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Also, for the record, I had no idea the singer Enrique Iglesias even existed until I was almost a third of the way into writing this novel. Julio Estrella is not supposed to be a copy of him; as a matter of fact, my character happens to be considerably cuter and his songs a lot more family-friendly. ;)

LICENSE NOTE:
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DEDICATION

*To the guy who was demonstrating a high-powered blender at the Whole Foods Market in Overland Park, Kansas in early June of 2017. He inspired the beginning of this novel.*

Prologue: Tony Ramirez.

I stand at the back of the room, watching her watch the screen. Tears streaming down her face. 

She hasn’t been crying the whole time. Until the video part of the presentation, her expression was neutral to cheerful. When she laughed at the corny jokes the presenter made, her smile tugged at my heart. Made me want to walk over to her, sit down next to her. 

I couldn’t, for two reasons. First, she is flanked on all sides by other festival goers. Second, I can’t risk being recognized. Even with my disguise on, I have had to make sure not to talk to any one person more than a couple of minutes at this event. That’s the main reason I didn’t want to come in the first place. It was enough that my work schedule was interrupted by a trip to the United States to talk to some filmmakers. But when my sister found out this vegan festival was going on not too far from Chicago, she insisted that we come. 

Ironic, since she is usually the first to warn me against going to large events where I am not the main event. I was mobbed once during my pre-bodyguard days, and nearly had to be hospitalized because of it. But she thought if I kept my bodyguards near, and we both made ourselves unrecognizable to the general public, I would be fine here.

It’s her not-so-subtle way of trying to convince me to give up cheese and fish, and to convince me I should cry like that woman is crying over the plight of animals being cruelly treated by human beings. 

While I do care for animals, I don’t think I’ll ever get to that point. But, that woman. The instant I laid eyes on her a half hour ago, something stirred in me. Something that reminded me of the prayer I prayed about a year ago. 

And the longer I’ve watched her, the stronger that stirring has become, especially now as I see the evidence of a tender heart inside her. As my sister, also in disguise, shifts her feet beside me in the shadowy corner, I make a decision.

I’m going to act on that prayer. 

And in a few hours, meet that woman, and have my answer. 

––––––––
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Chapter One: Rachel Polowsky.

Early June.

I STIFLE A YAWN AS I reply to Marilyn’s text. Yes, beautiful day here, 2. Sun, blue skies. But storms kept me up last night. Gotta go. Work.

I tuck my phone back into my purse under the counter and begin to bend over to retrieve a small bag of frozen fruit from the mini-freezer next to me when my phone dings yet another incoming text. I shake my head with a small smile. I’ll check her text this one last time.

LOL I want ur job. Festival = work??

Two years older than me at age twenty-six, Marilyn texts like a fifteen-year-old. Since she’s my best friend, I usually don’t mind, and as long as I don’t respond to this text, she’ll know to stop for a while. She’s respectful of my time that way. That’s one of a handful of reasons I’ve been able to figure out that she and I are besties. She’s sweet and kind, but also the polar opposite of my rebellious natural living self who refuses to put on makeup, paint nails, shave body hair, or wear the latest fashion. 

I’m also a vegan. While I’ve gotten her and my cousin Joe, her husband, to tone down their consumption of animal products, I can’t get them to go all the way.

Oh, well. I’ll take the wins where I can get them.

Anyway, probably the biggest reason we’re best friends is that we both love Joe. He grew up six blocks away from me and my now-deceased brother in Cleveland, so has always been more like a brother to me than a cousin. And when he introduced me to Marilyn two years ago, it was like at first sight. 

Marilyn’s festival reference is the annual Midwest VegFest in a town just north of Indianapolis. Though I’m working a booth here to sell ProVitaBlend high-power blenders, I’m enjoying myself. I don’t think I’ll enjoy myself today as much as I did yesterday, though, because thunderstorms blew through this part of Indiana last night and kept me up for probably two hours. I didn’t have the luxury of sleeping in this morning, and even though I’ve only been here for an hour, I’m already desperate for a nap. 

I have to admit, it wasn’t as bad as a home and garden show I worked at last year. I’d agreed to share a motel room with another attendee, and she invited new friends over to our motel room every one of the three nights of the show. I guess I should be glad that nothing more happened than a lot of talking and laughing into the wee smalls of the next morning, but being kept up that late had been enough to make me miserable.

This is one reason I’ve never had a roommate, not in my dorm at college, and not in the apartment in Toledo, Ohio, where I now live. Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever get married. I like my early-to-bed, early-to-rise routine, like not having to arrange her life around someone else’s. I like my freedom.

And knowing my luck, I’d marry a guy who acted all sweet and kind before our nuptials, but who’d turn into a jerk afterwards.

My stomach tightens at the memory of one jerk in particular. At least I hadn’t been married to him. 

I push the thoughts back with a deep breath as I dump the fruit into the blender and turn it on. Sinking into negativity will do nothing to help me make sales. I know that from previous experience. What’s past, is past. I need to leave it behind.

Problem is, my past still haunts me. I don’t feel it most of the time, but I have my bad days, same as everybody else. The best way to keep the monster at bay, I’ve found, is to lead as quiet a life as possible and to let few people into my heart. Anyone who wants my trust has to work long and hard for it. 

And I’m not sure I’ll ever trust a man enough to accept a marriage proposal from one. 

I’m pouring the last bit of smoothie into the last sample-size paper cup on a tray full of them, when three college-aged women saunter toward my booth. Two are snickering, one is rolling her eyes, her spine rigid as though strengthening her resolve amidst an onslaught of teasing. 

Marching up to me, she flicks an errant strand of long, blond hair out of her face and glares at me. “Tell my friends you don’t get sent to hell for eating meat.” At my raised eyebrow, she cracks a grin, adding. “I’ll buy one of your blenders if you do.”

“You don’t have enough money,” her short, brunette friend declares as she picks up one of the samples. The other lady, whose straight hair falling to just below her earlobes is dyed a variety of neon colors, does the same. 

Ignoring her friend, I return the grin. “You won’t get sent to hell for eating meat.” Experience tells me that chances are slim she has the money to buy even the cheapest of the blenders, which costs $299 before tax. Still, I’m happy to oblige her. While I’d like to see the entire world go vegan, I’m not one of those who screams in meat-eating people’s faces about how uncompassionate and violent they are because of their diet. And as far as I know, Jesus ate fish and occasional red meat. I kinda sorta doubt He’s burning for eternity.

To my surprise, the woman slides her purse down her arm, reaches inside, and a few seconds later, has handed me a credit card. I laugh, not taking it. “We have seven different blenders.” I do a Vanna White toward the display on either side of the sample tray. “Do you know which one you want, or would you like to hear about the features of each one?”

By the time the three young ladies leave, I’ve learned that the two who didn’t make a purchase are vegan evangelists. One was raised vegan, the other joined the movement only last year. I also know that the one who does make a purchase, Violet, is majoring in nutrition and doesn’t believe that a diet completely void of animal food is the key to good health.

I didn’t argue with her. She apparently gets enough of that from her friends – though, from my side of the booth, their flak appeared to be in good fun. My hunch is that when they’re not at vegan events, Violet doesn’t have to put up with nearly as much teasing. 

I couldn’t deal with friends who felt free to tease me about a lifestyle choice. It would equate to bad-mouthing somebody’s religion. Really, if you define religion as a set of rules you need to follow in order to find happiness, and believing in the rules to the extent that you feel guilty when you break even the smallest one, then natural health is my religion.

I’m not talking about faith. Faith and religion are two different things, my grandmother explained to me once when I was a junior in high school. She told me that she spent most of her adult life losing her religion so she could find true faith.

She would be dismayed if I told her that a few years ago, I purposely lost my faith, that I cling instead to my religion. Choosing what to eat and what not to eat, using natural remedies to help my physical maladies, keeping my body pure of the artificial standards that mainstream culture unfairly and, I believe, unethically refers to as “beauty”...all of those things hover within my realm of control.

And I know that as long as I’m in control, I won’t let myself down. Not on purpose. And never with some fuzzy idea that screwing up my own life will somehow make me a better person one day. 

That’s not to say I don’t believe in God. I do. I just don’t trust. How can I, after the way God’s silence messed me over several years ago?

The morning passes, and around noon the warehouse gets relatively quiet as many of the festival-goers wander outside to get their hands on one of several vegan burgers, which are all being grilled on the spacious, grassy area surrounding the warehouse. 

I wish I dared go outside to eat my lunch, but alas, I don’t have a partner who can watch my three thousand dollars’ worth of blenders that I have under and on top of my booth. I content myself with the fact that the warehouse isn’t echoing with a million voices at once as I eat the salad with steamed potatoes that I bought last night. When I finish, I get back to work. 

Like yesterday at this time, my feet are already sore and my jaw aches for forcing myself to smile so much, but the show must go on. Especially since people are beginning to trickle back in from outside.

Though the crowd is still sparse, I really should replenish my nearly empty tray. My goal is to make a profit from this trip, not just break even, as Violet’s purchase allowed me to do. I have at least enough faith to mumble an automatic “thank You” into the air for that small blessing. Selling the blenders at this festival was my idea, not the company’s, and if it’s not a company assignment, I have to pay my own way. And sometimes when I do that, I don’t come close to breaking even. 

I bend over to gather the ingredients to refill the blender so I can refill the tray.

Not ten seconds later: “May I try a sample?” The smooth baritone voice fringed with an obvious European accent is music to my ears. Though the voice is no doubt attached to yet another untrustworthy male, I have to admit it’s probably the most pleasant sound I’ve heard in the past thirty-six hours. 

“That’s what they’re there for.” I force brightness into my tone. I want nothing more than to return to my motel room and take a nap. And unless I miss my guess, the voice sounds a mite friendlier than I want a male voice to sound. Because a friendly male voice often has a prowling male attached to it. 

I have no intention to be anybody’s prey.

I turn around to set the fruit-filled blender container onto its base, sighing as I lift my eyes to the man who has just picked up one of the tiny paper cups of strawberry-banana-pineapple-orange smoothie. He meets my gaze with a wink and toast-like lift of the cup.

I stifle a gasp. The guy is drop-dead gorgeous. Moreover, his perfectly sculpted nose and lips that curve upward into a gentle smile niggle at my memory as if I’ve seen them before.

Wait, what? What am I doing, noticing a man’s nose? Three seconds ago, I’d all but mentally thrown all men aboard a sinking ship. I must really need a nap.

Except...wow. My pounding heart is sending energy like streaks of lightning through every vein in my body. I couldn’t sleep right now if you offered me a million dollars to do so.

“Rough day?” the handsome stranger asks, then dips his head back to down the bit of smoothie in the cup. 

His exposed neck, like his face, is a light copper color, contrasting nicely with hair so dark I can’t tell if it’s a very dark brown or black. My gaze travels down his body a bit farther. By the well-toned muscles revealed by the navy blue tank top he’s wearing, the guy works out regularly. Sheer curiosity drives a glance down to his blue jeans.

And sheer embarrassment snaps the glance back up. What am I doing? My face begins to burn as I hope beyond hope that the man hasn’t  noticed me checking him out. Then I scramble to remember the question he just asked.

Oh, rough day. He must have heard my sigh. My unprofessional, too-loud sigh that I would never have released if I’d seen him first.

I return his smile, knowing it’s not nearly as warm or as sexy as his. “Not rough. Just long.”

He lowers the emptied cup and gives me a slow nod. “I understand long days.”

I almost ask him what he does for a living, but then I’d seem interested. I am, but not in a please-ask-me-out kind of way. In a fantasy, hope-to-dream-about-you-tonight kind of way.

Even if I was interested in dating, I’m too busy to do so. When I’m not working my sales rep job for ProVitaBlend, I’m building my online business, a blog and a YouTube channel about living naturally, smoothies and healthy eating being my areas of expertise. My goal is for my business to be making more money than my job in two years, at which point I’ll quit my job. For that to happen, I have to spend every waking minute doing something productive.

Anyway, even if I could find a guy I could trust, I’m no longer willing to play the dating game. My cousin’s wife, Marilyn, believes in soul mates, that when you find “the one,” you both know it. I’m pretty sure finding a true love that will last “till death do us part” has to be harder than that. But the idea holds appeal. Especially if my one-and-only looked like this guy.

“Did I drip smoothie onto my chin?” The not-so-tall, but definitely dark and handsome, man widens his smile.

My face flushes again. Good grief, have I been staring at him? Yes, I’ve been staring. If he didn’t know I was checking him out a minute ago, he suspects something now. 

“Uh, no. Your chin is perfect. I mean –” I let my gaze drop to the counter separating us, then look over his shoulder at a small group of people that have just walked into the warehouse. None of them are headed my way, probably because I’m out of samples.

I snatch the realization like a drowning person grabbing at a life preserver. “I mean, I need to make some more smoothies. Samples. I need to smooth...fruit the...” 

Giving up, I turn toward the blender, wishing the guy would just leave. I’ve seen a lot of cute guys during the past couple of days, and plenty of them buff. But none of them have knocked me off-kilter like this one. 

He lets out a throaty chuckle. I should be irritated that he’s laughing at me. But I’m not, first because I deserve it since I’ve suddenly forgotten how to speak English, and second because the sound is delicious, sending a tingle of pleasure down my spine. 

Which is weird. To my memory, I’ve never been turned on by somebody’s laugh before. 

“Oh, no problem.” 

Did I notice the sexy in his voice the first time, or does it just sound sexy now that I’ve seen him?

Woman, you have GOT to get a grip! I push the power button on the blender, run it for thirty seconds, then take a step back from the counter to retrieve another stack of paper cups from underneath it. I expect the man to leave in the meantime, but he is still there as I begin to arrange the cups on the tray. 

I should begin my spiel, which is to ask if he drinks smoothies, then go on to sing the praises of the health benefits of consuming smoothies, especially green ones. Then I should convince him to take a sales brochure with my sales rep number on it. Or, better yet, take an order from him right then and there.

But for some reason, my mind goes completely and utterly blank. 

While I scramble for something to say, the man saves me. “You work for ProVitaBlend?” He lifts his chin toward the blender as he picks up one of my business cards and slides it into a jeans pocket. 

“Sales rep.” Why are my hands suddenly shaking? And should I be worried he’s taken one of my business cards?

“So?”

I force myself to look at him, my eyebrows turning down in confusion. “So, what?”

His smile grows wider, and he puts a hand on the booth and leans forward. “So, sell me a ProVitaBlend.”

His face can’t be more than six inches from mine, and his warm, minty breath slams into my lips like fire. Is he coming onto me? He’s coming onto me! I need to get mad. Back up. Tell him that he’s in my personal space. 

But, for some strange reason, I don’t mind. His presence doesn’t feel intrusive, but safe. Protective. 

Trustworthy? 

No. Uh, uh. I am not going to make another huge mistake just because a good-looking guy gives me attention. 

I take a step back, the muscles in my upper back suddenly taut. “If you don’t have one, you need one.” This is totally not true, of course. Billions of people around the world survive every day without any kind of blender. But the words just kind of spurt out of my mouth before I have a chance to think. 

“Why?”

“Because I said so.” My lips stretch upward at my answer, then we both laugh together, the tension in my shoulders easing. 

“You sound like a mother or a teacher.” The man waves the cup around as he speaks.

“Oh, can I throw that away for you?” I don’t know why I ask the question, since there’s a trash can on the floor just to the right of him. 

His smile never wavering, he hands me the cup. Our fingers touch as I accept it, and electricity shoots up my arm. I do my best to ignore the odd sensation as I drop the cup on the floor next to me, missing the small trash can behind the booth by a mile.

“So, are you?”

I raise my brows.

“A mother or a teacher?” The man leans in again, and this time I catch the fragrance of cinnamon and vanilla. 

For one split second, I stare at his lips. I yank my gaze back to his eyes before my brain has a chance to go places it shouldn’t go.

“Neither.” 

The man tilts his head. “But you are a vegan, yes?”

Could a guy look any cuter? I nod, almost pointing out that I’m at a vegan festival. But then I remember that not everybody at a vegan festival is vegan. Like Violet. 

And then I do something completely out of character. I ask a complete stranger a personal question. “What are you wearing?” His sudden look of confusion is like a sixty-mile-per-hour bowling ball hitting my brain. “I mean, your cologne.” Despite the comfortable air conditioning, my face begins to burn. “Obviously, I can see what clothes you are wearing.”

The smile comes back as his brow smoothes out. No, no. I did not just say that.

“I mean, it doesn’t smell like chemicals or anything. The fragrance. That you’re wearing. I think." Anytime it wants to, the floor can open up beneath me. Anytime. I'm ready. "Or, I’m sorry, maybe it was just somebody walking by.”

