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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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On November 15, 2022, I entered the Great War. At least, that is what it became known as when the pre-release tickets went on sale for Taylor Swift’s Eras tour. I had the opportunity to sign up for early access, which meant I might be able to pull off an impossible gift for my daughter-in-law, Brittany, who has been a massive Swiftie since Taylor first sang about teardrops on her guitar. Around the same age, and even eerily similar in appearance, Taylor and Brittany had a lot in common with their life experiences. To paraphrase Raj from The Big Bang Theory, T. Swift sang her truth, which is true for a legion of fans out there who equally wanted to get tickets for this epic concert Taylor had planned.

Brit entertained no illusions she’d be able to go, because she had never been able to go. She assumed the tickets would be way outside her price range, which, ultimately, they were. But a fellow concert-going friend of mine, Sarah, had told me some tips to enhance my chances getting the golden ticket for my superfan. Both Steven and I decided this would be the Christmas gift to end all Christmas gifts, and so we began our secret mission to get the impossible tickets.

History would record this day as the bloodbath it was. I watched the clock to sign into the queue, and then watched the queue dwindle down from more than 2,000 until I could finally get my opportunity to purchase some tickets. Seconds went by like hours, with every person ahead of me ensuring there was at least one less ticket to buy. It was as stressful as if I had been buying a ticket to see my own idols. A lot was riding on this, even though Brit had no idea this was what I was planning. Should I fail in my quest, it would be my disappointment alone to harbor. I still grieve I never got to see Prince when I had the opportunity, or the Eagles with Glenn Frey. These were my childhood idols, and I missed my chance. Forever. It would have broken my heart if I couldn’t get her these tickets to a once-in-a-lifetime tour.

By the end of the skirmish, I was able to get two nosebleed seats for the face value of the tickets. I didn’t even wait till Christmas to let her know, and she remained in shock for the remaining few months until the March 2023 show in Las Vegas.

In between she had a baby, so she had other things keeping her busy as the night she had been waiting for since 2006 approached. She planned an outfit, which apparently was a thing, and since we were driving from Southern California, she put together a playlist for the road that allowed her to listen to her favorite songs from Taylor’s extensive discography. I don’t think one song was repeated.

I was fairly new to the Taylorverse, so this doubled as my education for the concert I was attending because I’m also a good mom. My son isn’t a fan of crowds, so I landed on that grenade for him while he stayed at home with their newborn like the amazing dad he is. My criterion for a concert is that I typically like to know at least four or five songs, and I liked Taylor well enough to know a number more than that, even before Brit began my Taylorcation. 

I missed the country phase because I’m not that much of a country fan, mostly hopping aboard the Taylor Train in her Reputation era. This was thanks mostly to the era I myself was experiencing when the album was released. I liked Taylor with teeth, a little edgier than some of the other stuff that she had done previously. I had Mean on my playlist, thanks to a former Miranda Priestly of a boss, and Shake it Off, cuz, well, didn’t everyone? But when it came to breakup songs, my scar tissue in the shape of a heart preferred a badass like P!nk, who extended her middle finger to heartbreak and would kick your ass quicker than cry over you.

When Look What You Made Me Do came out, it literally spoke my language. It struck every note of how I was feeling in the wake of the backstabbing betrayal of a “friend” turned enemy. This song immediately landed on my own emotional soundtrack.

The Lover era that followed gave me You Need to Calm Down and The Man, which made me respect the kinds of songs she was using her vast platform to introduce. She went from being a sweet country girl to extending her own middle finger, and I had to give her major props for that.

I, apparently, had no idea how many characters she wore like glittery bodysuits, or how many lyrics could slice like the carefully sharpened blade of a Samurai.

During that Vegas road trip, I got to experience so many stories throughout her catalog, which intrigued the storyteller in me. But it was her lyricism that really impressed. The way she painted with words often took me by surprise and delighted me in unexpected ways. I began my own writing career with vast amounts of poetry, with hundreds of handwritten pages still in a tote in my closet. All those intense teen emotions found their way onto blank notebook paper, captured forever in a moment with a lyrical snapshot.

She did the same thing, churning out album after album, selling out arena after arena, and striking an emotional chord with the masses I envied.

I have been to several concerts in the past few years, P!nk and the Eagles among them, but the Eras tour was an experience like no other. Most of that was because of the fans. It blew me away that so many people from all walks of life, men, women, Black, white and every color in between, gay, straight and every orientation in between, young, old... parents, friends, lovers... nobody was left out in that sold out arena. Many mistakenly assume that her music is just for young girls, but nobody holds a monopoly on what she has created. She speaks to everyone.

Seriously, if you haven’t seen grown ass men singing You Belong With Me at the tops of their lungs, you haven’t truly lived.

