?" asked a kind Scottish voice from behind him.

      He turned to see an older woman with curly red hair. "No, I'm just taking a little walk while my bus gets fixed." 

      "Oh no, your bus broke down, did it? That's too bad. Will it be long?" she asked with a grin like the Cheshire Cat.

      "I'm not actually sure yet."

      "Well, if you are looking for breakfast Mae's diner a few blocks in town makes a great omelet."

      "Thanks, I just might check that out. Is this your shop?" he asked as he watched her turn the key and enter carrying a cup of tea and bag, probably from the said diner. The more he looked at her, the more familiar she seemed. “I’m sorry, have we met?”

      "Aye, I believe I read your cards a few months back at that music festival in New Mexico."

      “Yes! I remember you. I’m still looking for my muse,” he said to her with a joking smile and a raised eyebrow.

      “Well, why don’t you go get breakfast, maybe you’ll find her there. Have a nice day!”

      And just like that she disappeared behind the door. There was something about this woman he couldn't quite put his finger on. She seemed to know things, and it was a bit unsettling. 

      He continued down the picturesque main street lined with charming stores. A few blocks down he could see a town square. He had been hoping to find a small town with the right vibe for a video for his single Home, and this place might be just what he’s been looking for.

      His assistant came walking towards him looking angry. "Well, it looks like it is going to take a little while to get the bus running again. I am going to fire that driver. I have no clue how we ended up here away from everyone else."

      "No need to fire him, let's just find out what happened. Should we go get some breakfast?"

      "Where? We are in the middle of nowhere."

      "Well, it looks like we are in the middle of a charming little town. I'm told there is a diner down a couple blocks. Let's go give it a shot," he said warmly.

      "Fine, maybe they will have a meeting room so I can start trying to get this all sorted."

      "How many small town diners have you been to, Jacinda?"

      "Ummm... none."

      "Let's go," he said as he pulled her and the rest of his team along. Sometimes he wished he didn't have to be such a spectacle, but that was just the way of things when you were as famous as he was. Being famous had its advantages, but it also meant having to travel with a crew when you're on the road. 

      The crew for his first album had been smaller; it was just his old manager, a few roadies and the band. He kind of missed the good old days. He missed his old manager, and the ease of life back then. But then he would think of his fans. The Liam James culture was one of joy and acceptance. He worked to create community in all of his shows that celebrated living one’s own truth out loud with joy. That is how he used to live his life, but lately things had changed for him. He hadn’t written anything in well over a year, ever since everything went terribly wrong right after his first tour ended. The label had killed the scandal, but there had been a cost. The more control they took over his image, the more he felt lost in it.

      As they came into the diner, Liam could already feel all eyes on him. He was familiar with small towns and how fast word got around. Not that he really minded.

      He heard Jacinda ask for a meeting room and he couldn't help but chuckle to himself. She really was clueless about the way these places worked. She was a great manager but was born and raised in LA, so this was probably pretty foreign to her. Her father was a lawyer for Liam's label and that is how he ended up hiring her. She did a good job, and she was no nonsense, which Liam appreciated.

      When they entered the diner, his eyes had immediately been pulled to this woman. She was sitting at a table by herself. She had shoulder-length blonde hair cut in a sensible bob. Her outfit was business casual, but he did take note of the cleavage peeking out due to her ample chest. Her most striking feature was her deep blue eyes. They looked like the kind of eyes that could cut through all the bullshit and see right down to a person's core.

      Then this woman spoke and offered them a meeting room at her inn. His intrigue for this woman was growing by the minute. He introduced himself to her and she seemed flustered. He was used to that. Most people he met were flustered by him, it came with the territory. But he wasn’t used to feeling flustered as well. This woman with the most beautiful eyes had been drawing him in, it was like he felt a magnetic pull towards her.

      After their brief exchange of pleasantries, she just stood up and left. She didn't pay or even take a bite of the tasty looking omelet she had ordered. While odd, he was used to people doing things like that around him. She must be a fan. That thought made him smile. 

      Beside the pull he felt to her and her striking eyes, there was something about her body that he just wanted to look at. She was short and round and looked so soft. He bet she would feel as good as the squishmallows he got from his younger fans. The way her very generous ass swayed as she dashed out of the diner pulled him up short. 