The smile grows. “Essential oils.” Now he puts both elbows on the booth, clasps his hands together, and raises his eyebrows. “You like?”

Is he flirting with me? Yes, this guy is officially flirting with me. I’m such a dork. Here I am, supposed to be acting uninterested, and I ask a question about his cologne. And now, he thinks I’m interested.

And I am, but again, not in a real-life kind of way. Real life men put on the charm so they can get what they want.

I take a step back and pick up the blender container, breaking eye contact with him. “I just appreciate people who don’t put toxins on their body.”

As soon as the words are out, I realize how they must sound. Unfortunately, at the same time the realization comes, I am pouring smoothie into the first tiny cup, which requires complete concentration and a steady hand. Neither of which I will ever have again, as long as this guy is standing here, provoking me to say stupid things that make me sound like a slut.

A second later, there is a small puddle of smoothie on the tray.  

“You are really tired.” The compassionate voice that has been making butterflies dance in my belly for the past few minutes does nothing to calm me. The scintillating accent that I now know is either Italian or Spanish is just as invigorating. “Here, let me.”

Before I know what’s happening, the man reaches across the booth, takes the blender container in both hands, and begins pouring smoothie into the cups. 

I must be breaking some sort of company regulation by letting him do that, but I don’t care. Cup after cup, the man pours slowly and carefully, not spilling a single drop. I watch his steady hands. As far as I can tell, he doesn’t breathe into the cups or shed any hair into them. That’s good enough for me. 

Mr. Gorgeous completes the task, sets the blender on top of its base, and winks at me. “Now you are all set.”

The butterflies begin doing acrobatics. I open my mouth to say, “Thanks,” but as I do, he interrupts me with, “When are you finished for the day?” 

His question catches me off guard. There’s only one reason he would be asking it, and suddenly all my determination to remain single for the foreseeable future sinks down to the concrete under my feet. I snatch it back up again before it has a chance to seep away. I won’t trust a man based on one encounter with him. And I have goals to achieve.

Besides, I don’t do flings. I doubt he’s from around here anymore than I am – farther away, much farther, I’d guess – so the only thing he can be after is a fling.

Or, worse, a one-night stand. 

In a heartbeat, I re-erect the walls around my soul that I’ve let crumble during the past few minutes. “I’ll be finished as soon as I get through.” My smile at him is tight. 

His smile wavers. Is that pain flashing through his eyes? Guilt pricks at me. Which is so wrong. I have every right to put off a man’s advances, however subtle they might be. 

Except, it’s not like I haven’t been giving off my own subtle hints, have I? Genius. 

Still, why on earth should he be feeling wounded by my rejection? It’s not like we know each other. We’ve just been –

“Julio Estrella?” The high-pitched squeal, sounding only a few feet from my ear, is deafening. Flinching, I yank my gaze toward the ear-splitting sound to see the woman from the booth next to me gawking at the man who’s been talking to me. She’s been away from her stand since the lunch hour began, and I assume has just returned. 

It takes a few seconds for me to register what she’s said. Julio...? No. Nuh-uh. No way.

My gaze snaps back to the man I’ve been talking to, but he is being dragged away by a woman as beautiful as he is handsome, who seems to have appeared out of nowhere. In five seconds, he is out of sight, having been escorted from the building by the woman and two large men. 

Bodyguards, no doubt. Assuming that I have, indeed, been speaking to Julio Estrella.

One of the most famous, and wealthiest, musicians in the world.

Who has just spent the past ten minutes talking to me.

Chapter Two: Tony Ramirez.

“I told you that was a bad idea.”

I ignore my sister Danita’s words, spoken in our native Spanish tongue, as we both flop down onto our respective van seats, trying to catch our breaths. Whatever she thinks, I succeeded. I wanted to find out if that beautiful American girl would recognize Julio Estrella when he approached her without disguise, and I did. I found out she had no idea that Julio Estrella was talking to her. Instead, she had a real conversation with the real me, Antonio Ramirez. And unless I read the signs all wrong, she was as attracted to me as I was to her. 

A slap to my arm as the van jerks into gear forces me to face my sister, the elder sibling by four years, and both my talent and tour manager. I sigh, pulling the seat belt over my shoulder. “One more minute, and she would have agreed to go out with Tony Ramirez.”

Danita rolls her eyes. “Aren’t we the cocky one?” Folding her arms over her chest, she narrows her gaze at me. “And how do you know she didn’t suspect who you were? Or wouldn’t have figured it out after you left?”

I lift a shoulder. “I guess I can’t know that.” Pulling the lovely vision’s business card out of my pocket, I finger it, my smile growing. “But I can call her and find out.”

The bodyguard riding shotgun, Deshawn, glances back at me with a scowl on his face. “I sure do wish y’all would speak English.”

“I was telling him what an idiot he is,” Danita replies in English, giving me a look. 

Deshawn, the large, middle-aged black man I employ as bodyguard every time I make a trip to the States, shakes his head. “I tried to tell him, Miss Danita, but yo’ brother is one stubborn man.” 

“Deshawn. Buckle up, man.” The other bodyguard on this trip, Randy, who is driving the van, makes the demand because Deshawn nearly fell into him a second ago when Randy tore out of the parking lot a little too fast. 

“Persistent,” I correct as Deshawn turns to face front and reaches up for his seatbelt. When I saw the blender girl this morning at the presentation on animal experimentation, standing near the back with silent tears running down her face as she watched the screen projecting heartbreaking image after heartbreaking image, I was instantly attracted to her. I’ve seen plenty of lovely women during the past day and a half as I’ve been walking around under cover, but not had any inclination to have a conversation with any of them. Something was different about her. 

“You should have at least worn a disguise,” Danita mutters.

I turn to her, my smile fading as I consider telling her the whole truth about the situation, admitting to her exactly what I’d been hoping to find out. She’ll think I’m crazy. Tell me I shouldn’t test God. Or that the incident was merely a coincidence. 

“What?” she demands in Spanish.

I take in a strengthening breath. “Last year,” I say, responding in kind, “I began praying that I would know the woman God has for me because she wouldn’t recognize me. Without a disguise.”

Danita stares at me, her eyes growing wider with each passing second. “You don’t really think – you can’t believe –“ She shakes her head. “You’re crazy.”

I grin. “You may be right. I may be very crazy.” I sing in English, earning me a sharp backward glance from Deshawn. I wink at him. “I told you before, you could take a Spanish class online.”

He snorts. “Too busy keeping you from getting mobbed and mauled.”

I laugh out loud. “What do you do when I’m in Spain?”

“Pray for you to get some sense into that loco head of yours.”

I laugh even louder. Danita just sits there, arms crossed and pinching the bridge of her nose. Remorse pangs my chest even as I laugh, knowing how hard Danita’s life is because of me. Every so often, I give her permission to leave my crazy world, to go and do something else, telling her that I won’t hold it against her, but she always reassures me that if she wasn’t driving herself crazy working for me, she’d be driving herself crazy working for somebody else. And probably not liking them nearly as much as she likes me. 

At least so far, she doesn’t need a bodyguard. So far, she still has her personal freedom. 

Unlike me. People who say they want to be famous have no idea what the price is for it. 

Randy has us at the back entrance of the hotel after a couple more minutes, and we all spend the next few hours, as Deshawn likes to say, “chillin’ out.” I spend most of the time staring at the business card I snagged, burning the image of the girl behind the blender with the name on the card. And studying her blog. Learning everything I can about her.

Rachel. Rachel Polowsky. I should get a burner phone and call her, but that would be too predictable. And it might make it too easy for her to blow me off.

At about four-thirty, I get an idea. Make a decision. Both of my bodyguards and Danita protest against it. I remind Randy and Deshawn that I’m paying them to protect me wherever I go, not to dictate where I can and cannot go. I hate to play the boss card, but I need some freedom, fame or not. Ironic that the same fame that strips me of much of the freedom that normal people have, gives me power over the freedom of others.

It’s a power I neither take lightly nor abuse, not only because of my beliefs, but because too often I wish I could exchange it for the freedom that I left behind when I signed my first recording contract.

My sister, I ignore. She already thinks, as Americans say, that I’ve lost my marbles. Nevertheless, just before five o’clock, we all pile into the van and drive back to the fairgrounds where the vegan festival is being held. Randy parks the van in the lot closest to the warehouse where I found Rachel, and Deshawn goes out to see if he can catch her leaving the building. 

I want Danita to go, too, thinking that Rachel would be more comfortable with returning to the van with another woman of around her stature than with my hulk of a bodyguard. But my sister told me, “I’m not going to be party to your stupidity.”

I love her as much as a brother can love a sister, but at times like these, when she’s as hard on me as she is on herself, I don’t like her much.

My hunch was right. Almost as soon as Deshawn exits the van, people begin streaming from the warehouse. There must have been some announcement that the indoor booths are closing down for the day. I put on my large-framed, mirrored sunglasses and slouch down in the seat, head bent over my phone.

A few minutes after that, Danita announces, “Okay, I just saw two people leave carrying boxes, and another pulling a large suitcase on wheels.”

It’s all I can do not to raise my head and peer out the van, watching for Rachel. From a distance, no one would be able to make out my face thanks to the tinted windows, but I can’t take the chance. As Danita has told me more than once this afternoon, I took enough of a chance, going into the warehouse without any disguise. She’s certain that everyone at the entire festival has heard that Julio Estrella left the building earlier, and many of the attendees will be looking for me. 

Another five minutes passes without word from Deshawn. I start to jiggle my leg. If I knew I could actually concentrate on a book or website article, I would read something. But all I’ve been able to think about this afternoon is seeing Rachel again, and now that the opportunity seems imminent, I can concentrate on nothing else. 

“Oh, no. No!”

I jerk my gaze up at Danita’s cry of dismay, my sunglasses tumbling to the floor. A second later, I hear the sound I’ve come to despise.

Muffled shouting and screaming.

“Randy, start the –"

A banging on the side door interrupts my sister’s command at the same time my gaze focuses outside. A small crowd, mostly female, has gathered. By the noise, at least a dozen of them are pounding on the vehicle.

I groan and shrink back, but a thud from the front of the van grabs my attention. My brow flies up when I see that a teenage girl has jumped onto the hood. Her gaze meets mine, her eyes pop open, and she screams, “Julio Estrella! It’s him! It’s him!” Then she begins pounding on the windshield with what appears and sounds to be all the strength she can muster.

Usually, when I’m caught by a crowd, I have at least two bodyguards to keep them under control enough that I can give some high-fives and sign a few autographs. But Deshawn is nowhere within sight, and this crowd is not under control. Especially not Windshield Girl, who resumes screaming as she pounds. 

“Didn’t I tell you? Didn’t I tell you this was a bad idea?” Danita spits the Spanish words like nails even as she moves to try to block my body from the view outside the side door. 

“I’m sorry,” I mutter, and I really am. Her life is stressful enough. I don’t need to be adding to it. Of course, I didn’t think a simple reconnaissance job could end up so badly. 

Your problem is you act first, and think later. The scolding words my mother must have told me a hundred times while I was growing up pierce me with even more guilt. While I’m not nearly as impulsive as I used to be, probably due to my sister’s proactive thinking and nagging more than anything, I obviously have a way to go before I learn to get my heart in sync with my head.  

“Gracias a Dios, here comes Deshawn.”

I peer around her to see, but before my bodyguard comes into view, I hear a sound that would probably be shrill if it weren’t so muffled, loud enough that I can hear it over Windshield Girl’s noise. Yes, by the way many of the girls have either cringed or put their hands over their ears, the noise was definitely shrill. And close by. 

The pounding on the metal sides of the van stops. A female voice roars at the crowd, and I wonder if it’s a female security guard, or police officer. Whoever it is, I would like to reward her with lifetime tickets and backstage passes to Julio Estrella concerts, because most of the girls begin tromping away from the van. Some walk backwards, phones in their hands that they point toward the van. Others cast wistful backward glances as they walk away. 

A few seconds later, I gasp. The crowd having thinned, I can see her clearly now. My princess in shining armor. She stands within a couple meters of the van, one hand on her hip, the other holding a whistle near her scowling mouth. Even angry, she’s beautiful.

Rachel. The blender girl. 

No, not girl. Rachel Polowsky is a woman, in every way. But...why should the teenagers see her as any kind of authority figure? 

Most of them, anyway. The girl on the hood of the van doesn’t. Or hasn’t been able to hear her. Rachel apparently isn’t happy about Windshield Girl’s disobedience, because she begins marching toward the front of the van, yelling. She blows her whistle again, to no avail.

When she’s within four feet of the van’s hood, Danita says, “What does she think she’s doing?”, then, “Where in heaven’s name is Deshawn?”

Before I can blink, Rachel has reached up to try to grab Windshield Girl. With a primal scream, the teenager turns, lashes out her leg, and kicks Rachel in the side of the head. Rachel falls backward, her head hitting the pavement.

I don’t remember getting out of the van. I don’t remember if Danita or Randy yelled at me for trying. I don’t even remember going over to Rachel. All I know is that in the next moment, I am crouched down at her side, fear ripping through my chest. 

I brush her hair away from her forehead. “Rachel! Rachel! Can you speak?”

Her eyes flutter open as she moans. I barely have time to feel relieved when her eyes widen and she begins to raise an arm to point behind me. A split second later, someone screams my stage name and jumps on top of me, tackling me to the ground. 

“Julio! Julio! I love you, Julio!” 

I recognize the voice of Windshield Girl. She pushes her head into my chest, crying hysterically as one of her hands turns into a vise grip on my arms.

I’m normally a nice guy. And, despite my occasional impulsiveness, patient. But this is absurd. And Rachel’s hurt. Not unconscious, but she may have sustained a concussion.

With my free arm, I pull the teenager’s hand from my arm that she’s gripping, roll her off me gently enough so that I won’t have another unconscious female on my conscience, and stand up before she can grab me again. 

In a flash, she is on her feet, as well, but a commanding, loud voice keeps her grounded where she stands.

“Taser. Taser. Taser.” Only a meter or so away, Randy has his taser pointed at her. 

I don’t see what happens next. Windshield Girl’s sobs grow more distant, and I hear a man shouting at someone – the crowd of girls, I guess – to stay back. Deshawn? Randy? I’m not sure. But I can’t bother with knowing exactly what’s happening with everyone else. I’m back at Rachel’s side, unsure if I should touch her, afraid I might hurt her more. Her eyes have closed and her body has stilled. Has she fainted? 

Relief floods through me when she lets out another moan and opens her eyes again. They flash recognition. “You...” She tries to roll onto her side, her hair streaming into a small puddle leftover from last night’s storms. “Ouch. Help?”

“Julio! Inside the van! Stat!” Deshawn’s voice comes from right behind me. 

In the split second that follows, I glance up to see four uniformed men struggling to keep distant the mob that Rachel somehow made to stand down. And I know that there’s a good chance Rachel will be ignored, perhaps even trampled, if I leave her where she lies. 

And I make my third impulsive decision of the day. With one fluid motion, I scoop her into my arms and push up into a standing position, grateful beyond measure that my personal trainer convinced me to start doing squats last year. As I rush with her to the van, I keep her head pressed against my chest. I don’t know why, except it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out by all the phones pointing my way that this little incident will be all over the Internet in about fifteen minutes. And something tells me that Rachel doesn’t want her face to be part of it. 

I don’t know how I know it, I just know.

At the door, I can see on Danita’s face that she doesn’t approve of my decision to bring Rachel back to the hotel with us. But she says nothing when I lay her on the floorboard and jump inside. 

Deshawn gets into his seat through the passenger side door, and Randy starts the engine. 

“Make sure nobody’s following,” Danita barks to Randy. 

I should be amazed there’s even room for the van to go anywhere, but right now, all I can think about is that Rachel is hurt, and it’s mostly my fault. 

Chapter Three: Rachel.

I must be dreaming. That’s all there is to it. I’m going to wake up at any moment to find that the entire day has been a dream. At least, the part about Julio Estrella talking to me at my booth, and then taking me in his arms after that crazy girl kicked me off the van. 

Except, to my memory, I haven’t dreamed about any celebrity since I was seventeen, and I’ve never had any feelings for Julio Estrella. Never even knew what he looked like until after he left my booth. Sure, I’ve seen pictures of him out of the corner of my eye on magazine covers, which is undoubtedly why he looked familiar when we first met. Still, I never studied the pictures, never gave them more than a cursory glance. Never looked up his music videos online. I like his songs well enough, but unlike most of the Western female world, I’ve never been infatuated with him. 

That’s the first clue that I’m probably not dreaming. I wouldn’t dream about a guy I haven’t taken some sort of fancy to over the long haul. The second clue comes when my head bounces slightly against the thin carpet on the floor of the van, sending a throbbing pain through my brain. I’ve never felt pain that real in a dream before.

I moan again.