Not only is that fandom diverse, it is welcoming. We stayed at a hotel across the highway from Allegiant Stadium and walked across the bridge they had closed off for foot traffic when it was time for the show. Even before we left hotel property, other Swifties recognized we were part of the fam by our outfits. They instantly started up a conversation, hyped up and ready to share such a momentous occasion with, well, everyone. When we got to the stadium, lines were long everywhere, to get in, for food, for merch, but the spirits were high. Strangers became friends bonded by endless handcrafted bracelets traded by the bathroom, in lines, at the seats.

To this day, I can’t hear Long Live and not get emotional.

Even when we went to see the concert film in the theater (four times,) Brit would share the hundreds of bracelets she made to the delight of women and girls, and a few guys as well.

Then, there was Taylor herself. Going through intense emotional upheaval behind the scenes, you’d never know it to watch the show. We were at the second stop of her tour, and she literally kicked ass with a broken heart. She was the ultimate professional, giving her fans one hell of a show. Three hours, over 40 songs, and she killed it. She even made me like songs from the albums I hadn’t cared for originally.

The fans met her enthusiasm. Even up in the rafters, everyone was on their feet, shaking the floors, screaming out every single lyric to every single song. It was a church unlike any I’d ever attended.

I may not have gone into that arena a Swiftie, but I left as one. That level of feminine badassery is my catnip, from Ann and Nancy Wilson singing about barracudas in the music biz in the 70s, to Miley Cyrus singing how she can buy her own self flowers rather than wait for any man to do it. I am continually inspired by the women who create our popular music. Whether Cyndi Lauper is singing a cheeky song about feminine self-pleasure or Billie Eilish is embracing her inner bad guy, these women use their platform to shoot rockets through those glass ceilings and empower all women to do the same.

Janet helped us create boundaries. Cher defied the limits of age. Gaga let us free our inner monsters and Beyonce, well... she damn well IS the Queen.

And let’s not forget Stevie, who managed to make hits with her exes.

Then there’s P!nk. I was on board from the There You Go video, where she ran a motorcycle through the window of her two-timing ex. She got back together with her own ex during a video where she basically dissed him with So What? In her video for That’s All I Know So Far, she lands on an island full of men who can’t withstand her ferocity, and then there’s Cary just soaking it in like the badass he would have to be to stand at her side, her equal. I had honestly never felt so seen.

These women are my freaking heroes.

When I finally decided to write about a female singer instead of my usual hot rocker guy romances, I had a very deep well to draw inspiration. They all show up in this book in some way or another.

All these women have been brave enough to withstand a world stage where they have been reduced to how they look, what they wear, who they love; judged for being messy or complicated – complete human beings beyond an image on an album cover, poster or stage.

With Infamous, I wanted to dig into their world and live in their skin. I took all the lessons they taught me to create Channing Grace and Theo Shepard, who guide us through this story of love, heartbreak, redemption and, yes, the limits of perceptions and reputations.

I hope you love these new characters as much as I do, who have been liberated to tell a story unlike the others I have written.

And for Brit... this one is for you. It never would have existed without you, and it turned out to be one of my favorite stories and some of my favorite characters. They were all born of the time we shared and exist solely because of what I learned from you. I hope I make you (and Taylor) proud.

- Love, G
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1: THE FINAL COUNTDOWN
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“Three, two, one...,” Mia counted off, holding up a full glass of expensive champagne.

“Mia!” I immediately chided, already tipsy and giggling. It wasn’t my first glass. “The countdown to New Year’s isn’t until tomorrow night!” 

Mia scoffed. “Who gives a shit about New Year’s? It’s your birthday, Diva. Your new year has already started. Drink!” She set the example by slugging back her full glass.

I had to shake my head. “Fine. I concede. Here’s to 35!” 

What a grownup number, I thought. It made me even giddier than the effervescent wine.

My entourage of four trusted friends likewise toasted and drank, as the delightfully oblivious Las Vegas crowd partied far below the private balcony of my impressive hotel suite. As far as gilded cages went, it was one of my favorites. 

Henry Stacy, a languid, beautiful man with dark hair and the bluest eyes, produced a cupcake with a candle. “Make a wish!”

I furrowed my brow as I considered what was still on the short list of unfulfilled desires that might qualify. I couldn’t suppress my smile as I nodded and blew out the flame; making a wish with all the belief of a six-year-old that it might come true, though, for these last three decades, it hadn’t.

Not really.

“Tell us what you wished!” my lifelong bestie, Mia King, demanded.

“No!” I protested with another giggle. “It won’t come true.”

“Has it yet?” she quipped in return. She knew me well. Too well, I decided. “So, tell your fairy godmothers. Maybe we can help.”

I shook my head. “Y’all do enough already,” I insisted, blaming my native Texan drawl on the bubbly. It went straight to my head as usual. Sure, I was a lil’ tipsy. It was my birthday after all. But I was also incredibly grateful to the four humans sharing this special moment with me. They were the best of the best. 