      He hadn’t felt this kind of instant attraction in a long time. Being an artist, getting swept away in emotions was just a part of it. But this was not an emotion that had stirred in him for a very long time. He was going to find some time before he slipped away to talk to her. Just talk to her. But his mind was definitely doing more than talking to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Lexi

          

        

      

    

    
      The walk to the inn wasn’t long, but it was long enough to break the spell that guy she had been put under. She also made a mental note to call Mae later and apologize for leaving without paying. That had to be one of the weirdest reactions she had ever had to someone, and she didn't even know who he was. I mean she knew he was somebody, you kind of have to be to have an entourage like that, but she couldn't place him. She should text Poppy. This was information her sister-in-law would definitely either have or be dying to have.

      When she pulled the door of the inn open, Nancy came barreling towards her. There was something comical about this woman in her late fifties with curly red hair piled on top of her head running to the door.

      "Is it true?" she asked.

      "Is what true?"

      "Liam James! Is it true he’s in Mystic Falls?" asked Nancy with barely contained glee.

      Lexi blinked for a moment before all the pieces clicked in her mind. “Yes! Liam James, he's a singer, right? I thought that he looked familiar.”

      "Wait. You met him?" she asked with her jaw on the floor.

      "Yes, and you probably will too. He and his team of people will be using the meeting room today until their bus is fixed."

      "He's coming here?" Nancy asked as she instantly started smoothing her shirt and pants and checking her hair in the window reflection.

      "Yes, he is. Maybe you should call your husband and four children and tell them," Lexi said with a joking smile.

      "I've just never met anyone famous before, and to believe he is right here in Mystic Falls. Who would have thought?” 

      “Nancy, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t your son a pretty famous NHL player? That counts as famous.”

      “Conner is just a hockey player. He isn’t famous like Liam James! How do you not know who he is?” Nancy gawked at her.

      “I don’t know… I guess I don’t listen to current music much.”

      “He is more than a musician. He is an icon, and he’s here in Mystic Falls! This is the biggest thing to happen here that I can remember,” she said nearly vibrating with excitement. “I mean, why was his bus even here?”

      That was a fair point. Mystic Falls is an out of the way sleepy little town. It isn't really on the way to anywhere.

      "Well, let's get the meeting room set up. I'm not sure what they will need, but let's set in some water, coffee, bagels and fruit. You know the drill," Lexi said, making her way to her office.

      She looked over at Nancy, who was still standing at the front door on her phone.

      "Nancy. We need to get the room set up. Also, we don't need to spread it around town that they are here, okay? Let's have some level of professionalism, please."

      "Right," Nancy said with a sheepish grin on her face as she slid her phone back into her pocket. She stood there still as stone looking at Lexi.

      "The meeting room?" said Lexi.

      "Right!" She appeared to snap out of it and headed down the hall to start the set-up. Lexi would be irritated, but given she had just left her uneaten, unpaid for breakfast sitting on her table at Mae's in a similar situation, she really had no room for irritation.

      She sat down at her desk and pulled up the availability to check just in case they all needed to stay overnight. Mystic Falls Inn was just a small town inn and could book up quickly. They only had twelve rooms and two cabins, but right now things were miraculously open. 

      If this had happened in the fall, they would be out of luck. That was high tourist season, but right now, in late June, things were more available. But hopefully they would have their bus up and running and they would be able to get back on the road. She went ahead and put a block on the rooms just in case.

      Lexi stretched in her office chair. She still felt a vague fog from her earlier encounter. Coffee. She definitely needed coffee. She slipped away to pour herself some before the mass of people descended on the inn. As she filled up her cup, her phone vibrated in her pocket.

      
        
          
            
              
        Poppy- LEXI! Is it true that Liam James is staying at the inn?

      

      

      

      

      

      Small-town life. She would wager the whole town knew about all of this by now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- He's not staying here. Their bus broke down and it is getting repaired. They are using the meeting room today.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Poppy- Hmmmm sounds like you guys could use a sandwich and baked goods delivery.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- Well it's either that or ask Mark to stay on since we don't serve lunch.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Poppy- Don't you dare. You take a lunch order, and I will bring them over personally. It is not something we usually offer, it would be special since you’re such a valued customer.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- Of course, this has nothing to do with you wanting to meet Liam James.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Poppy- You wound me!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- I will get back to you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Taking a deep breath, Lexi tried to focus. This was going to be a long day; she could already feel it. Lexi was a creature of routine, and this morning was throwing her. As she made her way back to her office, her phone buzzed in her pocket again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh- Head's up. Poppy is going on about something with Liam James and the inn. I think she is going to text you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- Too late. I already told her if they need a lunch order I will be in touch.