A shuffling sound, and a pair of hands gently cradles my head and shoulders, lifting them, then settling them onto something soft. A rolled up jacket, by the feel of it. 

“Is that better?”

I open my eyes to see Mr. Gorgeous peering into my face, concern etching his features. 

It can’t be true. What my booth neighbor told me. What she started telling everybody else. Even after looking up his picture on my phone...

“Are you really – ow.” This last syllable puffs out on a whisper. I can’t even talk without feeling like someone’s piercing my skull with a chef’s knife. 

“She needs to go to the hospital,” the woman says in Spanish in a stern voice.

“No, no hospital.” I squeeze my eyes shut. Not only do I not want any medical bills to pay, but I’m also pretty sure I don’t have any injuries which time, a little rest and some essential oils won’t fix.

“You speak Spanish?” Mr. Sexy’s voice sounds happily surprised. 

I open my eyes again to see him beaming down at me. I want to tell him that I took four years of the language in high school, and have been listening to Spanish radio podcasts several times a week for the past couple of years so as not to lose what I learned. But right now, I don’t dare talk beyond what is absolutely necessary. I just dip my head slightly. 

Julio – I don’t know who else it would be; he looks exactly like the picture of Julio Estrella I brought up on my phone a few hours ago – twists his neck to look up at the woman on the seat. “You see?” he asks in Spanish.

“I don’t see anything,” she replies in English, her tone hard. 

It sounds like the continuation of an earlier conversation. I have to wonder what about, since I get the strong feeling that it has something to do with me. 

I also wonder who the woman is. Julio’s girlfriend? Personal assistant? And where are they –

“My car.” For a second, I forget I have a pounding headache and try to get up. But a stabbing pain behind my right temple forces me back down. I moan yet again and close my eyes.

“Give her an Advil.” This from the black man in the front.

“Rachel, you want one?”

I crack one eye open. Julio is dangling a plastic bag with several small red pills inside.

“No...drugs,” I manage, then realize that the words didn’t send a sword through the middle of my brain. I take a deep breath. If it’s not going to make my brain feel like exploding, I need to make my concerns known. “My car...all the merchandise...I can’t just...leave it.” I’m not one to panic easily, but my heart rate kicks up a couple of notches as I envision a dark figure smashing a crowbar through one of the windows of my Honda in the middle of the night. 

Julio puts a hand on my shoulder, sending a welcome wave of warmth through my cooling body. “When we get to the hotel, Danita and Randy can go back for your car.”

“Danita?”

Julio glances back up at the woman in the seat above us. “My sister. And talent manager.”

I don’t have time to process that interesting bit of information before the driver announces that we’ve arrived and Julio excuses himself and moves away from me, getting up on the seat next to Danita. Slowly and carefully, I push myself up into a sitting position, stifling another “ow.” The pain isn’t as bad as it was when we left the fairgrounds, giving me hope that I didn’t sustain a concussion.

Blinking my eyes, I tell myself not to look up at Julio. I already like him way more than I want to. I haven’t been able to feel much emotion since my fall, but now that I’m starting to feel better, I’m also starting to feel the same current between us that I did when he was at my booth. I could lie to myself that my wayward emotions are only because he’s Julio Estrella, and what female wouldn’t be feeling what I’m feeling if she were in my position? 

Except I know better. I know the attraction happened before I had a clue about who this man was.

This man, whose leg is mere inches away from my body. 

Oh, this is so not good. “Can he just take me back to my motel?” My voice comes out weak, but Danita apparently hears me, because she leans down to me with a frown. For the first time, I get a good look at her face and can see the family resemblance between her and Julio. A striking family resemblance. No wonder she’s beautiful. Probably would be even more so, if she stripped the makeup from her face.

She shakes her head. “As much as I would like for that to happen, I think you should rest awhile before you get bounced around any further.”

“Dani,” Julio says in a warning tone as I pull my brow down at his sister’s cold implication. 

“Well, I love you, too.” I fold my arms over my chest, nailing her with a glare. In the next moment, a strange sensation comes over me, a feeling that I’m having a fight with my sister. 

It’s strange because I don’t have a sister, never had one, and my deceased brother and I never had any cat fights, him having been a boy and all. So how would I know what it feels like to fight with a sister?

But, somehow, I know that it does. This revelation freezes me in place, and Danita and I engage in a glaring match for several seconds. She breaks it when she throws her head back and laughs. “You know,” she says to me in Spanish, “I think I like you.”

I smile, and immediately feel the difference in my head. Okay, no more glaring or frowning until this headache is gone. 

“I’m glad to see y’all getting along,” the black man says, “but we got to get moving. She comin’ with us, or not?”

I open my mouth to respond, but Julio beats me to it. “She’s coming.”

I turn to look at him. When I do, my mouth twitches. He’s placed a baseball cap with a punk-style wig sticking out of it on top of his head, and sunglasses over his eyes. I wouldn’t recognize him as Julio Estrella, even if I were his biggest fan.

Smiling, he extends his hand to me, and without hesitation, I take it. Pinpricks of electricity sparkle all the way down my arm, and my breath hitches. 

This is so not good. 

At least I talk him out of carrying me into the hotel, which I’m astonished to find is one of those mid-priced chains that you see advertised on T.V. Sure, it’s one of the nicer chains, but it’s not the luxury hotel with an elitist-sounding name that I was expecting. 

Then again, I’m not sure this mid-size, Midwestern town has a luxury hotel.

Once we’re out of the van, Danita takes my arm and commands Julio to go on up to their room with Deshawn and Randy. Good to finally put names with the bodyguard faces. 

Julio looks crestfallen, but does his sister’s bidding. I’m relieved and disappointed by the turn of events. The way I keep reacting to Julio’s nearness, let alone his touch, I don’t need him supporting me all the way to their room. On the other hand, I realize with irritation, I sense a void when he disappears around the corner. As if we are long-term lovers, and he’s leaving on a long trip without me. 

Boy, maybe I do have a concussion. 

I turn rigid. “Danita, I appreciate you guys trying to help me, but, really. I just want to go back to...” A wave of dizziness, accompanied by a stab of pain behind my right eyeball, sends me off balance.

Danita tightens her grip on my arm. “Believe me. This is as awkward for me as it is for you. But I think you should lie down for an hour or two, perhaps eat some dinner, before we leave you alone.”

Finding that I can’t put two sentences together without practically fainting, I have to agree with her. And so I allow her to lead me down the hall, to the bank of elevators, up one of the elevators, and to what I suppose to be her room. However, upon entering, Julio is there, seated on a sofa at the far side of the room, Randy sitting with him on the opposite end. Deshawn is sitting at the desk, doing something on his phone. When we come in, he looks up and nods a greeting. Julio turns toward us with an upraised brow.

I stop short just inside the door, my gaze jerking toward Danita. “Um, I thought we were going to your room?”

Danita glances at her brother, then smiles. “We usually share a room.” She gestures toward the partial wall that separates two queen-sized beds. “If we can have a bit of space between us.”

“Oh.” What else can I say? Not two minutes ago, I was thinking that Julio must be used to bringing strange women to his hotel rooms. But if Danita stayed with him? Of course, she could always spend an hour or two down in the lobby while Julio was having his fun.

Guilt pinches my gut. I’m making assumptions based on stereotypes. And based on the one bad experience I’ve had with a man. 

Then again, I’ve heard multiple stories to validate the stereotypes, and I know that my one experience has been repeated many thousands of times throughout history.

I want to, once again, insist that someone help me back to my motel. Or pull my phone out of the fanny pack that’s been around my waist since I left my car to see what all the calamity was about on the vegan festival parking lot, and tell them that I’m calling a cab. 

Danita begins tugging me gently toward the bed, just to our right. “Don’t worry. The bodyguards sleep in the room next door.”

I guess my discomfort has started to show on my face, and she misunderstood it. But when Julio stands up and steps over to us, gifting me with a soft smile, I have to smile back.

Darn traitorous lips.

“Will you trust my sister with your car keys?”

Trust. He had to go and use my trigger word. My smile tightens. “I don’t trust easily.” 

His smile falters. Easing down onto the edge of the bed, I unclip the strap keeping my fanny pack tucked tightly against me. Then I unzip the compartment with my car keys and hold them out to Danita. “But Julio Estrella’s talent manager has to be responsible and trustworthy, right?”

Danita gives her brother a sideways glance, her smile turning mischievous. She holds out her hand toward him, ignoring my keys. “Your wallet,” she demands in Spanish.

Julio raises his brow. 

Danita huffs out a breath. “Give. Me. Your. Wallet.”

Frowning, her brother complies. She turns to me, a grin stretching her mouth as she tosses the wallet onto my lap. “Collateral. You get to keep it until you see your car again.”

I grin back as she takes my keys. “Maybe I’ll do some online shopping while you’re gone.”

Danita winks at me as Julio groans. “Now, you lie down and get comfortable. If you need anything, just ask Deshawn.”

She waits until I’m nestled into the pillows before she heads for the door. As soon as it closes behind her, I say, “Julio.”

“Yes?”

Grasping his wallet in my left hand, I raise it toward him. “I don’t need collateral.”

For some reason, he doesn’t take it.

I close my eyes, suddenly feeling sleepy. “My arm is getting tired.” The wallet pulls out of my hand, which I then let drop to my side. 

“Gracias, Julio.” Warm darkness hovers around the edge of my consciousness, drawing me toward it with a soft but steady force. Only as I drift into it do I realize that I am now alone in a hotel room with the most handsome man on earth and his very large, very muscular bodyguard. 

But there’s nothing I can do about it now. Not that I want to do anything about it now. Because as the darkness engulfs me, it pushes out the pain. 

Words float around me then, whispering, soothing, comforting: “Tony. My friends all call me Tony.”

And I relax into slumber, with two final thoughts: To tell Marilyn, or not to tell Marilyn?, then, Who’s Tony?

Chapter Four: Tony.

“I can’t believe she just left.” I am staring at the door of the hotel room, as though the action will pull Rachel back through it. 

“Why not?” Danita is standing at the desk and removing take-out cartons from a large paper bag. “She felt better, and we’re perfect strangers. Why would she want to stay?”

“Because I’m Julio Estrella!” The words explode out of my mouth before I can stop them.

My sister lets out an exasperated sigh. “You told me you wanted her to get to know Tony Ramirez.”

I turn to see her raising an eyebrow at me, her lips pursed. “You know what I mean.”

Danita puts down the container in her hand and fists her hands over her hips. “No, I don’t know what you mean.”

She knows perfectly well what I mean. She understands that there are very few single women – or, unfortunately, married ones – who have heard of Julio Estrella, who would turn down a chance to spend some time in a hotel room with him. Even if with a chaperone. Not that I am in the habit of bringing fans into the hotel rooms where I stay. That hasn’t happened since very early in my career, and when it did, it was because they were attending an after-concert party, not sharing a bed with me. 

Glowering at my sister, I walk over to the sofa and plop down onto it with a sigh. I rub my forehead with the tips of my fingers, trying to figure out what went wrong. Of course, bringing Rachel to the hotel room was never part of the agenda, but it seemed like the only thing to do after Windshield Girl attacked her. And once she was here...

“All I wanted was to share a meal with her.”

Danita spins around and pins me with a glare. “You wanted a lot more than that earlier.”

I roll my eyes. “To start with, I want to get to know her better.”

She smirks. “Maybe her turning down your invitation is a sign that your little prayer isn’t working like you’d hoped it would.” She turns back to the Chinese food, mumbling something else that I can’t hear. 

I drop my hand to my lap in frustration. “Gideon asked God for a sign, and God gave it to him. Twice.”

“Gideon wasn’t desperate for a soul mate.” She grinds out the last two words as if chewing on bitter greens, not holding to the belief in soul mates as I do. “He didn’t want to obey God. God gave him signs because he was too much of  a coward to make the right decision all by himself.”

With a groan, I flop my head back against the sofa. “You don’t understand. I felt something with her I’ve never felt before.”

Danita glances over her shoulder. “And if you met a thousand other women, how do you know you wouldn’t feel the exact same thing with someone else?”

I bring my hands up to my head, grab two fistfuls of hair, and growl. She’s jaded by her own bad experience. And even if she wasn’t, I don’t think I’d be able to convince her of how I can be so sure that Rachel Polowsky is “the one.” Danita is practical, level-headed, and careful where I am creative and risky. 

Danita turns around, holding out two containers to me. “Your dinner, Tarzan.”

I let my hands fall to my side, then get up, take the cartons, and set them on the side of the desk. “Maybe later.” 

I wander over to the other side of the half-wall, gazing down at the bed where Rachel slept peacefully for almost an hour. It had taken all my willpower to stay on the other side of the room and not sit next to her and stroke her hair, kiss her cheek, whisper sweet nothings to her. When she woke up, I’d expected her to accept my invitation to dine with us, if not eagerly, then at least willingly. I’d expected the evening to be enchanting. I’d hoped that, when I suggested I pay for a room for her at this hotel so that she would have help nearby if she began to feel poorly again, she would see reason and agree.

I didn’t expect her to wake up in a half-panicked state, a state which she never bothered to explain. I didn’t expect her to demand her car keys and flatly and coldly refuse both my dinner invitation and my offer to pay for a hotel room. I didn’t expect her to shuffle out the door with Randy five minutes after she woke up.

But all of that, she did. And with barely a glance at me, not even when I handed her my phone number and told her that I trusted her with it. 

She did pause at the word trust. Cringed, actually. As though feeling guilty about her earlier scathing reply to my question about her trusting us with her car. However, cringing was all she did. She didn’t reply, didn’t look up, didn’t apologize. I was ready for her to throw the slip of paper with my phone number on it back in my face, and considered it a small victory when she, instead, shoved it into her shorts pocket. 

As soon as she left, Danita had said wryly that I might have to get a new phone number by tomorrow. She may be right. I may have misplaced my trust. I may have been acting on impulse again. 

But something deep within me tells me that I did not, that Rachel is as worthy of my trust as she seemed reluctant to give me her own. 

I sit down on the edge of the bed with a sigh, then let myself fall backward. The awareness that I’m lying on the same space where Rachel was not ten minutes ago tingles every nerve ending in my body. But the exhilarating sensation fades after a few minutes, and I roll over onto my side and sigh once more, this time with surrender. I can’t hurry love, or manipulate someone into reciprocating my feelings.

I jolt awake seemingly a minute later, but a glance at the bedside clock shows me that I’ve been napping for forty minutes. I figure out what awakened me as the door to the room pushes open. Deshawn or Randy has unlocked the door, and the clicking or buzzing startled me into consciousness. Randy steps in and gives me a nod. “We followed her to her motel. She seemed fine.”

“You traded in the van?” This from Danita, who is still on the other side of the room.

“Yes, ma’am.” Randy glances her way. “Got an SUV instead.” 

While Rachel was sleeping, Danita and I decided to not return to the third and final day of the vegan festival tomorrow, to play it safe. That’s fine with me; I was only there to placate my sister.

Or, so it seemed at the time. On the other hand, did God lead us here, so that I could meet Rachel?

That aside, even though we’re not returning to that place, someone somewhere has the license plates number of the rental van, as well as its make and model. This one thing I was able to get from Rachel before she left. In the middle of this afternoon, Rachel overheard someone talking about how they’d followed my entourage and me out, and taken pictures of the van that we boarded.

Which explains why I got mobbed when we returned to the festival. 

Randy looks back at me. “Do you need anything right now?”

A slight rumble in my stomach tells me that I need some nourishment, but I already have the means to take care of that. “No, thank you.” I force a small smile. 

He nods, turns, and exits the room. I push myself off the bed and turn in the other direction, walking over to the desk where I deposited my food a little while ago. Danita is seated on the sofa, doing something on her phone. I pick up one of the cartons. Good. Still warm. Though I would eat the contents, even if they’d grown cold. As much money as I have, people would be shocked to discover how much I dislike any kind of waste.

“Are you sure you want to go back to Chicago tomorrow?” 

I’d rather go back to the small airport south of the city, hire a Cessna, and fly back to Spain. Danita knows as well as I that I’m going to turn the movie deal down, no matter how hard the producers try to twist my arm. But I agreed to two meetings with them, and I’m a man of my word.

Still, I wonder at my sister’s question. I turn toward her and frown. “If there’s something else you want to do at the festival –"

She cuts me off with a wave of her hand, not looking up at me. “You’re the one who’s always telling me the less you travel, the less you have to deal with stark-raving mad fans.” She types something on her phone, then glances up at me. “After today, I thought you might want to rest up a bit since your other meeting isn’t for three days.”

I’ve been opening the container as she speaks; now, I pick up the plastic fork that was lying next to it and thrust it inside. “A lot of people know that Julio Estrella was in town today, and probably suspect that he’s still in town, hiding somewhere.” I can usually make such a statement matter-of-factly. However much my fame inconveniences me, I have grown used to it. 