Mia King, my sister from another mister, a biracial beauty with a tumble of magenta micro braids cascading from her scalp, her personality somehow so much bigger and brighter now than it was when we met on the first day of first grade. Back then it already sparkled like a star, giving me what little inspiration I needed to be extra from an early age. We immediately gravitated to one another, so comfortable with being the center of attention we didn’t mind sharing it once we met someone who could keep up.

We experienced the 90s together, from elementary school to high school and all the awkward adolescent horrors in between. Through puberty, acne and awkward first dates, there wasn’t a thing about our childhood that wasn’t shared. Though many thought they did, no one knew me better.

She was the first person I shared my childhood and childlike dream with, to become one of the most famous pop singers on the planet. Not just a singer, no. I wanted to be a star. Just like my idols, all known by one name, Aretha, Stevie, Cher, Madonna, Whitney, Pink, Beyonce and Taylor... I, Channing Grace, would shine amongst the greats. It had taken nearly twenty years, but I could finally say that I made it. Ten multiplatinum records? Check. A number of gleaming awards on my mantel? Check. A mountain of money? Check. No reasonable way to return to the life of a normal human being again even if I wanted to? Checkity check. 

Now all that was left was to make movies like Cher, or reign on Broadway like Ariana. 

I wanted it all. No boundaries, no limits, and Mia King had promised to be right there at my side every step of the way. The only years we spent apart were the four years of college where Mia worked as hard as she did with anything and got her business degree. 

Now she was right at my side managing a stellar career neither of us could totally believe was real. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Aside from family, there was literally no one I trusted more. And honestly, I trusted Mia with the things I knew the family couldn’t handle, so an argument could be made I trusted my bestie most of all. 

Another long timer, Debra Morris, who was part of our high school crowd in Texas, went from battling me for the choir solo to backing me on every record I’d ever made, including the now near cringe-worthy demo that landed me that first record deal. Debra was my total opposite: shorter, fuller, louder and more colorful. The kind of girl who dressed like a witch every day but Halloween, she was attracted to all things dark and mysterious. The shadowy background of a big stage suited her perfectly. That powerhouse voice that would land from somewhere in the darkness, with that lingering flavor of a spice you couldn’t quite place, but one that made the dish something extra special. Tasty. Memorable. Inimitable.

She wasn’t bound by the camera or to PR like I was, so she could say what she wanted, eat what she wanted, do what she wanted, date whom she wanted, and nobody gave a shit. I had always kinda envied that the most.

Debra would also go after anyone who said anything negative about what I said, what I ate, anything I did or anyone I dated. Her loyalty was every bit as fierce as her attitude.

Rounding up our group were the twins, Erin and Henry Stacy. As a twin myself, I was instantly intrigued by the dancers who had shown up to audition together fresh out of high school, with a routine it was clear they had been doing almost since they learned how to walk. They were so in sync it was like their brains were connected. 

I knew something about that.

After more than five years, they were totally in sync with me, too. I couldn’t imagine a tour without them. They kept my breakneck pace over the last few years, where I jammed in two domestic and two international tours back-to-back. I spent more time with these four than my actual blood kin, down in the trenches, sweaty, exhausted and fulfilled night after night. 

These were more than friends. These were more than family. These were comrades-in-arms in a rock and roll war. Only people in my crazy circus life could understand my challenges. These were the people I knew would drop their New Year’s Eve plans for an impromptu trip to Las Vegas, just to share another birthday toast with me in a private hotel room far away from the public. After seventeen years in the spotlight, public was no longer an option. Not since that first album that went platinum, anyway. 

Who knew a dream come true could double as a life sentence? That wasn’t in the manual.

Debra was first to break the beautiful bubble we had created, much like she was prone to do. “This is nice and all, but I’m not going to get hickeys from the likes of you people. We need to find a party.”

“You know we can’t just go out into the wild, Deb,” I cautioned, good as it sounded. Vegas unleashed. What I wouldn’t give.

Little did I know Mia had come prepared.

“That’s why I secured us access to the hottest party in town,” my bestie said as she linked my arm. “Best part of all, no press.”

Those were magic words for someone like me. I had been stalked all over the world by a persistent paparazzi that cared very little about my personal space or respectable boundaries, much less my consent. I was 35 now, and they had been hunting me like an animal since I was 17, when I regrettably posed for my album cover in jean micro shorts that showed off my endlessly long legs. 

I was too innocent to understand the rationale of my then manager, who directed the shot personally. Thirty years my senior, he felt more like a really cool uncle. I had no idea what he was putting up for sale until I saw the album cover, which wasn’t subtle in its messaging. It immediately grossed me out. Was this what he thought of me? Was this what everyone would think of me? 

Spoiler alert: it totally was. 

Once the peanut gallery got ahold of it, the Lolita image stuck for all the grown men who bought my albums but didn’t give one shit about the songs I wrote, sang... and produced. 