      

      

      

      

      

      Just as she was about to sit at her desk, she heard the front door open and a bunch of people come in. She stepped out into the reception area to greet them. It was the same as the diner, most of them on their phones all surrounding him. 

      "Is that meeting room available?" asked the woman who seemed to be in charge of this little circus.

      "Yes, right this way," Lexi said, leading them down the hall into the meeting room that had been set up for them. As they all scuttled in and got out laptops and started to work, a hand settled on the small of her back. That touch sent a zing through her body like nothing she had ever experienced before. As she turned around, Liam's sudden presence sent shivers down her spine. She felt paralyzed, unable to move a muscle as he hovered behind her. The pull towards him, to be physically close to him, was like nothing she had ever felt before. No wonder he was a superstar.

      "I was wondering if you might have any rooms available. I would love to take a shower," he said with his million-dollar smile. His eyes were kinder than Lexi would have imagined them to be, kind and deep brown. The dimples in his cheeks were so deep she just wanted to lick them. This was getting out of hand. She could not get wrapped up in all this nonsense.

      "Of course. I’ll go see which rooms are available and get a key for you."

      "I'll come with you," said the woman.

      "Perfect. You have the card for all of this?"

      The woman gave her a face that said, ‘you're stupid for even asking’. 

      "Right, well, follow me," said Lexi with her best service industry smile and voice.

      They made their way back to the front desk and Lexi pulled up the computer to see what rooms were available. She put him in their best room, because he was a superstar after all, and turned to the back wall to get the key.

      "What's this?" asked the woman looking at the key in her hand like it was a completely foreign object to her.

      "That is the room key. I put him in eight. It has the best view in the inn. You can see the falls from the window."

      "This is a room key?" She asked again.

      "Yes. Can I please have your card to put on file for the rooms and other charges?" Lexi asked, struggling to keep the customer service smile on her face.

      "Are you sure you don't need a piece of gold from my satchel?" the woman asked, still staring at the key in her hand like it was from another planet.

      "I'm sorry?"

      "I just haven't seen an actual room key before," she said, finally meeting Lexi’s eyes.

      "Yes, well, we are a little old school here, but we do need modern money."

      "Right," said the woman, handing Lexi the card as she looked down at her phone screen.

      Taking the black AmEx card from her hand, Lexi scanned it into her system.

      "Do you think you might need more rooms tonight?" she asked.

      "No, the bus should be up and running. We have a show tomorrow," she said curtly.

      "Of course. If anything changes just let me know."

      At that, the woman turned around without another word and left. Well, this was going to be an interesting day.

      After taking care of the meeting room and other room, Lexi settled into as much of a normal schedule as she could. The front desk had been abandoned most of the morning. Nancy was busy taking excellent care of the water and coffee in the meeting room. Lexi decided just to let Nancy have her fun. It wasn't every day that their small town was visited by one of the country's biggest pop idols. But the work needed to be done, so Lexi settled herself behind the front desk, started getting today's check-ins ready, and finished the two check-outs they had that morning. It was a slow day today besides the famous distraction that was currently showering.

      Woah. That was the wrong thought to have, but once that thought had taken hold, there was no shaking it. Lexi was just imagining him in the shower, water running down his chest, his soapy hands rubbing over his chest and arms and stomach and... 

      "Can I ask you a question?" She heard that velvety voice ask. 

      "Hmmm?" she almost purred, not looking up, still lost in her own thoughts. Her not safe for work thoughts.

      "Those falls I could see from the window. Is there a trail to see those closer?"

      She seemed to finally snap out of it only to be face to face in the empty reception area with Liam James. She could feel the flush creeping up her face.

      "Oh yes, the falls. Sorry, yes. Those are the Mystic Falls. That is how the town got its name. Yes, at the back of our property here. There is a path that meets up with the nature park the falls are in, and that path will lead you right to the falls. It's an easy hike, just a little over a mile," she said.

      "Maybe you could show me later," he said with that hypnotic smile on his face.

      "I can have someone show you the path whenever you are ready," she said, trying to ignore the hundreds of butterflies fighting in her belly.

      "But I want you to show me," he said. His eyes locked on hers as he reached out to take her hand. He was going to kiss her hand, and then Lexi would cease to exist; she would be nothing but a puddle on the floor.

      "Liam, we need you in the meeting room."