This evening, though, a mix of remorse, helplessness, and frustration nibbles at me as the words come out, reminding me of what I’ll be leaving behind when we leave this town.

Danita looks up now, her expression as soft as I’ve seen it so far today. “I like Rachel.”

I raise my eyebrows. I’m not surprised that she’s reading my mind. Her intuitive ability to read my moods, as well as her sisterly insight of the way I think, have served me well during the past few years. What surprises me is her admission of fondness for the woman that, up until now, she seemed so eager for me to forget. 

She lifts a shoulder, the left side of her mouth curving up ever so slightly. “You could do worse.”

I have done worse, but I don’t think she means to remind me of the two gold-diggers from my past, one of whom I almost asked to marry me. Danita’s comments make me wonder what I’m missing. Perhaps when she escorted Rachel up to our room, they had one of those female bonding moments that turned them into instant friends-for-life. It’s one of the many mysteries of women that men will never understand.

I set the container down, fold my arms over my chest, and lean against the desk. “So?”

Her smile grows. “Randy and Deshawn know where she’s staying tonight.”

My heart leaps at the implication, which isn’t that I should go to her motel and try to seduce her. Danita would be the last person on earth to approve of the mere thought of such a thing. No, she thinks I should try to make one more personal contact before we go.

Then I remember my thoughts about the whole situation a few minutes ago. About letting God take control. I shake my head. “No. I’m not going to –"

The ringing of my phone interrupts me. It’s an old-fashioned ring, the default sound for when someone outside of my tight circle of friends and family is calling me. I pick up the phone to check the caller I. D., my heart starting to pound with anticipation. 

In the next second, I read “Unknown.” My stomach swoops. Was I wrong? Is Rachel not the trustworthy woman I thought she was? Because I programmed the phone number from her business card into my phone earlier today, so if Rachel was calling from that number, her name would show up. 

Could she be calling from a different phone? Maybe. I decide to let the call go to voice mail. If it’s Rachel, she’ll leave a message. 

Muting the call, I set the phone down until it tells me I have a new voice message. Instead, it intones that I missed a call. A missed call? No message? I pick the phone up and double check.

No, no message. So it probably wasn’t Rachel.

I blow out a heavy sigh, earning me a “What’s going on?” from my sister. 

“I think I need to change my phone number,” I admit as my heart turns to lead.

Danita looks at me and frowns. “No. Wait a day and see what happens.”

I shrug and toss the phone onto the bed. Might as well wait. If I’m going to get a new number, it doesn’t matter how many people call my old one.

“And, mi amor?”

I glance at Danita. Her mouth is twitching, as if she knows something that I don’t. “Next time, don’t analyze. Just answer.”

Chapter Five: Rachel.

I can’t believe he wanted me to stay.

This refrain circles around my head in a continuous loop as I pass green field after green field, glimpse farmhouse after farmhouse, steadily increasing the distance between myself and the surreal weekend. 

And the superstar who rescued me.

So much for making a profit. I couldn’t attend the final day of the festival, not after Julio Estrella swept me into his arms and took me back to his hotel. Who knows how many people took pictures or videos of us? Who knows who might have recognized me, and created all sorts of chaos at my booth today?

That’s why I went into a panic a minute after waking up from my nap in his hotel room. I realized that my face might have been pasted all over the Internet by that time, with speculative headlines such as, “Julio Estrella chooses vegan saleswoman for his next one-night stand.”

I wouldn’t have stayed for dinner, regardless. I couldn’t trust his motives for asking me. But if people suspected he’d taken me to his hotel room, could there have been people staking out the hotel and noticing that I didn’t come back out for hours?

Last night I did find some photos and videos online of me with him, but my face, thank goodness, was never visible. My own mother wouldn’t be able to make out the figure who was on the ground, or in Julio’s arms.

Still, the incident was too close for comfort. When I saw the crowd of girls running in the parking lot, screaming, I should have just gotten into my car and driven away. I already had everything packed, and was exhausted. Ready for a quiet, peaceful night in my motel room. But I remembered the rumors that were flying about the festival by three o’clock, knew that someone was circulating a photo of the vehicle Julio was supposedly using, and when I saw the mini-mob, I knew what was happening.

And, for some bizarre reason, I got defensive. On Julio’s behalf.

Or, I should say, Tony’s behalf. When he gave me his phone number, he told me he trusted me with it, just as he was trusting me not to reveal his real name to anyone, the name which he shares only with people he knows he can trust not to tell it to the media. It’s why, after spending an agonizing hour trying to talk myself out of it, I finally broke down and called his number. 

He didn’t actually tell me his real name when I left the hotel, as though he thought he’d already done so, so I was going to call him just that one time to ask him if his real name was Tony. I couldn’t convince myself that if I was never going to see him again, the answer didn’t matter.

My call went straight to voice mail. Which is all well and good, because his message began, “Hello, this is Tony....” The voice was unmistakably his. My question answered, I hung up without leaving a message. 

And found that my hands were shaking, my heart beating triple-time, and a voice in my head was telling me I was a coward. I told my body sternly to calm down, and the voice to shut up. I’ve already risked my heart once over a good-looking, charismatic guy. I’ve no doubt in my mind it’ll be a long time before I do so again, if ever.

And I certainly won’t risk it with a man who will make me famous by proxy. Not even one who, for some inexplicable reason, trusts me with his true identity, even though he doesn’t know me. There’s a reason my blog, YouTube videos, and social media accounts are void of any picture of my face.

Yet, the glint of interest in Tony’s eyes when he spoke to me at my booth, the heat that spread through me when he smiled at me, the tenderness of his touch when he lifted me off the ground, and the safety that I felt as he held me close...all these memories refuse to be shaken. They flash into my head at random moments, adding to my mental confusion that began with that irrational compulsion to try to help Tony when I realized he was about to get mobbed. I don’t need to be confused. It’s not making my headache any better. 

It’s much better than it was yesterday, and per my research, I didn’t sustain a concussion, but in the ideal world, I would have rested an extra day before tackling a three and a half-hour drive. I’ve actually been tempted twice to pull into a convenience store and buy some ibuprofen. But for this natural girl, regular applications of anti-headache essential oils will have to do. I’d rather hurt for a couple of days than toxify my liver. At least it’s partly cloudy today. Even with sunglasses on, if the sun were constantly shining, my head would probably begin throbbing again. 

By the time I get to my apartment in Toledo a little before noon, all I want to do is sleep. So after I empty out the trunk of my car, that’s what I do. Normally, if I sleep for longer than twenty minutes in the middle of the day, I feel like a zombie for the next two hours after I wake up. Today, I guess because my body really needs the healing rest, I wake up hungry, alert, and in less pain after thirty-five minutes of z’s. It’s even easier for me to push back the mental images from yesterday’s events. 

I have a few red potatoes stowed away in a cabinet under the kitchen counter, so I put about an inch of water in a saucepan and get it heating while I cut a couple potatoes into small pieces. Once I get them in the steamer basket and over the boiling water, I decide to take a few minutes to check my e-mail, which I didn’t bother to do this morning for two reasons. First, I was afraid Tony might have e-mailed me from my blog. Second, I wanted to get on the highway as quickly as possible. That was half wanting to get home ASAP, and half afraid Tony was going to show up at my motel room door. 

His bodyguards followed me back last night to make sure I didn’t get into an accident or anything. That in itself was freaky enough. But the thought they might tell Tony where I was...hmm. Not freaky. More like the Great Lake I live next to. Eerie, ha ha. Trust me that I’ve heard many more Lake Eerie jokes than I’ve made up. 

Anyway, opening my inbox, I hold my breath. And let it out. Nothing from either a Julio Estrella or a Tony. A few blog comments I’ll read later, and, a Google voice mail. I set it up last year so that I wouldn’t have to give my cell phone number out to potential customers. I open it up, and my heart skips a beat. 

The number of the sender is European. Uh, like the one Tony gave me yesterday. 

I move to delete it. Then lift my hand. He possibly kept me from being trampled to death – even though it would’ve been my own stupid fault – then let me recover inside his hotel room. The least I can do after running scared away from him is listen to a voice mail. 

What am I worried about, anyway? He lives in Spain. Whatever reason he has for being in the U. S. right now, it’s only temporary. It’s not like I have to worry about him knocking down my door every day, demanding I go on a date with him, until I relent. 

I listen to the voice mail. 

And instantly regret the decision. It’s Tony, all right, and he hasn’t even spoken two words before his voice has me nearly in a puddle on the floor. A much warmer puddle than the one I fell into yesterday, thank you very much.

“Hello, Rachel,” he begins in Spanish, then in English, adds, “I hope you’re feeling better today. I feel badly about it. If I hadn’t gone back to the festival to find you, you would have never gotten hurt.”

Whoa. First, he says my name in Spanish, making me want to drive back to Indiana and smash my lips into his. Then...he’d returned to the festival to find me? Really?

More unbelievable, he thinks the whole thing was his fault? I ought to call him back just to straighten him out on that.

He continues, “Even so, I really did enjoy meeting you. I will be in the area for a few more days, and I would love to take you out to dinner if you live close by. Call it an apology meal. No strings attached. You have my number.” 

He pauses, as if considering saying something else, but then ends with, “Adios, Raquela.”

I sit back in my chair, flabbergasted. I wasn’t expecting him to go after me. Truly, I wasn’t. I’m not sure whether to be excited, frustrated, or indifferent.

Might as well pick the last one. I live three and a half hours away from the location of the VegFest, and I can’t see any good coming out of being seen in public with Tony. I trash the voice mail. The instant I do, my heart pinches. As though it knows something that I don’t. I scoff at the idea. My heart has led me into deep trouble before, and it’s capable of doing so again. 

The next two days, the lump on my head gradually grows smaller, and the pain inside my head less frequent, enabling me to get back into my work routine. I have to busy myself, because a feeling of loss starts following me around like a forlorn puppy. I’ve never been depressed, and begin to wonder if this is how it starts. It can’t have anything to do with Tony. That’s ridiculous. I don’t even know the man. 

But as long as I’m writing a blog post, or putting together a video, or making sales calls, I can keep the feeling at enough of a distance that I can barely feel its gentle nudges, or hear its pathetic whines. Tony does his part by not calling me back, or e-mailing me. 

Until the third day after I’ve come home. Within the space of eight hours, starting pretty early in the morning, I’ve received three phone calls to my Google voice mail and four e-mails from my blog contact form, all from Tony. The feeling of loss slams into my gut, hardening into dread. Is he stalking me? Does he think his celebrity status puts him above the law in certain things?

No sooner thought, than dismissed. If he did, he would have taken advantage of me in some way or another when I was in his hotel room. Or, at least tried.

I think about responding after the second call, but when the first e-mail comes an hour later, I think about blocking him. By seven forty-five in the evening, I wonder if calling the police would be more appropriate. And when someone rings my doorbell, I almost lunge for my chef’s knife before going to the door. 

As it is, I stare at the offending structure for several seconds before deciding to chance a glance through the peephole. After all, what are the chances Julio Estrella would be standing outside my door, demanding to get in?

Maybe those are slim to none, but apparently bets on his sister being there could bring a winning jackpot. I gasp when I see Danita standing on the other side of the peephole. She’s wearing sunglasses and a straw hat with a large brim, but it’s her. Did Tony send her as his emissary? It’s the only thing I can think of. Oddly, I’m not feeling anger or irritation, but fear. Not for myself, but for Tony.

Deciding to follow my gut, I open the door.

Her brow puckers down. “Rachel, why have you not answered our calls or e-mails?” Waving a hand in a rapid gesture as desperate as her voice, she adds, “Never mind. Please, let me come in. It’s urgent.”

Remembering the sisterly feeling I had toward her a few days ago, how I trusted her with my car, I pull the door open wide. She steps in, and in two minutes has apprised me of the situation.

Tony has had to go to the Indianapolis police station for questioning. That crazy girl who’d gotten up on the hood of the van and practically broken the windshield? She’s accused him of assault. 

And Tony may go to jail unless a witness comes forward to testify that he did not, in fact, cause her broken finger.

Chapter Six: Tony.

For an entire twenty-four hours, my emotions have ranged from humiliation to anger to hope, back to humiliation, until I’ve thought I might explode. That is why, when Rachel Polowsky walks into the hotel suite I have rented for my unexpected and unwanted return to Indianapolis, I meet her at the door in two seconds and pull her into my arms. “Ay, Raquela, gracias, gracias, gracias,” I mumble into her hair.

She stiffens, and for a harrowing moment, I wonder if my unexpected display of affection is going to provoke her to turn around and stride out of the room. Then her arms come up and wrap lightly around my back. Hesitant, uncertain. But, she doesn’t pull away and run.

Emboldened, I tighten my grip. Just a little. And press my lips against her hair. The simple gesture, however chaste it might usually be, ignites a fire throughout my whole body. 

Rachel lets out a nervous giggle.

“Tony, for heaven’s sake, let the girl breathe.” Danita, who has come back with her from the police station, scolds me in Spanish.

Rachel can breathe just fine, I want to retort. And I certainly am breathing much more easily than I was a few minutes ago, not knowing if she would come. Still, she is obviously uncomfortable with my sudden display of affection, so I slide my arms down her back and step away. 

I grasp both her hands in mine, though, as I smile down at her. Her gaze meets mine, her lips curving up into a broad smile, and I wish as I’ve never wished before that I knew her well enough to give her a sound kiss on the lips. 

Right now, though, that would not be good, especially given how I just reacted to kissing the top of her head. 

“De nada,” she whispers as Danita brushes past. 

The Spanish phrase that translates as “you’re welcome” literally means “from nothing” or “of nothing.” Americans would say, “It was nothing.” My English response to Rachel is a play on that translation.

I squeeze her hands. “But it is something. It is everything.” I release her hands, then take her by the arm and gently guide her to the table on the other side of the large room. Needing the improved security of a luxury hotel, and hoping Rachel would be here today, I had Randy book us a room at this place, more typical of the hotel I stay in than where we stayed during the vegan festival.

I squeeze her arm. “You traveled over three hours to get here, dropping all of your plans for a couple of days to help someone you hardly know, and saving that someone’s reputation in the process.” 

With my free hand, I wave at the elegant place settings on the table, awaiting a hearty, plant-based meal taken straight from Rachel’s blog. “This is the least I can do to thank you.” I gently turn her to face me, taking her hand in mine again. “And I am so happy that you are letting me do this for you.”

Her face flushes, she looks away, and it takes all my strength not to run my thumb down her smooth cheek. 

“Call up the food?” Deshawn asks from his station in the corner of the room.

I glance up, grateful for the reminder the Rachel and I are not alone. It will be all the easier to behave myself. “Yes, please.”

During the five-minute wait, I find out that Danita wasted none of the drive back to this city, because Rachel knows even more details about my situation than I would have told her. After a couple of minutes, the base of my neck grows tight as I remember telling Danita, in a fit of dismay, that I would rather leave my career to the dogs than experience this kind of slander ever again. I’ve seen some interesting headlines associated with me before, but no one ever accused me of hurting another human being. Never.

Because, except to defend myself or a loved one, I would not do so.

Still, it was a private, emotional moment that I didn’t intend to be shared. Did Danita, in typical woman fashion, give up every detail about my plight? If she did, Rachel is discreet enough not to bring it up.

Then again, I gave her my personal cell number and my real name before I really knew her. So why should I worry that she knows of my vulnerable moment? Maybe, more than anything, it’s that I didn’t mean what I said. My music means everything to me, and performing is where I find my greatest fulfillment. Since not being famous ceased to be an option for me a couple of years ago, I am resigned, if not willing, to accept the occasional inconvenience it brings.

“What are you smiling at?”

Rachel has been answering a question Danita asked, and now her own question to me pulls me out of my thoughts. I chuckle. “I was just thinking that if I hadn’t been almost arrested, I would not have seen you again so soon.”

She gives me a mock frown. “Antonio Ramirez, I better not ever find out –"

A knock on the door interrupts her. Danita gets up to answer it, knowing that it’s Randy, delivering the food. As he helps her arrange the steaming dishes and large bowl of salad on the table, Rachel sniffs, then stands up to better inspect each dish.

Her raised brow tilts my way. “This meal is straight off –"

“Your blog.” I grin. “And one of your favorites, you said.”

She drops down into a chair. “Wow. Thank you.” She shakes her head. “How...Who...?” She cuts her eyes to Danita. “You couldn’t have made this. You were with me.” She’s referring to Danita having accompanied Rachel to the police station this morning.

My sister lifts a shoulder, then tosses the implied question back to me with a glance. 