Since then, I’d become just as much of a commodity as my records. Candid pics of me sold countless tabloids, to the point I couldn’t leave my lavish Hollywood Hills estate without being tailed by flashing lights and crass comments just to get a reaction. One look and they thought they knew me, bound by their own limitations and lack of imagination.

It had gone on for officially half my life. Happy birthday to me.

Suggesting I could steal some kind of clandestine joy while sticking it to my most persistent nemesis? Don’t threaten me with a good time. I tightened my arm with Mia’s and practically forced us all right out the door.

We used a private entrance to make our escape, in a limo pointed south on Las Vegas Boulevard. How I wished I could pop up out of the window seat like I’d seen done so many times in movies. But we couldn’t risk someone from the crowded streets recognizing me and people swarming the car as it inched along the bumper-to-bumper traffic on the Strip. They usually meant no harm at all; they just didn’t understand how one fan could become a crush in a second. The safety of my friends and the people who worked so tirelessly to take care of me remained my number one priority. I hid as always behind dark, tinted windows, drinking another glass of champagne as a consolation prize.

I didn’t even show my face until we parked outside yet another special VIP entrance at the hotel where a party full of A-list celebrities raged in an exclusive penthouse suite. The music was bumping by the time my small entourage crossed through the double doors into the darkened crowd of VIPs consisting of filmmakers, music makers and all the important movers and shakers from all over the world. Some notables and even a few royals were in the midst, all partying like it was New Year’s Eve or something.

I supposed technically it was. It was my birthday as of midnight, after all. Being a New Year’s Eve baby, my mother had teased for decades that I just had to be born in the 1980s, even if it was the very last day. 

But at 2:26 in the morning, they still had more than twenty-one hours to get to the ball drop, fireworks and first kiss. These folks were ready to party all the way there, and this was a crowd that could. They didn’t worry about bills and schedules and limits. 

They were the elite. The world was theirs to run. And by my inclusion, I suppose mine as well. I conceded with a shrug. “When in Rome,” I said, snatching a glass from a tray circulated by wait staff. I danced my way to the floor along with my group, who likewise couldn’t wait to shake a tailfeather to the thumping, sensual beat.

Despite the celebrity names on the party’s guest list, I couldn’t help but notice heads still turned my way. The more famous they were, the giddier I got about it. This wasn’t a birthday party; this was a hallucination brought upon by expensive bubbly. 

And I got a bird’s eye view of it all. At nearly 6 feet tall, I towered above my friends. I could get the best angle, particularly because my impressive height was only made taller with the 4-inch heels I teetered upon. My trademark platinum blond hair was broken with a strip of true violet that tumbled down my face over one stark blue eye that was rimmed by smoky black makeup with a touch of glitter. Because what in life wasn’t improved by a little sparkle? 

That was why my pout shared the same color as the strip in my hair, with a glitter lipstick that made it even more sensual and inviting to the interested parties dancing nearby, both men and women alike. My tank top sparkled as much as my lipstick, with holographic fringe that bounced when I moved. My leather miniskirt stopped just below the curve of my hips, revealing the promise of these famously long legs I could show off in crystal-studded stiletto boots.

I was a human disco ball under the flashing lights, one that shamelessly courted attention. 

Most of the time that was what I wanted. From the time I sang Silent Night in the Christmas pageant when I was four, the stage was my domain, one I ruled with confidence and sparkle.

But the bright shining light had the tendency to chase everyone else away, like wildfire, 0% contained. The brighter I shined, the further they ran, be they family, friend or lover. It only made me feel lonelier, even in the crush of a crowd.

I filled the loneliness with liquid glitter, champagne, my bubbly beverage of choice because it managed to both lift me up and numb me down. I emptied my glass and tried to give myself over to the moment. 

That was when I noticed him, staring at me from across the room where he danced with a partner so closely it was like they were glued to each other. His eyes, however, were fixed on my face, and I couldn’t help but suck in a breath when I realized who he was.

It only took .52 seconds to recognize those dark brown eyes, that salt-and-pepper hair and the dimple in his chin like he was created from a long-forgotten mold of Hollywood’s leading men. Theo Shepard was an A-list actor with a litany of roles under his belt, and a few awards to boot.

I had literally been watching his movies and TV shows my whole life. So, I was quite familiar with that most delicious smirk that would wrinkle one of those deep, dark eyes with the kind of come-hither look that shot electricity right to my core. 

Because he was smiling at me. 

I knew that look, having seen it many times before. Older men loved me from the first time I stepped onto a stage at the tender age of seventeen, when I was fresh and new, a blank slate ready for them to tattoo their names across my suddenly nubile body – even if they cared little for protecting the fragile heart that I tended to give away with it. 

By the time I was twenty-three, I’d broken a few hearts of my own, mostly younger men who tired easily of the fast lane and all the trappings that came with being the plus one of someone much more notable. Rag mags were stained from remnants of my tears, and my exes’ bloody fingers. Shameless embellishment replaced any missing pieces with rumor and conjecture, since zipped lips would never spill those secrets. I’d made a career of being cast into whatever role sold magazines at the time: the Lolita, the vamp, the tease, the crazy girl who would take her revenge out in a song whenever her heart was crushed underfoot. So many parts to play, and I played them all, from innocent ingenue to cold-hearted homewrecker.