      Liam looked back at Lexi and cocked his eyebrow and gave her a wicked smile. "Maybe later then," he said as he turned to leave for the meeting room.

      Lexi smiled as he walked away, feeling slightly dazed.

      The woman standing in the doorway cleared her voice loudly. Lexi shook her head to try and combat the hypnotism this man seemed to have. She looked over at the woman standing in the archway of the reception area, arms crossed over her chest, and looking irritated.

      "Is there anything I can help you with?” Lexi asked. 

      "No, we are good for now. But I just wanted to give you this list. It’s how Liam likes to be interacted with by the staff.”

      "I'm sorry?"

      "I know this is a small town, but we would appreciate your discretion and professionalism," she said with a biting edge to her voice.

      "Of course," said Lexi, the customer service smile finding her face again. The woman handed her a piece of paper and Lexi took it. "While I have you here,” she continued, “can I give you this menu? Just let us know what you would all like to order, and I’ll take care of it for you."

      The woman took it from her hand and turned and left.

      Lexi looked down at the paper in her hand. It was a printed list of rules. She was already feeling a bit put off by the professionalism comment. Lexi was always a professional. Always. 

      As she made her way through the list, she realized how intense it was. The first couple things were fine, mostly about safety and security, no unauthorized pictures, no posting whereabouts on social media, things of that nature. Things her staff would never do, though she was going to check back in with Nancy anyway. 

      After that, the list got a bit weird. Apparently, there was to be absolutely no gluten. Fine, we all have allergies. Absolutely no pickles. Fine, we all have our food preferences. But no one could talk to Liam directly. If you needed to ask him a question, you needed to go through his manager. Anything Liam asked for needed to be okayed by his manager first. Any interaction with him would require an NDA. It didn't seem to make much sense. The rest of the list went over things like the thread counts and the square footage requirement of any room he stayed in. Lexi's head was reeling.

      What did he think this was? A five-star resort? Luckily, they would not be staying the night because if his majesty needed this thread count, she would not be able to provide that. The inn only had one brand of sheets. And while they were nice sheets, nicer than any she had ever slept on, that's for sure, she was sure the thread count wasn’t high enough. 

      Well, this list did the trick. It broke whatever spell she had been put under about dealing with his guy. She didn't know she was dealing with a privileged pompous ass, but she knew that now. Why did he talk to her at all if he wanted all communication from his manager? He had seemed decent enough, but apparently, he left the douchebaggery to his manager. She needed to call a staff meeting and ensure they were all on the same page with how to deal with these people. Of course, they would meet the demands she was able to. She was a goddamn professional, after all.

      After she found Nancy, she gathered the rest of the staff to go over the finer points of the list. She didn't give them the whole list, just the highlights, but ever since that meeting, she had been in a foul mood. He had seemed... well, he had seemed almost like a god, but if this is the devotion he required, he was just an asshole. And really, should she be surprised? How had she let herself get swept up in his smile and charm?

      It was getting into the afternoon, and she still hadn't heard if they were close to getting out of her inn.

      Around lunchtime, Liam’s manager came storming through the lobby. "Is this the only lunch in town?" the woman asked Lexi with the menu in her hand like it contained a flesh-eating virus.

      "No, there are a few other restaurants. Is there anything in particular you are looking for? We have a great Italian Bistro."

      "He can't eat gluten. Pasta is gluten."

      "Right. That cafe menu does have gluten-free and vegan options, and they can work with most diet restrictions."

      "Fine. Here is the order," she said, giving the menu to Lexi. The woman turned on her heel and walked back into the meeting room, shutting the door behind her.

      The menu in her hand looked like it had been graded, and it had failed miserably. It was covered in writing. Each person's order had special instructions from diet restrictions to just plain preferences. Wow, a bunch of Hollywood types with eating a long list of diet restrictions, figures. Walking to the front desk, she picked up the phone and called Josh at the cafe. They had barely opened. She hoped they would be able to handle some of this stuff.

      After a couple of rings, he picked up. "Hey Josh, Poppy said you guys might be able to handle a large lunch order."

      "Yeah, what do you got?"

      "I have a list from a bunch of Hollywood prima donnas with many unfortunate eating restrictions."

      He chuckled into the phone. "Okay, I'll see what I can do. Do you want to give me the order?"

      "I might just email you a picture of the menu, it's intense. And if you can get this for me, I’ll owe you big."