Seating myself in the chair to Rachel’s right, I say, “For an extra two hundred dollars, the chef in the hotel restaurant was happy to put a special meal together.” 

“Wow.” A slow smile spreads over Rachel’s face. “I’m not gonna lie and say you shouldn’t have done it, because you don’t know what a picky eater I am.”

If I had any residual negative emotion left after that marvelous embrace with her a few minutes ago, it slides away with her acceptance of the gift I am giving her. “Actually, I believe I have an excellent idea about how picky you are.”

Rachel quirks one side of her mouth. “What, did you read my entire blog or something?”

I smile. “I had to do something while I was being detained.”

Her half smile fades, and for several beats she just stares at me. I start to ask why, but then Deshawn interrupts with, “Are we gonna bless the food, or are you two gonna keep making eyes at each other?” He adds an “Ow!” when Danita, who is sitting between him and Rachel, pinches his arm. 

A lovely pink tinges Rachel’s beautiful cheeks again. I expect her to glance down, or away, and get ready to feel disappointed. Instead, she leans back in her chair, folds her arms across her chest, and opens her eyes as wide as she can. “We’re going to keep making eyes at each other.”

I grin, returning the stare without the dramatic flair Rachel is putting into hers. “Yes. Exactly, Deshawn. You are not only going to have to eat a meal without meat, but a cold one.”

Deshawn sighs. “It’s what I deserve, I guess.”

“Maybe we can sneak out and get a pizza, then,” Randy mutters. 

Danita bursts out laughing. “Rachel, your eyes look like they’re going to pop out of their sockets. Tony,” she gasps, “how are you not laughing?”

Little does she know that I’ve been holding in my mirth to try to win this contest. At her words, though, a loud guffaw bursts out of my mouth. Rachel’s eyes return to normal size as she, too, begins laughing. 

As she does, she wipes at her chin. “You... spat...on me!” she accuses as she laughs. Then, she takes a deep breath and seems to swallow her laughter as she quickly and breathlessly adds, “It’s a little too early in our relationship for your spit to be getting on my face.”

She starts laughing again, but I sober at her words. “Our...relationship?” 

Her laughter dies down, then stops. “Uh, did I say that?”

“They’re making eyes at each other again,” Deshawn says in a stage whisper.

“Go ahead and pray the blessing, Deshawn.” Danita’s laughter turns to mild exasperation.

“Oh.” When all eyes turn to Rachel, she hunches her shoulders and grimaces as a blush spreads over her face once again. “I mean,” she looks between me and Danita, “you guys...are you Christians?”

I give her a dead-pan look. “And why would you think otherwise?”

She stares at me. Blinks. Raises a single eyebrow. “Why would you think that I might think otherwise?”

I tap my fingers on the table, trying to come up with a clever answer and failing. In the meantime, Deshawn chuckles into his napkin and points a finger at me. “She got ya, my friend. She got ya.” 

Danita rolls her eyes and sighs. “Now our food is going to get cold. Rachel, like most Spaniards, we were raised Catholic, and we continue to hold to the basic tenets of the faith. Now,” turning to my dark-skinned bodyguard, “Deshawn?”

“Why me? Just ‘cause my daddy was a preacher.” But he bows his head and thanks God for the food and the friendship. I wink at Rachel just before I bow my head, and Deshawn thanks God for Rachel coming to “deliver this crazy singer from the pit of hell, though maybe he needs to spend a few days there just to get his head on straight.” 

I yank my gaze up and frown at him. “Hey.”

Rachel giggles. How could such a commonplace sound make me feel as though I were glowing? But, it does. 

Deshawn ignores me, adding, “And, Lord, I ask that you would teach Tony here to listen to his sister and his bodyguards.”

Danita and Randy both express a hearty, “Amen,” which sends Rachel giggling yet again.

The silence that falls in the room as we all begin to eat turns awkward. I suspect part of it is that Deshawn and Randy aren’t used to eating with me or Danita when we are in a private place. I invited them to have lunch with us to help Rachel feel more comfortable. After the way she hurried out of my hotel room a few days ago, I didn’t think she’d appreciate having a one-on-one meal with me. Not yet. Also, I believed Deshawn would be good for some animated stories to help break the ice. 

But he seems intent on eating, and Rachel hasn’t looked at me since the prayer ended. And though I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours wondering all sorts of things about her, such as her background, her family, her dreams, now I can’t think of a single question to ask her. The day before yesterday, Danita brought up the possibility that Rachel might be involved with someone else. Could that be it? Could it be she only accepted my invitation out of politeness, or, worse, because she just wanted to be able to say she had a date with Julio Estrella? 

No, she’s not that kind of person. I know that. Still, could she be feeling uncomfortable with my forwardness because she already has another man in her life? I made assumptions about her I shouldn’t have, out of pure selfishness. Guilt claws at my insides. I need to apologize.

I open my mouth to do just that, but at the same moment, Rachel jerks her head up, slamming her gaze into mine. “Tony, we can’t keep ignoring the elephant in the room.”

My thoughts exactly. Danita glances at me with a raised brow, then at Rachel.

“Has this ever happened to you before? The police questioning you because some girl made a false accusation?”

All right, apparently we’re not on the same wavelength here. But, it’s a fair question. Again, I open my mouth to speak, but this time my sister beats me to it. 

“Never.” Danita’s voice is hard. “And if I could get my hands on that –"

“Calm down.” I raise a placating hand toward my sister, then turn back to Rachel. “This is the first time. And it should be the last.”

“’Specially if you’ll start listening to the dudes you pay to protect you,” Deshawn grumbles around a mouthful of potato.

Rachel darts a glare at him. “Didn’t your mama teach you any manners?” 

Deshawn’s mouth, closed now, comes to a standstill. Then, it slowly forms into a smile, his lips undulating as he finishes chewing. He swallows. I’ve never seen Deshawn grin before, hardly ever seen him smile. But now he shows all his teeth. Points his beefy index finger at Rachel. Starts chuckling. Then laughing. A deep, belly laugh that proves contagious, as everyone except the ever-serious Randy joins in. 

Deshawn points at Rachel. “You know, girl, I like you. I like you a lot.”

She points back. “And I’ll like you better if you call me woman, not girl.”

“Done and done.” He reaches an open palm across the table for her. Before I can wonder what he’s doing, Rachel grins, reaches her own palm across, and slaps his.

Oh. The American high-five. The nuances of which I’m not sure I’ll ever understand fully. The quirked eyebrow Danita sends my way tells me she’s having similar thoughts. 

Rachel looks back at me. “What about tabloids? Haven’t they invented all sorts of sordid stories about you?”

It takes my male brain a minute to catch up with her female one and realize she’s returned to the topic she introduced a couple of minutes ago. “In Europe, no.” I pierce some lettuce leaves with my fork. “An American one tried once.” 

I do my best to avoid Danita’s gaze. The incident in question had as much to do with her as it did with me, and I know it still pains her to relive the nightmare that preceded the article. “We threatened a lawsuit if they didn’t print a first-page retraction that was boldly announced on the front cover.”

“You don’t hafta worry one iota.” Deshawn gives Rachel a pointed look. “Me and Tony, we got tricking the paparazzi down pat. What we don’t want them to know, they don’t find out.”

Rachel stares at him for a few beats, then drops her gaze to her plate. “It wasn’t the paparazzi that plastered pictures and videos of me all over the Internet the other day.”

This time, I do look at my sister. Her brow turns down in frustration. “We already had this discussion on the drive here.” She’s speaking in Spanish. That, combined with her impatient tone, means that she’s upset. Most likely, she thought that whatever was said about it between her and Rachel had smoothed things over, and she thought there’d been some implicit agreement to let the issue go. 

I lift my brow to her, a silent communication for her to drop it. At the same time, I wonder at Rachel’s harping on the theme of public exposure. Combined with her use of the phrase our relationship earlier, I’m tempted to conclude that she’s mentally testing the idea, and the possible ramifications, of becoming my friend. Or, I hope, more. 

At the same time, I remember how, when in the detention room at the police station, I wondered why Rachel had no pictures of her face on her blog, nor in any of her videos. Not the ones I watched, anyway. Even the one social media account of hers that I visited showed a cartoon moniker rather than her photograph. Now I wonder if she fears for her reputation, if there’s a reason she chooses to remain anonymous online, despite the prevailing knowledge that people connect much more readily to faces.

If there is, then will it be a deal-breaker as far as where I wish our relationship to go?

Our relationship. That she used this phrase is the only hope I can grab onto, and I cling to it as a starving man to the only crumb in sight. She’s smart. She knows that I’m interested in her, that this lunch is a thinly veiled first date. And she didn’t back out of it. Perhaps her use of the phrase indicates a mutual feeling? Even if less intense on her part, it could be enough for her to consider me – my fame, really – to be worth the risk.

Deshawn clears his throat. “So, tell us about your wild and crazy high school days.”

I cast my friend a grateful smile. He acts like he doesn’t notice, but I see the twinkle in his eye before he digs his fork into his plate again.

Rachel looks up, her brow smoothing out, and she launches into a tale involving foiling some boys’ attempt to doctor the punch with alcohol at a middle school dance.

The tension in the room dissolves away as Rachel, Deshawn, and I take turns sharing childhood stories, with Danita intervening every once in a while to disagree with something I said or to put in her big sister point of view. Randy remains, for the most part, characteristically silent. Rachel ends up asking little about my career, for which I’m grateful. I want her to get to know Tony Ramirez, not Julio Estrella.

Before I know it, two hours have passed, and I don’t think anyone can deny that several new friendships have been forged during the long meal. When the conversation hits a lull, I turn to Rachel. “Would you be comfortable if the others left us alone to talk for a few minutes?”

The way her body freezes all motion for three seconds makes me think she’s going to say no. So I’m relieved beyond measure when she nods, saying, “I think that would be helpful.”

An intriguing comment. When the others have left, I shift my chair around to face Rachel, my hands clasped over the table. What they really want to do is reach out and take her hands, but I want to make this moment as void of emotion as possible, so she won’t feel the least bit manipulated.

I take a deep breath. “Rachel, I want to go back to –"

At the exact same time, she begins, “I suppose you’re wondering about –"

We laugh nervously, and she leans back, waving for me to continue. 

I smile and nod. “Before we started eating, you used the phrase ‘our relationship.’” I raise my brow at her, knowing that I don’t need to spell out my meaning. 

Biting her upper lip, she glances down at the table, then back at me. “That’s actually what I was going to mention.” She takes a deep breath. Lets it out. All the while, her gaze remains locked on mine, and that same current I felt running between us when we first met, I feel again. At a higher voltage.

“I don’t think I’m making an assumption when I think you’re interested in me?”

I lean toward her, my palms flattening on the table. “I’m very interested in you.”

She rubs her hands up and down the sleeves of her cream-colored blouse. “Why?” The word comes out like a squeak. Whether because she’s nervous, or because she feels the energy running between us, I don’t know. 

I smile. “Why not? You’re one of the most beautiful and intelligent women I’ve ever met. By what you’ve written on your blog, we share a lot of the same values. And besides all that, when we first met, I felt a special connection with you. One that I don’t think I’ve ever felt with anyone else.” My smile feels shaky. As if what I say could change my life forever. 

It will, one way or the other. I just want it to change the right way. I can only pray I won’t mess this up. 

Chapter Seven: Rachel.

I stare at Tony. Not because I think he’s crazy, but because I know I felt the same connection. I’ve tried to deny it, to rationalize it away, all the way from my place in Toledo back to Indianapolis, and while waiting to talk to the police this morning, and all during this fantastic, incredible, unbelievable meal. 

However, that he’s never felt it with anyone else? I find that hard to believe. 

So hard, my brain-to-mouth filter that usually works well suddenly goes on the fritz. “With none of the hundreds of women you’ve –" I gasp, my hand flying to my mouth. My cheeks flame. Of all the times I’ve blushed today, this time must be the reddest of them all.

Guilt pierces through the mortification as Tony sits back, pain filling his eyes. “I’m so sorry. That was totally uncalled for.” 

“It was.” His gentle tone makes me feel even worse, and my gaze falls to the floor. 

I may not be able to deny the burgeoning feelings I have for this man, but apparently my mouth is plenty ready to sabotage their growth. I half expect him to tell me to leave. I’d feel better if he did, than suffer through the heavy quiet that follows. 

Instead, he does the last thing I expect him to do. “Rachel, in my entire twenty-six years, I’ve been intimate with three women. One of them, only one time. Another, I lived with for a year.” 

I take my courage in both hands and force myself to look at him. “You don’t need –"

He raises his hand. “I think I do. I know that for whatever reason, millions of females around the world find me desirable. And because of what I do for a living, the natural assumption is that I regularly entertain groupies.” He inhales, looks away, exhales as he returns his gaze to me. “After I extricated myself out of the clutches of the last woman, more than a year ago now, I promised myself, and God, I wouldn’t touch another woman unless she was my wife.”

By now, I’ve lowered my hands to the table. I pick up the cloth napkin by my empty plate and begin rubbing it between my thumb and fingers, needing some outlet for the surge of emotion suddenly running through me. Admiration, humiliation, sympathy. Self-disgust that’s burning a hole in the middle of my chest. “I’m an idiot.”

“You’re scared.” 

His spot-on assessment yanks my gaze up. He gives me a small smile. “When you fell, and I picked you up, something told me to keep your face hidden from the onlookers.” He shrugs. “I think perhaps you are as afraid of fame as I am?”

I can’t help it; I laugh. “You?”

His smile fades. “It might keep me away from the one person I want to get to know, more than I’ve ever wanted to know anybody.”

Whoa. Wait. I’m pretty good at math, and the two-and-two I’m putting together comes out to him wanting to...marry me?

I shake my head in three quick movements. Maybe I need a remedial math course. Guys don’t jump to that kind of commitment with women they barely know. That’s totally a woman thing. He only thinks maybe we might be good together. And wants me to give us a shot.

Right? 

He makes a face. “And, my fame proved to be quite inconvenient this week.”

I barely hear the remark. The fear that he sensed, the emotion that I wanted to deny was there because I’m not used to dealing with it? It refuses to be hidden any longer, snaking out of the dark place where I’ve worked so hard to keep it, and threatening to constrict my throat.

No. No! I won’t let it seize me. But it’s hard to fight off with Tony’s intense brown gaze reminding me so much of someone else’s intense blue gaze.

A blue gaze that nearly ruined my life. And this brown gaze? It belongs to a man with much greater potential to ruin my life. Whether he means to or not.

Can’t. Get. Involved. With. A. Celebrity.

Pushing back the chair, I get to my feet. “This was a bad idea.” The words come out hoarse. I swallow hard, take two deep breaths. The fear will not take control.

Tony stands up, as well, his movement slower, more deliberate. “Too much, too soon.” He takes a step toward me, lightly touching my arm. “I’m sorry. I was...I just...”

I move back, out of his reach, wrapping my arms around my waist. I consider asking him not to lie by saying he didn’t mean what he said. I consider making a wide girth around him and walking out of the suite, finding Danita, and demanding to be driven back home.

But despite the fear, despite the several dozen moments during the past three days when I told myself that what I’d felt for Tony had been nothing more than lust, despite the horror at finding my image plastered all over the Internet, a small part of myself wonders if maybe, just maybe, the connection he’s just referred to goes much deeper than physical attraction. And if pulling myself out of the connection might be a bigger risk than exploring it. 

Then there’s the utter despair tightening Tony’s beautiful face. The fact that I can’t get myself to look away from it contradicts my “I can’t” from a minute ago. My head and my heart are in a tug of war, and my heart is winning.

Another two deep breaths, and the racing speed of said internal organ begins to slow, the grip of my hands on my forearms to loosen.

Tony slumps back down into his chair. With a moan, he rubs both hands down his face, muttering something in Spanish. I catch the words for God and time and help. Is he...praying? The idea that he’s so upset with himself that he would pray in front of me reminds me of something I prayed myself a couple of years ago, maybe the last prayer I prayed.

I told the Lord that if for some crazy reason He had a man for me, that man had better be a true believer, care about eating healthy, and have a soft heart.

I don’t know about the middle one, but Tony sure seems to be displaying the other two right now. At least, he’s a better believer than me. He actually still talks to God.

I step back to my chair and slide into it. I’ve never been one for believing in signs, but this situation is too coincidental to be just, well, coincidental. 

Tony raises his head. Then, his eyebrows. “You’re not running away.”

I stare at him for a few beats, pick up the napkin again, drop my eyes to study it. “You live in Spain, right? That...I don’t see how that could work.”

Did I just concede to the idea that I might want to get involved with a celebrity? Please tell me I didn’t. 

“Raquela.”

Then again, I would almost have to marry a man who can make my name sound as sexy and romantic as he does. I release the napkin and look back at him.