There were so many stories tossed around that no one ever knew the truth. Not really. Each song combined old lovers into a faintly familiar amalgam to indict the guilty while protecting the innocent. My pen might have been poisoned, but I was selective with my revenge. I learned early on that karma was a boomerang. When it came to public perception, in the end it didn’t matter what had been done to me, as much as what I had allowed to be done. I was the one who bore the scars, as well as the indictments that came with them.

It was a heavy burden, but I had learned over the years I had strong arms.

He didn’t have to know any of that. Not yet, I thought with a grin, before I employed a few of my most sensual moves to wreck his hormones the way he was doing a number on mine. He was with another girl and shamelessly looking to level up, which was a no-no in my book. Girls weren’t interchangeable, for fuck’s sake. And I only auditioned for leading roles, not silly side pieces.

Leaving an impression, however, did little harm. It would boost my ego and get his motor revved. I hoped he’d give his girl the night of her dreams as a result. Rock her world, cowboy, I thought to myself with a salacious grin as I finished my dance, my sumptuous body doing what it did best. 

It was one of the few powers I was allowed to wield. Therefore, I planned on brandishing it well as long as it was socially acceptable to do so. As a woman in her thirties, I knew more than anyone the clock was ticking, and my powers would change as the maiden gave way to the crone.

When I turned to send him a parting glance, I realized he was already gone. I peered around the crowded dance floor, but he was nowhere to be found. He’d disappeared, just like a mirage. Well, shit, I thought, as I pursed my lips. “I need a drink,” I told no one in particular as I pressed through the crowd towards the bar.

Various folks acknowledged me with an inaudible “hey,” or “hi,” as I passed, whether we had met previously or not. In a crowd such as this one, everyone knew everyone one way or another. I offered a coy smile that hinted at everything and promised nothing, like everyone else in the room. Finally, I broke through the masses to press up against the brass rail surrounding the bar made of black glass blocks sparkling under the strobe lights. The bartender was predictably handsome, with a winning smile as his eyes swept over me in obvious appreciation. “What’s your pleasure?”

“Champagne,” I said with a slight smirk all my own. 

“Only the best for you, Miss Grace,” he nodded as he reached for the $300 bottle with the shiny gold label, which had been conveniently icing in a bucket.

I took a sip and nodded my appreciation. Just as I reached for the crossbody clutch I wore, a hand came from behind me to throw a hundred-dollar bill down for my tip. “The very best, indeed,” a deep, velvety voice murmured.

I turned right into the gaze of Theo Shepard, whose eyes were even more devastating up close. They were so dark, deep and rich; it was like teetering at the precipice of a veritable cave of wonders. I straightened my spine to fortify before nodding over his shoulder. “Save your swagger for your date, Mr. Shepard. You’ll get a lot further.” I pulled out a hundred of my own and slid it to the bartender. I was the Platinum Princess of Pop. I was indebted to no one.

Theo chuckled as he stepped closer. “Forgive me if I’ve overstepped.”

My sharpened blue stare traveled down his fit form, taking in the details of his tasteful designer suit tailored to hug that impressive body in ways that kinda made me jealous. “He says as he steps closer,” I narrated as he came dangerously close to a boundary.

His laughter was full-throated. “So suspicious,” he quipped. “It’s like you’ve heard of me.” 

Of course, I had. His notorious bachelor lifestyle made the tabloids almost as much as my lavish love life. It wasn’t uncommon for us to share a cover together, though we had only just met. “So presumptuous,” I shot back. “It’s like you’ve heard of me.”

“I’ve heard a song or two,” he admitted with that upturned smirk.

“And I’ve seen a movie or two,” I confessed. “I think the first one was when I was five,” I added with a devilish glint in my eyes. 

“Ouch,” he responded as he held his hand to his chest, feigning a mortal wound. It made me laugh despite myself.

“Seriously, though. Where’s your date?”

He glanced behind me, scanning the crowd. “I think she’s fixing her face.”

The Texan in me recognized the Kentucky in him with a slight chuckle. I moved my piece across the board despite my better judgement. He was fun. “Why? Was there something wrong with it?”

Those eyes leveled on my face to do a thorough inspection. “One could say it wasn’t yours.”

I scoffed. “One could say you’re full of shit.”

He didn’t move to touch me, but I felt his aura surround me. He was masterful, I had to give him that. “Gotta shoot your shot when you get the opportunity, right?”

I leaned closer. “It’s not your night, Mr. Shepard. But I’m flattered.”

He nodded as he studied me. “Then, how about some small talk to fill the time until my date returns?” 