      "Of course, just send it over."

      She took a picture of the menu and sent it to Josh. "You should be getting it soon."

      "Yep, got it.” He paused, “Wow... you weren't kidding."

      "I know. I'm sorry, Josh." There was another pause while he read over the menu and the special orders.

      "No, this should be doable. I’ll send Poppy over with it when it is ready."

      "Okay, but make sure she knows that she won't be able to meet him, and she shouldn't say on social media he is here. I probably shouldn't have even told you this order is for him. Liam James... I'm probably not even allowed to say his name out loud without his manager appearing to scold me and make me sign an NDA."

      "What?" He was laughing on the other end of the line.

      "Nothing, just tell Poppy he is secretive and all that."

      "Gotcha. I’ll talk to you later."

      "Bye."

      She returned the phone to the cradle, went to her office, and popped her earbuds in. Her plan was to do some mindless computer work and lose herself in an audiobook. She needed a break from today.

      About an hour later there was a knock at the door. Poppy poked her head in. "Hey Lexi, I have your order here. And Josh sent this one over for you," she said, taking out a white paper bag with her name on it.

      "Perfect, thank you. I’ll take these from you," she said as she stood to get the box.

      "I really can't meet him?" 

      “I'm sorry, but no. He’s very private." 

      “I understand, but a girl can dream.” Lexi turned to Poppy and finally took her in. Her long dark hair was wet, and her shoulders were spattered with water.

      "Is it raining?"

      "Yeah, it kind of came out of nowhere. It was supposed to be clear, but it started raining on my way over, and it looks like it could be a pretty big storm," Poppy said. “I'm gonna get back to the cafe before this gets going,” she said, gesturing to the nasty-looking rain clouds. “I’ll talk to you later, Lexi.”

      "Bye," she said, following her out of her office with the box of lunch orders.

      Making her way down the hallway to the meeting room, she situated the box so she could knock on the door.

      "Come in," called a woman's voice behind the door.

      Lexi managed to turn the handle and let herself in the room while carrying the box of orders. Liam stood to take the box from her. She hid her eyes, almost afraid to make eye contact. His hand grazed hers as she set it down, and there was that zing. Stupid zing. She just needed to get through this day, and all of these people, and that obnoxious zing, would be out of her hair.

      She looked over to his manager. Her arms were once again crossed over her chest as she examined Lexi.

      "Alright, lunch everyone," Liam said as he set out the bags.

      "They included some apple cider donuts and some gluten-free muffins," said Lexi.

      "We don't really eat carbs all that often," she said, giving Lexi a look she knew all too well. It was a look that said, ‘I don't eat carbs, but it is clear you do’. Yes, Lexi was fat. She always had been, but she gave up letting it bother her many years ago. There were too many other things to worry about.

      "Speak for yourself, Jacinda. I love carbs," she heard Liam say. Of course, his manager had a name like Jacinda. She turned to look at him as he took a bite of one of the apple cinnamon muffins. “Damn. These are perfect," he said to the muffin like it had just given him the biggest shock of his life.

      "My sister-in-law makes them. She's the baker at the café."

      "Nice," he said. She smiled at him; it was like she almost forgot he was a pretentious ass for a minute there.

      A loud clap of thunder pulled her out of that moment. She looked over to his manager. "Thank you, we got it from here," she said with curt politeness.

      "Okay, if you need anything else, just let me know," she said with a smile as she turned to leave.

      As she passed the big bay window in the library, she could see it was really coming down. The wind had picked up, and the trees waved back and forth. She guessed she wouldn't be showing Liam the trail this afternoon. But it had been made clear that wasn't her place anyway. Hopefully, they would all clear out soon, and things would go back to normal. She closed her office door behind her and sank into her chair. Her eyes drifted to the bag in here with her name on it, and she was starving after leaving her breakfast uneaten on the diner table this morning. 

      She opened the bag and peeked inside. Bless her brother. In this bag was an apple cider donut, her favorite. A turkey BLT on fresh bread, her other favorite. And some type of Kale salad, not her favorite, but she would eat it, nonetheless.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- Thanks for lunch. What do I owe you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh- You owe me a cookout. Friday. My house.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lexi- Fine. See you then.

      

      

      

      

      

      She unwrapped her sandwich and took one delicious bite. At that moment, the lightning flashed, and a crash of thunder shook the windows. Then the power went out.

      Fuck.

      She hung her head and waited for the knock at her door.
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