He’s smiling now, a small, hesitant smile. “There are these marvelous technologies these days. Texting, phone calls, e-mails.” He winks. “Blogs.”

“Skype.”

His smile widens. “You are interested.”

I sigh. “And your home is thousands of miles away on the other side of an ocean.”

“I’ll be touring the States in six months.” Crossing his arms on the table, he leans forward, his gaze growing intense again. This time, it doesn’t scare me. “I can hire a private jet at will. And,” he winks as his mouth curves upward, “I can live anywhere in the world.”

I sit back in my chair, trying not to feel overwhelmed. At least the choking panic has gone. I’m more or less back to how I felt after finding out that Julio Estrella had taken the time to flirt with me: as if I’m in a crazy dream. But I know it’s real. I know the man before me, international superstar though he may be, has a tender heart. I know that deep down, I want to want what he wants, this chance to get to know each other. But I also know that one reason, and one reason only, keeps me from taking the risk of letting my desire have free rein.

The smile slides off Tony’s face. “You are still uncertain.”

I shift my weight in the chair, but force myself to maintain eye contact. “You said it yourself.”

His brow knits in question.

“Fame?”

Understanding erases the question. “If neither one of us tells anyone except those we trust about us,” Tony says, “then you won’t have to worry about public exposure.” His warm smile melts my last bit of reticence. For the first time since the others left the room, I relax.

Tony reaches his hand, palm upturned, across the table, his gaze not leaving mine. “All I want is a chance to explore what might be.”

That sounds fair. Reasonable. Unscary. Besides, chances are good that after a few weeks of a long-distance thing, he’ll forget why he ever felt so strongly about me in the first place. 

What if he doesn’t? a voice in the back of my head whispers. 

What if? I think, for the time being, I’m willing to take the risk. So I reach my own hand to meet his, and set my palm in his. His smile widens. His fingers squeeze mine. 

And I smile, too.

Chapter Eight: Tony.

Early August.

I reread Rachel’s text and smile, warmth spreading through my chest. Oh, to be on a Mediterranean beach with you today. It’s raining and sixty-eight degrees. How is that summer??!!

I decide to ignore the complaint. Let me hire a jet to fly you over here. 

I’m almost serious. The first three weeks of our long-distance relationship, Rachel met my e-mails and blog comments as “T.R.” with a coolness that surprised me after the way we parted in Indianapolis, a warm embrace that she returned with equal fervor. Gradually, she began to look at and talk to me with affection. We began Skyping, once a week at first, now, several times. She started flirting more in texts and e-mails, began initiating e-mails. The last few times we’ve Skyped, I’ve seen a tender look in her eyes that wasn’t there before. 

And when we Skyped last night, I asked her point blank how she felt about me. She admitted that she was developing feelings for me. That she’s begun to miss me in the quiet moments of her day, begun to wish we were talking face to face, rather than thousands of miles apart. 

She confessed that she’s beginning to understand how people fall in love via digital communication.

I almost got online to reserve a jet right then.  

I put the phone in my pocket and tilt my face up to the sky, letting the warm, dappled rays of the sun splash onto my skin. I live with my great-aunt Carmen and my cousin Marcos on a property about twenty miles outside of Murcia, the city where my band and I jam, rehearse, and record. Though I purchased the eleven-acre property two years ago and had the modestly sized house built, it’s in my cousin’s name to keep my name out of the public record as much as possible. My aunt, though in her eighties, is in good health and willingly keeps the house for the two of us. In return, Marcos looks after her, and I, of course, allow her free room and board. 

Most of the property is wooded, a tall, iron-wrought fence with a locked gate cutting off the front of the property from nosy passersby and barbed wire fencing closing off the two sides of the property that adjoin farms. Also, an entire acre behind the house is surrounded by a privacy fence. So no one knows that I live here except for those I want to know. And trust. 

Unfortunately, those qualifications don’t always meet in the same person.

I let my gaze drift over the sparkling green treetops, interrupted with patches of brilliant blue sky. The day would be lovely enough in any case, but everything appears more beautiful since Rachel entered my life. 

I wonder when the day will come, when she will have a similar realization. I say “when”, not “if”, because I know it will come. 

Just not nearly as soon as I want it to.

With some reluctance, I make my preparations to make the drive to Murcia. Since I returned to Spain, my band and I have been busy working on songs for the next album. None of them know about Rachel yet, a fact which frustrates Danita to no end. She claims she feels the secret is a weight that drags her down. She has to watch every word and make sure she doesn’t so much as hint at her brother having a relationship with an American woman.

I told her wryly a couple of weeks ago that being my talent and tour manager doesn’t require her to have any conversations about my private life. I also reminded her that in the past, she hasn’t had problems keeping my private life private. I think the real issue is that, though she and Rachel haven’t been in contact much since the fiasco in Indianapolis, she’s frustrated that she can’t tell anyone about her new friend.

I share her frustration. While I understand Rachel not wanting to receive any limelight, especially anything negative as the paparazzi like to focus on, I want to tell my friends – my band members – about her. My parents know. My great-aunt Carmen and my cousin Marcos know. 

But that’s all. Until Rachel is ready to get serious with me. 

Thirty minutes later, I am at the studio setting up along with my keyboardist, Edgar. My bass player, another Antonio, along with my drummer, Guillermo, drift in a little later, and we do our thing. 

“I really like this song,” Edgar comments an hour later. 

We’ve been working on the one I wrote last week. In typical Julio Estrella style, it’s a rocking, upbeat love song. It just might have been inspired by a certain American blender salesperson. 

And here, I hit one of those moments where I wish I could tell my friends about her. I keep a straight face while I ask, “What? You don’t like my other songs?”

Fingering a harmony to the song, Edgar smirks. “This one sounds...different. Like you wrote it for a real person.”

I’ve written three songs for real people before, but since I would just as soon forget those people ever existed, I don’t mention it. “Maybe I had a really nice dream last week,” I say instead. 

The band members take turns teasing me, then we go on with our work. I feel like floating, and it reflects in the ease with which my fingers strum out the rifts on my guitar, and the way my voice hits every note without strain. I keep thinking back to Rachel’s text about coming to join me on the coast, how I might reply to it when I call her tomorrow. I don’t think her reply was flippant or careless. She’s never made a statement like that before. Not even close.

Has life ever been this good? I’m getting somewhere with the woman I’m sure is destined to be my wife someday. My band and I already have three songs for my next album polished enough to record. Even dealing with my fame, such as having to sneak in and out of the studio from its back exit while wearing a disguise, and having to frequently switch out the car I drive to keep the paparazzi confused, isn’t weighing me down as it has been for the past year and a half. 

In short, a child at Christmas has nothing on the joy buoying my spirits. 

We’re on the brink of wrapping up our work for the evening when Danita charges into the studio, her eyes flashing fury and every muscle in her face tight with emotion. Dread twists my stomach. She rarely comes to the studio, because although she doesn’t have the same kind of fame that I do, due to her being my talent manager, her face is well known. And for her to come to the studio is like posting to my professional social media accounts that Julio Estrella is in the building.

If she’s here, she has important news. About me. And it’s obvious that the news is bad.  

The fingers of my right hand, in the middle of plucking out an arpeggio on my guitar strings, cease all movement. One by one, the rest of the band stops playing. Danita’s gaze slams into mine. Then, she flicks it around the room with a raised brow, returning it to me, more intense than ever. 

I understand the silent message. Whatever she has to say, she doesn’t want the others to hear. 

I lift my guitar strap over my head, saying, “Great session, everyone. Let’s call it a night.”

“Tony, what –"

I wave my free hand backwards with a cutting motion to break off Edgar’s inquiry. Having been with me since my first album, he knows me well. Per my own silent message, he falls silent, says nothing more to me except a “Good night” on the way out. 

All the guys are out of the little room in record time. Only then does Danita finally step toward me, her phone in her hand. I meet her halfway, put an arm on her shoulder. And notice that the phone is shaking in her hand. At thirty years old, she has become an expert at hiding her emotions, and for her to be physically manifesting a symptom of strong emotion alarms me. The dread inside my stomach forms a concrete ball.

“Look what is trending on all the social media sites.” She speaks in a low, harsh voice, almost a growl, as she thrusts her phone out to me.

The instant my eyes land on the photo, I groan. Then, I read the headline. The dread triples in size, ballooning up to press against my lungs. I scroll down and read a few comments, then go back up and click the link in the first post. Read the first paragraph of the article. 

“No,” I whisper. I’m finding it hard to breathe. “No, no, no.” I glance back for a chair. Spotting one near, I stumble to it, drop into it, and stare at the words on the screen some more. 

More than I even hope that Rachel will one day be mine, I hope that what I’m seeing right now is a nightmare. I hope that any second, I will wake up and none of what I’ve been reading will be real.

But I know it is. 

And I’ve never despised my fame more than I do at this moment. 

The headline? “We will sue Julio Estrella for everything he’s worth!” The article? The Kratkys, the family who failed to get me arrested for assault on their crazy, windshield-pounding daughter, have announced that they have filed a lawsuit against me.

Chapter Nine: Rachel.

Late August.

“To tell her,” pluck, “to not tell her.” Pluck. With that, the last dandelion leaf floats down to the ground. 

I drop the remainder of the plant, which I’d picked out of the ground in front of my apartment building a minute ago. It drifts down to the sidewalk as I puff out a breath. Marilyn and Joe will be here in an hour, and I haven’t been able to decide whether to tell them about Tony. 

Julio, I mean. Tony made it clear that should I choose to tell anyone about our relationship, I must use his stage name unless and until we’ve reached some level of commitment, and the “anyone” in question can be trusted not to reveal his real name to the public at large. 

I give my head a slight shake as I walk to the apartment building entrance. Right now, it doesn’t look like there is an “our relationship,” let alone a chance it’ll reach any level of commitment. I’m not sure how I feel about it. In the beginning, I was hoping that Tony would eventually lose interest in me. Three weeks into it, though, I began to change my mind, started Skyping more often with him, started being more flirtatious in e-mails, letting myself feel that he was a good friend whom I hoped one day might become more.

A dream I had a couple of weeks ago, an adult dream, starring Tony Ramirez, spurred that hope into an intense longing that hounds me to this day.

But starting right around the day I woke up from that incredible dream, his e-mail and text replies started becoming fewer and farther between. Much fewer and farther. He canceled one Skype call on me, and on the one we made, he seemed agitated underneath a façade of cheerfulness.

Like he was trying to work up the nerve to break things off with me? 

Now, here it’s Saturday, and I haven’t heard from him since Wednesday. For the past couple of days, I’ve been telling myself he’s just being a typical jerk of a man, and that my new feelings were purely a product of that dream and not authentic, but every time I do, I feel this odd gloomy sensation in my gut. As if what I’m telling myself is wrong. Even, as if Tony’s in some kind of trouble and doesn’t want to tell me.

I was hoping that extending my morning jog from twenty to thirty minutes would clear my head as well as my emotions, but all it’s done is turn my armpits into stink machines and my forehead and middle back into salty faucets. Once inside my apartment, I strip off my jogging shorts and T-shirt and take a shower. As I scrub myself, a bizarre thought strikes out of nowhere, as bizarre thoughts tend to do: I wonder if Tony sings in the shower. 

Then, my naughty brain conjures up an image of Tony in the shower.

“Aargh!” I force the image back. Not. Helping.

By the time I’ve drunk my breakfast smoothie, dressed in my brown hemp shorts and a scoop-neck pink short-sleeved top, I’ve decided not to tell Marilyn or Joe about my brief foray into a relationship with a superstar. What would be the point, if he’s about to dump me?

Again, that swooping feeling under my belly, like I’m totally misreading things. A part of me hopes I am, a part of me hopes I’m not. And I’m not sure which is the bigger part.

My relative-friends arrive at my apartment door from the Chicago suburbs around ten o’clock. Joe, tall with trimly cut, light brown hair, gives me a grin and a bear hug as if we haven’t seen each other for months.

Hmm. Maybe because we haven’t. He’s been working hard to establish a small, private law practice, and in that area of the country, lawyers aren’t exactly hard to come by. 

Marilyn’s embrace is gentler, and after she pulls away, the three of us sit down to do some catching up. A three-hundred pound gorilla comes and sits down next to me. Invisible as it is, I feel every single ounce of its weight threatening to get me off balance. 

I have to keep reminding myself of my decision not to tell. Usually one of the most self-disciplined people on the planet, I almost give into temptation when Marilyn asks me if I’ve made any new friends lately.

She doesn’t mean “friends.” It’s her subtle way of trying to be curious about my love life without coming off as pressuring me. She knows what happened with Devon my junior year in college, and knows that he’s the primary reason that I’ve sworn off men, regardless of any other justification I’ve made. 

Marilyn breaks many blonde stereotypes, the relevant one at hand being that she’s smart. If I could only get her to ditch her makeup and perfect hair, she might break all of the stereotypes. 

Anyway, I answer her question by telling her about a new vegan I befriended on a vegan forum I visit about three times a week. Miraculously, my face doesn’t turn three shades of red as a large-as-life image of Tony appears in my mind while I talk.

At eleven-thirty, Marilyn and I make the pre-planned trip to the grocery store. She and Joe know that when they visit me, I don’t serve animals in any way, shape, form or fashion. But I do try to serve them the tastiest plant-rich meals possible, hoping to persuade them to save a few more animal lives when they’re eating at home. 

Joe drops us off at the store, promising to be back in thirty minutes. His plan is to drool over some of the contents of the athletic store on the other side of the street. Twenty minutes later, Marilyn and I are waiting with a basket full of fresh vegetables behind an elderly man at the check-out line. 

Every time I’ve gone grocery shopping for the past month, I’ve perused the tabloids for a picture of me. None has ever appeared, but I keep looking because you never know. Today, however, I force myself to look in the opposite direction. I once told Marilyn that only people with below-average IQs read tabloids, so it wouldn’t do for her to witness me skimming over the headlines. 

But not a minute into our wait, a stylishly dressed woman with long, dangling, beaded earrings that shout “look at me!” steers an overflowing cart into our lane. Marilyn goes from politely nodding over my remark that grapes from Chile are poison, to gushing over the woman’s earrings.

“Oh, those earrings are beautiful! Where did you find them?”

I listen for about twenty seconds, but it only takes that long for the women to move on from earrings to perfume. I’ve never had any use for either. This is why I was shocked when Tony told me he’d perused my blog when he was at the police station. If he’d read even a fraction of my posts, he would have learned that I believe in all kinds of unconventional ideas. Controversial, even. 

But still, he was interested in me. And yes, in the meantime I’ve learned that he did, indeed, read probably at least a third of my blog posts that day. 

Gulp. Talk about feeling vulnerable and exposed.  

Shaking the memory away, I turn around and begin setting items on the conveyer belt. Once I’ve put everything on it that I can, I check to see how things are going with the senior ahead of me, then allow my eyes to make a quick scan of the rag mag headlines. 

No pictures of me, but a photo of a certain rock singer snags my attention. He actually looks angry, and pasted with his portrait is the profile of a teenage girl who looks like she’s been crying. And who I would have recognized, even if not for the headline claiming that Julio Estrella broke her hand.

It’s that crazy girl who’d been pounding on Tony’s rental’s windshield at the VegFest.

I twist my neck to glance back at Marilyn. She is still facing Earring Woman, seeming to be riveted to her new friend’s every word. Slowly, I reach for the magazine, then pull it from the rack. I hunch over it as I turn to the page where the article begins, my heart pounding against my rib cage. According to the reporter, “Julio” yanked on the girl’s hand when she refused his advances, so hard that he broke a finger. 

Anger singes my intestines. “That’s not what happened!” Too late, I realize that the words didn’t stay in my head, where I’d meant them to be.

“What are you talking about?”

I yank my gaze up to see both Marilyn and the other lady staring at me. The burn transfers from my gut to my face. I close the magazine and slide it onto the rack as casually as I can. “Oh, you know. Stupid tabloids making up infuriating garbage.”

Marilyn quirks her right eyebrow at me. Without a doubt, she’s remembering my searing remark about tabloids and intelligence.

I wait for her to say something, but she’s too kind to do so in front of strangers. Neither does she mention my deviation in behavior after Joe picks us up. While we chop vegetables together back at my apartment, anxiety makes my palm sweat and my stomach harden so that I fear not being able to digest the meal. But Marilyn just chatters on about Joe’s work, her part-time job as a receptionist at a realty company, and her and Joe’s recent discussions about their dream home. 

At lunch, I’m relaxed enough to be able to choke down half of what I usually eat, and then, it all comes down. Joe begs for my bed for just thirty minutes, and Marilyn suggests we go for a walk while he naps.

I know something’s up, because it’s ninety degrees outside and Marilyn does not enjoy going out in weather that might melt her makeup off her face. We walk in silence for a couple of minutes. After one block, my palms are damp and my forehead starting to drip, and it has little to do with the sun burning down. 