The glint in his eye was too delicious to deny. I conceded with a slight nod. “If you insist,” I said with an exaggerated sigh, making him chuckle.

“What brings you to Vegas?”

I tried to suppress my smile. It didn’t work. “It’s my birthday.”

He gestured to the bartender who was quick to pour him a glass. Theo generously tipped him again before he turned back to me. “Then a toast. To a new year, both universally and personally.”

I decided there was no harm in that. I held up my glass for a celebratory clink. We watched each other over the rims of our glasses as we sipped. 

“What brings you to Vegas?” I asked. “Going to hit a drive-thru chapel and change your hound dog ways?”

He laughed. “God forbid. There’s something to be said for being persistently single.”

I offered a noncommittal shrug. I didn’t necessarily agree, but he didn’t need to know that. The game allowed very little room for honesty. “Wouldn’t do much for my record sales.”

“Don’t tell me. Let me guess. You’re still young enough to think the fairy tale can come true.”

I leaned closer. “Isn’t that what we sell? The fantasy of forever?”

His appreciative gaze traveled shamelessly across my exposed skin, so close and so tempting. He wanted to touch me, I could tell. But he held himself back, like a trooper. Those eyes finally captured mine. “Touche,” he conceded. “Fantasy is such a fun little sandbox.”

My eyes fell to his mouth. Damn, it was sexy, smirk or no smirk. In fact, those full lips promised a lot of serious fun. It was dangerously titillating. I blamed my lingering spell of celibacy following the last famous hound dog actor who broke my heart. That chastity belt could chafe like a bitch sometimes, particularly when there was nothing more I would have liked than climb Theo’s rock-hard body just like a tree. I steadied my breath as I slowly slid my eyes back up to meet his. “The funnest,” I agreed softly. Out of my peripheral, I spotted his date parting through the crowd. “Maybe someday you’ll be free to play in mine,” I offered with a mock pout before I grabbed my glass and moved away from the bar.

“I may take you up on it,” he informed my departing back. When I didn’t answer, he asked “But will I live to regret it?”

I turned back to say, “Bet on it.” I offered my own winning smirk before I spun and sashayed away.

It was a perfect parting shot, meant to linger on his palate like a hot pepper seed. I didn’t expect anything to come from it. And if it did? Well, he’d been warned.

I smiled as I joined my friends to ring in my birthday right; dancing the night away like the shiny bejeweled birthday queen that I was.
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2: WINNER TAKES IT ALL
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I watched the rain droplets chase each other down the window of my limousine as it sat in a long line of other limos waiting their turn outside the Dolby Theater on the corner of Hollywood and Highland. It was the most famous intersection in Hollywood each March, and the crowning achievement during awards season.

Once upon a time, way back when I was a starry-eyed teenager, I crossed this intersection with Mia arm in arm, nearly skipping across the street, as we dreamed about how life would look when I was rich and famous. How naïve we were, but we were allowed to be. Only eighteen, it was our first real “adult” road trip after high school graduation, in our summer break before she went off to college without me and I got serious on my sophomore album.

No one in Hollywood had known me from Eve back then, having only found success on a few country stations around my hometown in Texas, so we inhaled the promise of Tinsel Town like the sweet smell of spring.

Fast forward to today when I was one of hundreds who gathered for the Oscars, where a handful of Hollywood’s elite would receive their flowers for achievements from the previous year. I earned my place among them as one of five nominees for Original Song, one that was written for my ex-boyfriend’s movie. 

It was poetic really. That relationship crashed and burned, as they tended to do, and it was amidst the debris that I had penned one of the saddest and most acclaimed songs of my career. It was essentially a Dear John letter to my ex, one that I didn’t have enough courage to say. It had nowhere else to go but into a song. The producers used the song during the protagonist’s ‘dark night of the soul,’ when the lead – my ex in fact – walks away from his hometown and his childhood sweetheart, shattering her heart once and for all to follow his own path. This launched him on his hero’s journey, the point of no return, and had wrecked every moviegoer who might relate, scoring what made The Wandering Heart a critical and box office success. 

In a weird quirk of fate, the song by the same name had done the same for me, resulting in my first Oscar nod. If I won tonight, I’d be two letters down for the elite EGOT, a status I’d dreamed of since I was a little kid performing Oklahoma! on an elementary school stage.  

“Nervous?” my beautiful date asked. 

As a master of Grace under pressure, pun intended, I knew how to keep my emotions just under the surface of my professional façade. Only my mother would be able to see the microscopic signs of nerves I might be displaying, like the incessant drumming of my fingers on my upper thigh, tapping out the beat of my serenity song. Only Shauna Grace knew what that song was, so naturally she would recognize the beat.

I gathered myself by physically straightening my spine and taking a deep breath. “It’s a big night,” I dismissed easily. That wasn’t the reason I needed serenity, but it was an easy excuse.

My mother, however, knew me much too well to buy it. “I wasn’t talking about the stage, hon.”

I offered a curt nod. My mama knew exactly what was eating at my insides, so there was really no use trying to hide it. This wasn’t the first time I’d seen my ex in the last couple of years since our explosive split. We were both on the press junkets for TWH after all, and Mama had answered more than one tearful late-night phone call as a result. 

But it would be the first time I’d sing that song in front of him, where he’d sit in the front row, eyes glued to me as I sat at my crystal-studded grand piano lovingly dubbed The Duchess. But he wouldn’t be looking at that. Aidan Jones’ trademarked ice-blue stare would instead absorb me head to toe, the smirk on his face letting the world know he took full credit for this song’s success. He had offered me the opportunity to create the song and given it the perfect vehicle, sure. But the emotional weight of it had everything to do with our May-December romance and how it had wrecked my own wandering heart so completely that I could provide the perfect heart-wrenching narrative to his movie.

I often wondered if that had been the whole purpose. He knew who I was when he began romancing me all those years ago. I knew who he was, too, but had ignored all the warning signs. He was so damn sexy with a British accent that had turned my insides to butter the minute he opened his mouth. He carried himself like royalty, a virtual Prince Charming, who had landed into my life like the answer to a wish. He was older, suave, sophisticated. I had stepped into a movie when I stepped into his arms, he made sure of it.

I was late in my twenties by then, with a past littered with lovers as I cut my teeth on who I was supposed to be, shedding each shrinking skin just like a molting snake. I thought I was ready for that grownup relationship he offered with the touch of his hand on my body, the ultimate maestro to my heart’s incomplete symphony.

Our Happily Ever After hit the skids when Real Life decided to check in. Things were fine when he was in Los Angeles, on hiatus and between movie projects, enjoying his time as the new It Guy. He spent the time before we met networking and building relationships, wearing a number of disposable starlets on his arm for every media event that came down the pike. 

Then our paths crossed after the Grammy awards where I had finally earned my first Best Album of the Year statue. Lightning struck both of us that night, neither one of us leaving with the dates we brought. We were instant addicts, high on the energy between us from that first dance. 

He made love to me in the limousine on the way back to my place, virtually moving in on Date Three. We indulged our newest and most powerful vice on a daily, if not hourly, basis. I was so hooked on him, and he fed my addiction often and well. 

We were together when the world locked down, which afforded us the unique and unexpected opportunity to indulge each other fully without the threat of reality closing in.

That didn’t happen until September 2021, when he headed back to England to shoot a big budget wartime drama he’d managed to option from a well-known writer. I had barely turned 30 at that point, but apparently I was still young and naïve enough to think we could keep our fairytale alive, even an ocean apart. I was busy with my own career after all. And we touched base every single day. His promises were plentiful, and my hungry heart believed every single one. 

When I flew into London to surprise him that November, for his first birthday after he went back to the UK, I found him in his trailer with his co-star. They were wrapped in a passionate embrace, and it ripped my goddamn heart right out of my chest when I spotted his hand up her shirt, making no secret of the dalliance they were indulging. They were simply rehearsing an intimate scene, he said...getting comfortable with each other, he insisted... all the while still wearing the stain of her lipstick on his face.

The Wandering Heart was written that night. 

We didn’t break up right away. Rookie mistake, I know, but he had said forever, and I had been foolish enough to believe him. Our relationship lumbered along through several months of shooting, where I stayed in London to remind him what a good thing he had. But his nights on set went later and later. I filled the time creating music for a new album, written from the spark of the fairytale of when we met, all the way through the uncertainty and insecurity, and finally the blunt force of reality slamming into, and derailing, Happily Ever After for good, one month after our three-year anniversary. 

It would lead to five awards for Echoes of Forever, three of which were Grammys. My blood, as it turned out, was creative gold.

The Wandering Heart, however, was used for the movie instead. During the epic fight that followed my discovery of his infidelity, he had promised he’d get me on the soundtrack. To get even with him for that nasty surprise of finding him with his costar, I’d ultimately given him the song I wrote about it. It was Petty with a capital P, and I hoped every lyric would hit him square between the eyes every time he heard it.

It would work out a little too well. With deliberately oblique lyrics, it had overtones of other famously failed relationships. This made it catnip to my legion of fans, as well as all the gossip hounds. Everyone was always trying to piece together the shiny confetti that I regularly scattered as some semblance of my life story. The song hit the top of the charts and stayed there, both during the movie release the year before, and when it began streaming a few months after that.

And now I was in line at the Dolby Theater, ready to perform it for an audience of millions. Yet Aidan was the only person I could think about at that moment. When I had rehearsed the song, I spotted where his seat would be right in the front row. He was nominated for best actor sure, but the fucker had earned a producer credit as well. He was up for a neat handful of awards for the greatest and most acclaimed project of his career. He would be front-row center for the entire show. 

There was zero chance he’d miss my glass heart shattering as I performed that song, in character, in tune and in pain.