After two blocks, Marilyn stops walking, gently grabs my arm, and turns to face me. “Are you crushing on Julio Estrella?”

My forehead hikes up a couple inches. She noticed which article I was reading? 

Her smile contains no trace of teasing or judgment. “I know you’ve told me that you’re not into pop culture, but I’d get it if you’ve developed a thing for him.” She lets go of my arm. “I mean, half the women in the world have, right?”

The easy thing would be to feel relieved and to go with what she thinks. Except, I’m a terrible liar. 

“I’m not crushing on him.” That’s not a lie, number one because I’m pretty ticked at him at the moment, and number two because when I’m not ticked at him, what I feel goes much deeper than a crush. 

Wait. What? The revelation brings my feet to a screeching halt, such that I almost lose my balance. 

Marilyn grasps my arm again, tighter this time, apparently afraid I might fall. “Rachel, what on earth? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

My lungs pull in a sharp breath with another realization: I have to tell her. Them. Her and Joe. But, her first. Though Joe and I are still close, there are some things a woman doesn’t want to tell a man, and things that a man would rather not hear. Every single last detail of any given story, for example.

I gently shake her arm off, gesturing ahead and to the right. “There’s a park a couple of blocks that way.” I glance at her. “I have something to tell you, and we need to sit down.”

Once settled on one of the metal benches facing into the nearly empty playground, I spill everything, from when Tony walked up to my booth at the vegan festival, to my fall off the hood of the van, to our building up a long-distance relationship. The only thing I don’t reveal is his real name, being careful to use his stage name whenever I need to use a name at all. She believes me, because, like I just said, I’m a terrible liar. She knows that better than anybody. She also knows about the fiasco with Devon, and why, therefore, I’m gun-shy about any kind of public exposure. So she knows I would never make up a story about getting involved with a celebrity.

Understandably, she’s hurt that I’ve kept all this from her for so long. I apologize profusely, we embrace, then I tell her that I wasn’t going to tell her and Joe because of how Tony has pulled back the past couple of weeks.

“And,” I add with a sigh, “I think that would be best, anyway.”

Marilyn stares at me. 

“What?”

Now, it’s her turn to sigh. She gets to her feet. “Joe’s had his thirty minutes.” Her tone is clipped. “Let’s go back before my mascara starts streaking down my face.”

I stand up and grab her arm. “Marilyn, what?”

She yanks her arm away. Whoa. “Marilyn, I said I was –"

She whirls around to face me. “It’s not about my feelings being hurt. It’s about...” Another sigh. “You need to talk to Joe.”

I was going to tell him, anyway. But I’m upset that Marilyn’s upset, and I don’t want to make a scene in public. So I trail behind her in silence until we get back to my apartment. There, the three of us sit down in my small living room again, them on the loveseat, me in the rocking chair. I give Joe the summarized, to-the-point version of my strange life for the past two months. It should be easier the second time around. I’ve known Joe all my life. I trust him. But as I give my second recounting of the story, my heart crawls out of my chest and lays itself on the floor. I’ve never felt so vulnerable.

It’s not because of Joe’s reactions. They range from a raised eyebrow, to, “What? You’re kidding me!” Most of the time, however, he just listens. 

I think what’s happening is when I told the story to Marilyn, I was unburdening myself. While I felt guilty that she was going to be unhappy that I’d kept a critical part of my life from her, I felt more relieved that I was no longer going to have to carry the gorilla around with me. But now as I talk, the story becomes...well, not a story. Reality. I can almost sense Tony’s presence, like I haven’t been able to fully do since that meal in that posh hotel suite, not even during our Skype calls. 

The truth that I’ve been trying to ignore for the past several weeks is seeping out of my exposed heart, filling the space around me like the aroma from freshly baked bread: Julio Estrella is pursuing me. Might be falling in love with me. 

And Tony’s invisible presence is daring me – willing me – to reciprocate.

The room suddenly seems short of oxygen.

Also, Marilyn starts shifting her weight on the cushion and twisting her hands together in a restless manner I’ve never seen her display. Maybe picking up on my own agitation?

I find out differently when I finish with, “...but he hasn’t hardly talked to me in the past two weeks, so I don’t think it’s going anywhere.” She starts shaking her head so hard a strand of her perfectly coiffed hair jumps out of place.

She turns to Joe, putting a hand on his arm. “You need to tell her that not all men are like Devon.” Her otherwise calm voice has an unusual strain to it. 

At the mention of my ex’s name, a tsunami of emotions slams up against my soul. Anger that she brought him up, humiliation over what he did, fear about what he almost did. And, frustration that she thinks her relationship with Joe is or could ever remotely be like my relationship with Tony. Because when she says “all men,” she’s talking about my cousin.

I start to open my mouth to speak to that point, but Joe raises his hand to me, then lays it on Marilyn’s thigh. “Honey, I’m not famous.” He slants a glance toward me before turning back to his wife. “She knows there are plenty of nice guys like me in the world, but that’s not the point here, is it, Rachel?”  

Wow. He knows me better than I thought he did. I push myself up out of the rocking chair I’m sitting in, lean over his face, and give him a sound kiss on the cheek. “I love you, you know that, right?”

He chuckles. “You might not love me so much when I’m finished.”

I twist my lips. Okay, so he’s maybe not going to side with me. But, I’m the one who opened this can of worms, so I’m going to practice my adulting skills and hear what my two-years-wiser cousin has to say. I sit back down on the rocking chair, perching on its edge.

Joe folds his hands behind his head, keeping his gaze on me. “You said you were attracted to him before you knew who he was.”

I nod.

“And that he said he not only returned the attraction, but also felt a special connection to you.”

Leave it to a lawyer to lay out all the facts. I nod again. 

“You didn’t say if your feelings have grown during the past few weeks?” He glances at Marilyn, as if she might know something that he doesn’t.

Which, of course, she does. Without so much as a glance my way, she answers, “She told me in the park that she was starting to feel closer to him.”

Joe raises an eyebrow at me. “In a romantic way?”

I roll my lips together. Take a long inhale through my nose. Nod.

His expression remains serious, but his eyes twinkle amusement. Like, he knows his lawyerly questioning is getting on my last nerve. Which it is. 

“Do you have evidence to substantiate your belief that he’s lost interest in you? And,” he adds quickly, straightening up, “I’m not counting his recent lack of communication. He’s a busy man. And even if he weren’t a celebrity, life happens.”

I lean back in the chair, folding my arms across my torso. “I thought only judges asked for evidence.”

Marilyn elbows him and giggles. Joe gives me a mock frown. “Pretend it’s forty years in the future.”

I raise my brow and almost ask him if he really has designs to be a judge one day, but I want to finish this soul-searing conversation. So I just answer the question. “No. If you’re not going to count that, which any woman, for your information, would – right, Marilyn? – no, I have no other evidence.”

“Have you asked him why he’s been incommunicado?”

Pressing my arms closer to myself, I squeeze my eyes shut. “I haven’t wanted to.” My voice comes out small.

“Because you’re afraid.”

This from Marilyn. Her tone is back to its usual gentleness. I open my eyes with a sigh, let my hands slide into my lap. My gaze follows them and stays there. 

“Rachel,” Joe says. “Is there something we should know about Julio Estrella? Why being associated with him would be scary?”

The question jars me, and I look up at him. “That...that’s a good question.” Probably the worst that could happen is that one of those fake reporters would try to tell the world that we’re sleeping together. In that case, Danita could simply tell the world via social media the truth.

Still, the idea of the entire world knowing about my existence incites a strange feeling in my belly. I’ve always wanted to live a quiet life. But what if Tony has – or is going to have, one day – the kind of love for me to sustain a relationship long-term? Mightn’t it be worth the risk to accept it? Unlike Marilyn, I don’t believe in soul mates, or that God has chosen one specific man for me. But I have heard stories of people who missed out on love because of fear, or bitterness, or laser-focus on a career, and lived to regret it.

I don’t want to be one of those people.

And with that, I make a decision. I’m going to call Tony and ask him right up front what’s going on. And, if he’s not in the process of ditching me, I’m going to open my heart to him. See where it goes.

I tell Joe and Marilyn as much. They leave late that evening, when it will be very early morning in Spain, so I decide to hold off on calling Tony until the next morning. 

The time arrives, I eat breakfast, and I’ve just started working up the nerve to call him when someone knocks on my door.

“You have been served,” the someone says after handing me a large envelope. Then he turns around and leaves.

My stomach falls to the floor. I open the envelope to find a court-ordered command for me to appear in court at a civil proceeding, Estrella vs. Kratky, as a witness. For what feels like a long time, I’m glued to the spot where I stand. My entire body has gone numb. 

When Tony almost got charged with assault, did he suspect this lawsuit might happen? And, knowing I would be a key witness, did he create this whole charade of interest in me so that I would do his lawyer’s bidding in court?

Have I been played? 

Images from the vegan festival, from the drive with Danita from here to Indianapolis, from the lunch at Tony’s hotel suite, images that implore me to believe the best of him, of that family, surge into my mind. Just as forcefully, I push them down, and the numbness sloughs off like a snake shedding its skin. 

My gut churns with anger. I’ve been duped before by a charming, good-looking man. Trusted when I shouldn’t have. It’s not out of the realm of possibility, even probability, that it’s happened again.

Ten minutes, and several decisions later, my phone rings. 

Tony. 

I let it go to voice mail. Listen to his message.

His lawyer is going to have me subpoenaed to appear at his trial. He’s sorry I got dragged into it. Please call him so we can talk about it.

Too little, too late.

My heart tucked safely back inside my chest, I proceed to rebuild the walls around it that I never should have allowed to dissolve. I’ll talk to Tony’s lawyer. Do what I need to do so I won’t be thrown in jail for contempt. 

But I’ve learned my lesson. An owner of a lonely heart is better than an owner of a broken heart. Too bad I didn’t learn it the first time. 

I’ll talk to the lawyers, I’ll talk to the judge and jury. I’ll do the right thing.

But, Tony? He can talk to the hand.

Chapter Ten: Tony.

A few days later.

If my bed were a tile floor, my phone would have cracked from the force with which I throw it onto the mattress. For the past five days, I have called Rachel several times a day at times when the United States would have been in daylight. For the past two, when I’ve called, I’ve heard a message telling me that she hasn’t set up her voice mail.

A brief Internet search confirmed my fear: she has blocked my number. 

My e-mail messages to her have been returned to me since three days ago, she’s ignored the few times I’ve tried to contact her from her blog, and my comments on her blog posts no longer show up. 

I undress and get into bed, slamming the phone unnecessarily hard onto the top of the nightstand, but sleep is a long time in coming. I meant to warn her of the impending subpoena well in advance of her receiving it, but my American lawyer, Richard Denton, had it delivered to her a week earlier than he’d originally told me he was going to have it delivered. 

I want to explain the mix-up to Rachel, tell her I’m sorry, tell her that we can even withdraw her from the trial if she doesn’t want to participate, but how can I when she’s cut off all communication with me?

I lift my head up slightly, fluff the pillow, turn onto my side. As if changing positions is going to stop the constant stream of thoughts and images flooding my mind. Images such as Rachel on my computer screen during our last Skype call, smiling and laughing when I told her the story of when I was playing outside a café in my early, pre-fame days and someone’s Irish Setter came up to me and began howling along when I sang. When I stopped and was only playing my guitar, she would stop howling, but when I began singing again, she would start howling.

Ironically, that evening I’d made the most money I ever had from a café gig. Most of the audience had found it hilarious.

The next image of Rachel is a face full of sorrow. On that same call, she’d told me about how her older brother, Nick, had died from alcohol poisoning as a freshman in college. He’d only ever drunk small amounts of alcohol before, but as part of an initiation into a fraternity, he was challenged to drink an entire bottle of wine as quickly as he could. 

She told me the story to explain why she doesn’t touch alcohol, hinting that she wouldn’t shudder so much at the thought of the European custom of drinking wine with meals if only it were the low-alcohol kind. Though I drink only one glass per day, the next day I had Danita buy a few bottles of non-alcoholic wine, and have only drunk it since. 

Whatever her mood, whatever the expression on her face, each picture of Rachel that forms in my head makes my heart swell. My mother told me I need to slow down, that she doesn’t want to see my heart broken again. I’d assured her that this time, it was real, and would all work out. 

Now, I’m not so sure. 

I understand that Rachel would be angry, receiving a subpoena out of nowhere. I understand that she doesn’t want to end up on the cover of a magazine as Julio Estrella’s latest mistress. But I’ve already told her that the tabloids have learned not to mess with my private life. And being associated with me only as a witness in the lawsuit will probably bring her a bit more than fifteen minutes of fame, but a couple weeks afterward, the world will have forgotten her name and her face. 

She’s far from being the only anti-spotlight person in the world who has had to deal with the brightness of temporary fame. She must know that. So her behavior, her shutting me out, frustrates me. More, distresses me. Because I really believed she was the one. And if she is, and she eventually lets me back into her life, how will her fear impact our relationship going forward? Will it lead to more and more tension between us? Lead to her giving me an ultimatum?

I finally doze off around two a.m., feeling like I didn’t get a single wink of sleep when I wake up at eight. 

I must look it, too, because when I walk into the studio later that day Edgar greets me with, “Hombre, you look terrible.”

“Gracias,” is my dry reply as I start opening my guitar case. 

He puts an arm around my shoulder. “You know, the guys and I were talking, and, well, we could all afford to take a week off if you need some time.” He winks at me. “This lawsuit isn’t doing anything for your good looks.”

The offer is tempting. Normally, when I’m under the amount of stress this situation is causing, I’ll take all the alone time I can get. But I need a distraction from Rachel. And though every love song I play and sing puts her into my mind, when I’m with my band I’m forced to concentrate on them, to “talk shop” with them, as Americans say. As it is, the few hours I’m spending at home every day are driving me crazy.

I stretch my lips into a small smile. “Thank you, but no. Jamming with my friends helps me keep my mind off the whole fiasco.”

Of course, none of them knows about Rachel. Yet. So I can’t tell them the real reason for my sleeplessness.

Back when I first got a recording contract, I considered buying a house with enough space to have a recording studio. And figuring out and recording the guitar and keyboard parts myself, only bringing in a drummer, and using a band only for live performances. A lot of solo artists have done that, and still do it. But at times like these, I’m glad I decided not to produce music that way. I don’t make quite as much money as I could, but having to write music and record with other musicians gives me just the right amount of human contact I need to not feel alone and isolated.

All that, plus the fact that I have no idea how many days the lawsuit is going to force me away from my work. I have deadlines and commitments. So I want to do what I can before I’m forced to return to the U. S.

Our session goes well considering my lack of sleep, but as we come to a stopping point, I start to wonder whether I should bother trying to contact Rachel one more time. I might have debated with myself about it all the way home, except a few minutes into my drive, I receive a text from Danita. This is not good, it says, followed by a link to some website. 

My stomach drops. It has to be some kind of gossip. If it was related to the business, Danita would come right out and tell me what was going on, who I had to call and by when. And if it was the regular kind of gossip, such as Julio Estrella being seen having an intimate conversation in a restaurant with so-and-so celebrity, Danita wouldn’t even give it a second look. So it must be serious. 

My first thought is that the family who is suing me has conjured up more crazy accusations and decided to tell the media about them. If they have, they are in for a counter-suit. 

My next idea crashes into that one, sending it flying. My chest squeezes as my heart starts pounding. I hope like I’ve never hoped before that I’m wrong. 

I want to pull over and click on the link right now, but if I do, someone could get close enough to my car to look through my window and recognize me. So I wait until I’m out of the city limits before finding an unpopulated place to pull over. By then, the not knowing is pushing down on me like a two-ton weight. 

I pick up my phone and tap the link. A web page loads. I groan. My stomach clenches as my fear manifests itself in front of my eyes. 

It’s a photo that, by the look of the page, is the latest front cover of an American gossip magazine. The photo is actually two pictures pasted into one. The first is of me with Rachel in my arms, her face turned against my chest. The second is of the back of Rachel, walking inside what looks to be the hotel where I stayed when Danita took me to that vegan festival. 

That photo sends a chill down my spine. Whoever took the picture had followed us from the festival and into the hotel where I took Rachel after she fell. Randy had assured me that no one had followed us. And no one had appeared to see us enter the back of the hotel. 

For all my caution, I failed to keep my location a secret. 

But that’s not the worst of it. While probably no one Rachel knows would recognize her in either photo, she will see it. And she will see the headline. 

Is Julio Estrella sleeping with the key witness for his upcoming trial?

And she won’t want anything more to do with me, ever. 