As a professional I knew that I would have to rip open those scabs until it was just the two of us in that room. We were tied together again in the intimacy of dismantled dreams, and it had been almost an entire year since I’d been trapped by those aquamarine eyes. Could I recall the cuts without bleeding? 

My sources said no.

I drew another deep breath. “I’ll be fine.”

“Oh, I know you’ll be fine,” Mama said, with an unapologetic Texas twang. “And you’re going to win.”

I scoffed quietly. I’d heard all the odds. They anticipated I’d run away with the award given my song had the most commercial success and was the most well-known, even if it was for the wrong reasons. “He’ll claim credit for that too.”

Mama shrugged. “Let him. You’ll know the truth.”

Another scoff. “The truth,” I repeated. The truth somehow took the shape of the mouth it was falling out of, and most believed I had romanced an A-list actor to further my career. I’d slept my way into letting him use my song, which only gained exposure because of his movie. And now here I was, some fluffy pop princess, in line to win a prestigious film award many thought I didn’t earn outside the spread of my legs.

I knew this because I had made the mistake of reading the comments about it.

Nothing I would win could be untangled from his achievement. Even if I won Best Original Song, it would be a participation trophy only.

And of course, I had never spoken publicly of the circumstances of that song. It was written for the movie, I would say, the truth falling from my own mouth wrapped in lies of omission. And because the references were ambiguous and the timing of the song preceded the quiet break up months later, it was easy to be cast as a master manipulator, not the hopeless romantic I fancied myself to be. My mom would shrug it all off. “If they all thought you were a banana, would that make you a banana?”

I smiled. It had been a familiar refrain from my childhood, way back when I was gangly and awkward, and everyone thought my dream of being a big star was the funniest thing they ever heard. I clasped my mother’s hand. “Thanks for being my date.”

Mama squeezed back. “Anytime. And not just for you. I’ve been looking forward to the after parties. Maybe I’ll get to meet Theo Shepard,” she added with a wink.

My perfectly tweezed eyebrow arched. “He’s going to be there?”

Mama nodded. “He won Best Actor last year, so he’ll be presenting Best Actress this year.”

“Ah,” I nodded. I had to smile. Thanks to Mama’s obsession with the awards show, I had been watching the Oscars since I was a toddler. She made everything an event, so she threw a party every year, with sparkling ginger ale and prizes for who predicted the most winners. 

She even rolled out a red carpet and interviewed us as we arrived in the family room.

Mama always made me feel like a star, long before the public agreed.

Though Theo was Mama’s favorite actor, I hadn’t shared our New Year’s Eve meeting. It was too brief to be considered consequential. Besides, she was proud that I was enjoying the single life. I was almost three years into my self-imposed celibacy. Untethered. Unbothered.

Unstimulated. 

Maybe that was why my heartbeat skipped a little, thinking I might run into him backstage.

I have a problem, I decided internally. Hadn’t I learned my lesson about older playboy actors with Aidan?

Finally, we reached the red carpet. Tuxedoed personnel with umbrellas opened the door and let me ooze from the stretch limo, in a languid, sparkling Dior dress the shade of my golden skin. I looked like a shiny gleaming award myself as I glided along the red carpet. A little on the nose, perhaps, but I had fallen in love with the dress the minute I saw it.

It was the one award Aidan was never going to win.

The crowd that had huddled against the rain exploded with renewed enthusiasm when they spotted me. I waved and smiled with that infamous purple lipstick Mac had named in my honor, as it perfectly matched the trademark strip in my hair. They had made both matte and shimmer shades, and I matched the glamor of the evening with a deep glittery finish that sparkled under the flash of the bulbs along the press line. It was a smile I knew my fans could see across entire arenas. 

I hooked an arm with my mother as we walked along the gauntlet of the press, who screamed, “Channing!” to get the perfect photo to sell, using my image to pad their own pockets. Still, I managed to keep my perfect smile intact and meet each camera with that sultry gaze I had perfected in my twenties, dutifully playing my part as always. Demure. Graceful. Perfectly packaged and put together. Oscar Barbie liberated from the confines of her box, if only for one night. 

I posed. I preened. I smiled. My most authentic reactions, however, were saved for the crowd, the fans that had made me what I was. They bought the records, the tour tickets, the merch. They were, and would always be, the boss. I gave them wide smiles, blowing air kisses or using the ASL sign for “I love you,” something I’d been doing since I started charity work for kids who were hard of hearing. Every Christmas since I was nineteen, I went to the local church in my hometown to sign the biblical story of Jesus while the pastor led the sermon.

I’d gotten flack for that, too, once the press got wind of it about two years ago. Even though I’d been doing it since I was a kid, inspired by a cousin who had been born deaf, everyone assumed it was just some publicity stunt to take the focus off my breakup with Aidan. Many suspected I had dumped him like a bad habit once my song was included in the movie soundtrack, using him like the opportunist I was rumored to be.
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