Tossing the phone back onto the seat, I bow my face into both hands to muffle the cry that begins in my gut, wrenches up into my throat, and bursts out of my mouth. Because if I’m right about how she will react to this, I will be miserable for the rest of my life. 

Because in that moment, I know. I know.

The intense protectiveness I felt for her as I’d carried her into the rental van that day, the joy and warmth that spread through me when she agreed to give us a try a few days later, the ache in both my arms and my heart every time I’ve called her, the connection between us that has felt stronger with every communication...all the feelings and memories swell inside me until there is room for no other thought but one.

I love Rachel Polowsky. And there will never be another woman for me. 

Chapter Eleven: Rachel.

“Girl, you feelin’ all right? You don’t look so good.” Jackie, one of the assistant managers of the health food store where I’m setting up for a demonstration, leans her mocha-toned face down to me with a frown. 

I give her a weary smile. “I’ll be fine,” is all I’m willing to say.

Though I’m well-acquainted with Jackie after having done several demonstrations in this store in Cleveland during the past couple of years, I’m not about to tell her why I’m so upset. I’m not even sure why I’m upset. I mean, in the beginning, I’d hoped Tony’s interest in me would just fade away and I could return to real life. My single life. My single, simple life. And now I’ve found a perfect reason to ditch him, a reason he should understand. 

So, I shouldn’t be upset. My heart shouldn’t feel like it’s slowly tearing in two. My lungs shouldn’t contract every time I think of him. It makes no sense. We’ve only known each other a couple of months, and for those two months we’ve only seen each other live and in person twice, at the beginning. A few phone calls during the week and some e-mail exchanges shouldn’t result in growing feelings or an ever-strengthening bond. 

Or so I keep telling myself. And every time, a voice at the back of my head reminds my inner skeptic of all the people who have fallen in love simply by exchanging e-mails for a few months. 

Jackie straightens, but her frown deepens. “You got man troubles?” she whispers.

Good thing I have blenders to unpack. It gives me a reason to suddenly bend over to hide my telltale blush. I forage around in my brain for a response that wouldn’t be a lie. Because remember, I can’t lie. 

I grab a personal-sized blender at the same time my mind snags onto a truthful response that could vaguely represent the whole surprise subpoena debacle. “A friend kind of betrayed me.” I stand up and set the blender down, slanting a swift glance toward Jackie before reaching down for another appliance. 

“Girl.” She stretches out the word, giving a sympathetic click at the end of it. “I hear ya there. I get it.”

For a few seconds, I’m afraid she’s going to hang around and dig for details. But then a store associate approaches her with a question, and Jackie excuses herself and walks off with the other woman. 

I breathe a sigh of relief. And when she doesn’t broach the topic again the few times she comes by in the next couple of hours to see if I need anything, I breathe a prayer of thanks. It’s the one prayer I manage these days. Occasionally. 

Still, by lunchtime I feel like I’ve swallowed a boulder. I can’t pour my smoothie samples into those tiny cups without remembering the day I met Tony. Recalling the feel of his skin brushing mine. Which immediately reminds me of the wonderful feeling of his arms around me after my fall, and the tender embrace we shared when we last parted ways. 

And when I relive all those wonderful sensations, I remember the subpoena. And the anger over it stirs up all over again. The conflicting emotions tangle into a hard knot in my gut, until I not only don’t want to look at another smoothie, but also can’t bear the thought of putting a single bite of food into my mouth. 

But I’m supposed to take an hour for lunch, per company regulations, so at one o’clock I alert Jackie. She finds an associate to keep an eye on my merchandise, and I head into the back of the store where the employee break room is. 

Some days, I’ll use the time to exercise. But it’s chilly out today and I don’t feel like driving to the mall. I have my Kindle in the same canvas bag that contains romaine lettuce leaves, almond butter, and cucumber slices. The way I’m feeling, I’ll probably just nibble at a cucumber slice spread with a little bit of the nut butter while I read. If the boulder in my belly dissolves later, I can always sneak some smoothie or a few extra cucumber “sandwiches” while I hock my wares.

The saving grace of the cluttered break room is that it’s warmer than the rest of the store. So before sitting down, I shed the blazer I’ve been wearing over my sweater all morning, hanging it on the back of the chair. 

Two store associates are seated at the other end of the six-foot long table. The middle-aged man and younger woman give me polite smiles when I walk in, but return to a rather animated conversation about the upcoming football season as I sit down. There’s one place where Tony and I part ways. Like a proper Spaniard, he’s an avid soccer fan. I couldn’t care less about sports, not even the all-American baseball. Then I realize I never asked him if he follows American sports at all. Which is odd, because after two months, shouldn’t that question have come up? I knew about Devon’s obsession with basketball by our second date.

I give my head a quick shake. What am I doing, thinking about Devon? For that matter, why am I continuing to think about Tony? At this rate, I won’t eat for the next three days. 

In fact, in that moment I decide to ignore my lunch as fully as the health food store employees are ignoring me, and just try to immerse myself in a good book. I read plenty of fiction, but this one is a motivational book about how to make money with your passion without losing your passion for your passion. I heard an Internet business podcaster recommend it, and thought I should give it a try. I don’t want to end up burned out from teaching others about healthy and natural living just because I’m trying to turn it into a full-time income. 

But no matter how hard I try to concentrate, the words on the screen refuse to penetrate my brain. I’ve been sitting there for about ten minutes, struggling against errant thoughts about Tony, when the two employees leave. No one else has come in, so my gaze idly strays to a magazine somebody left at the other end of the table. 

I do a double take. No. The magazine is too far away for me to clearly make out the face. I’m only seeing what I think I’m seeing because I can’t get Tony off my mind. 

Nevertheless, my heart starts to beat against my ribs and my mouth turns dry. I get up and move to where the magazine lies. It is. It is what I thought. That same photo of Tony holding me after I fell that circulated the Internet right after it happened. 

I could handle that, except for the other picture. And the headline. My stomach turns over. Someone took a picture of me at the hotel? Who...? How...?

Tony lied. He can’t keep me safe. He can’t. And the headline. I drop into the nearest chair, my breath coming in short gasps.  According to Tony’s lawyer, subpoenaed witnesses are on public record. I asked. So anyone who wants to, can find out who Julio Estrella’s “key witness” is.

The key witness who might be, according to the headline, sharing Julio’s bed. 

Does Tony know about this? Will he do anything to squash the rumor? Would it matter? Because millions of people are going to see this headline, and many of them wouldn’t see a retraction. Or whatever Danita might put out on social media. 

People like Jackie. Like the employees who just left this room.

My parents. 

The room starts spinning, and I drop my head into my crossed arms on the table. I force deep, slow breaths to quell the nausea. In, out. In, out. 

I want to call Tony and scream at him. Tell him this is all his fault. In a weird twist of psychological phenomenon, the idea of hearing his voice sends waves of longing and sorrow through me. 

Meaning that I’m weakening. I can’t. Can’t cave. Can’t let myself think that getting back together with him is a good thing. Can’t let him think that I’m thinking about him. That I’m wanting him to help me. To do something.

To hold me. 

Can’t. 

No.

Nuh, uh.

If I ever so much as send Tony a text ever again, it will be a miracle.  

Chapter Twelve: Tony.

Mid-October. Day 1 of the trial.

“Mr. Estrella, would you have settled out of court if you weren’t famous?”

“Mr. Estrella, is it true that Pamela Kratky offered to drop the suit in exchange for a night in your bed?”

“Mr. Estrella, is it true that you’ve been having an affair with that key witness?”

No, no, and don’t I wish are the answers that fly into my head as quickly as the rapid-fire questions attack me from all sides. 

With Danita on my heels, I hurry up the courthouse steps, flanked by four bodyguards and six police officers. It takes that many people to protect me from the reporters pressing in as close to our group as they dare, as well as the mob of several hundred fans being barely held back by a flimsy barricade monitored by another half dozen or so police officers.

Apparently, the press conference I held here in Indianapolis yesterday morning wasn’t sufficient to satisfy everyone’s curiosity. The question about Pamela Kratky, the mother of Crazy Windshield Girl, as Danita and I have come to not-so-affectionately refer to her, comes from a statement Ms. Kratky made on social media. She as much admitted that if she dared extort me in that way, she would. 

As is my habit, I refused to answer any questions regarding my love life, other than to provide the answer I always give, regardless of the circumstances: my private life is private, and I do my best to keep it that way. Even if my love life has gone into hibernation.

My chest squeezes. Of course, my being involved with my key witness wouldn’t look good to any judge or jury, so I suppose it’s just as well that Rachel cut off all communication with me back in August when she was served her subpoena. 

And then when that tabloid came out with that article, that photo on the cover...Danita did the best she could to crush the rumor, and I even made a video with my lawyer where I denied the rumor and he announced that the magazine would be in for a lawsuit unless they wrote a retraction. Since Rachel wasn’t accepting any communication from me, I asked Richard to call her on my behalf and tell her that I desperately wanted to talk to her about the situation, that I was doing what I could to make things right. 

He told me that she’d told him that there was nothing to talk about, and hung up. 

And my heart had shattered. 

The only glimmer of hope I have for our relationship is that she has taken every single call from Richard Denton and showed up on time for his meeting with her last month. “Cold but cooperative” was how he described her after that meeting. And when he asked her, reluctantly but per my request, if she wanted him to withdraw her from the trial, she stated that she was willing to do her part to see justice served, as long as she could get as much protection from the paparazzi as possible at the trial.

That last bit had been directed toward me, and the day she’s scheduled to show up at court, I’ll make sure she arrives and leaves the courthouse as incognito as possible. Danita has it all arranged already. I may even have a chance to explain the mix-up, to apologize for everything, to beg for another chance.

Because as urgently as I need her testimony for this trial, I more urgently want her back in my life. The past six weeks have been the most miserable I’ve ever experienced. We’ve had to postpone tour dates, cancel band rehearsals, deal with a never-ending flood of legal meetings and media phone calls.

But none of those things have compared to the hollow ache in the middle of my chest. Six weeks without so much as a one-word text from the woman I know, without a doubt, is my soul mate.

**********
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“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, this courtroom will remain peaceful and in order. If it does not, I will clear it and keep it cleared for the remainder of the trial.” The gray-haired judge glares around the space packed with a mix of paparazzi and fans, and what few voices were still audible when the bailiff asked everyone to rise have fallen silent. “Young people, Mr. Estrella is not here to sign autographs, provide photo opportunities, or to acquire your Instagram handle. Anyone found harassing the defendant in such a manner will be dismissed from this courtroom and not allowed back in for the endurance of this trial.” 

I let out a breath. At least the judge has some sympathy for my situation.

She lowers her glasses down her nose, her frown deepening as her glare seems to pinpoint someone in the back. “Neither is he here to give interviews or provide fodder for whatever sensationalist gossip magazine or website you might run.” She points a long, manicured finger toward the rows of people seated behind me and my lawyer. “And if at any point in the future, near or far, I am made aware of any website or print articles, or social media posts, that defame me, the plaintiff, the defendant, the bailiff, the recorder, anyone at all involved in this trial, regarding this trial, be advised that this court will consider any such publication as contempt and the initiator of such ill-conceived garbage will pay his or her dues.” 

Tension crackles on all sides as Judge Stoner sweeps her glare around the room. It lands finally on James Snyder, the attorney for the plaintiff. Her long, crooked finger goes out again. “And you, Mr. Snyder. Behave yourself.”

I exchange a glance with Richard, biting my cheek to prevent a smile. Richard has informed me that Snyder has a reputation for taking on borderline frivolous cases, as well as making underhanded attempts to improve his chances of winning. I slant my eyes toward Snyder to see if he’s squirming. He’s sitting perfectly still with a placid smile on his face. He’s also blocking my view of Windshield Girl, A.K.A. Patricia Kratky, but I wonder how she feels about having her lawyer admonished before the trial has even begun. Then again, she’s only sixteen, and if she inherited her parents’ genes for intelligence, she may not have enough brain cells to realize the implication of the judge’s warning.

Guilt pricks my conscience. Being only sixteen years old, more likely than not, she’s a mere pawn for her parents’ greed in this case. I shouldn’t hold their sins against her.

Richard and Snyder give their opening statements. Here, Snyder already has me struggling to maintain the calm demeanor Richard instructed me to hold no matter what is said, with Snyder’s subtle implications that I am no better than a common criminal.

It gets worse when he begins to call witnesses, the first one being a girl in her late teens who allegedly witnessed me getting out of the van to help Rachel. I’ve heard of people being unable to remember details of a crime, but her story is ridiculous. A complete and utter lie. She claims that I pulled Patricia off the hood of the van and when she grabbed at me, I pulled one of her hands backward until I broke a finger. She stammers as she speaks, keeping her eyes riveted to Snyder’s feet and sounding like she’s about to burst into tears any second.

But I feel no sympathy. Instead, horror streaks down my spine even as anger burns in my gut. I write on Richard’s yellow pad, “She is lying.” Richard writes back, “I definitely smell a rat.”

On the cross-examination, Richard reminds the girl that she could go to jail if it were discovered that she was lying under oath, but that he was sure the court would be lenient if she were willing to make restitution by telling the absolute truth right now.

The wide-eyed look she throws at Snyder tells me all I need to know. Richard’s right; the man is a slimeball.

The girl then goes on to backpedal, saying that now that she thinks about it, Julio Estrella was kneeling next to the girl on the ground when Patricia jumped on top of him from the van, knocking him over. Halfway through, the tears start flowing, but she manages not to break down sobbing.

When the judge releases the witness, Snyder, his face pale, requests a recess. 

“Request denied,” Judge Stoner said, her expression perfectly matching her name. “Call your next witness.”

I stifle a laugh. Nothing like knowing that the judge is predisposed to your side of the story. Or, at least, realizes that the opposing attorney is a jerk and is determined to do everything in her power to reduce the impact of his unethical ways. 

Snyder shifts his feet, his pale face turning ghostly white. “Your honor, I –"

The judge’s eyes flash fire, growing almost wide enough to meet the rim of her glasses. “According to my notes, you had three witnesses to call today. Call. Your. Next. Witness.” She sits back with a smirk, looking over the rim of her glasses at him. “Or are you afraid Mr. Denton is going to have to reprimand your next witness, as well?”

Snyder stares at her as whispers spread through the room. He gulps. Then, states a name. A bailiff brings in a college-aged woman, who looks at me apologetically from the stand. A fan, no doubt, who’d rather not be taking the Kratky’s side. 

Snyder must not be a complete idiot, because he changes his line of questioning. Still, he manages to make the young lady admit that my brief wrestling match with Patricia could have caused her physical damage. 

When Snyder says, “No more questions, your honor,” the girl’s eyebrows pull together. As if she’s confused. Wondering why the lawyer hasn’t asked a particular question.

Richard counters the young lady’s tenuous memory of what happened on the cross-examination with practiced expertise. Ditto for the third witness.

Throughout the fiasco, my fingers itch to pick up my phone and send a text to Rachel. Then I remember that not only am I not supposed to discuss the case with her until after the trial, but also that she has cut me off. The dismaying realization destroys any good feelings I might otherwise have about the extent to which Snyder is messing up his case. 

At the end of the day, I’m emotionally exhausted.

“In the ideal world,” Richard tells me after nearly everyone else, including Snyder and the Kratkys, have cleared the courtroom, “tomorrow we’ll show up only to find out that Snyder has confessed to paying his witnesses to lie, causing the judge to dismiss the case.”

I lift my eyebrows, hope stirring for the first time in days. “How likely is that to happen?” As soon as I ask the question, I realize I don’t want it to. Because if it does, I won’t see Rachel the day after tomorrow.

Richard reassures me with a scoffing sound. “About as likely as a blizzard on a Pacific beach at the equator.”

Per the judge’s orders, Danita, Richard, and I are escorted out a side exit along with Deshawn and Randy, and the two other local bodyguards who are helping protect me during the day for the duration of the trial. I shake hands with Richard before getting into the Grand Prix. We’re halfway between the courthouse and the hotel when my phone buzzes an incoming text. It can’t be Danita. She’s sitting right next to me. Richard, perhaps? Of course, it could be one of my parents checking in. Danita will no doubt spend an hour or two on the phone tonight, talking to our mother. 

I pull the phone out of my pocket. One glance at the sender, and my heart leaps into my throat. But when I open the text, that fragile organ falls to the floorboard of the car. 

“Tony, what’s wrong?” Danita leans over to look at the screen. With a gasp, her gaze slams into mine. She is as horrified as I am.

I text back, How?

The reply comes back not twenty seconds later, Contact form on my blog.

Danita snatches my phone, does a quick series of swipes and taps, then puts the phone to her ear. “No, it’s Danita. You have Richard Denton’s number, right?” A pause. “Call him right now. Tell him exactly what the e-mail says.” She gives me a sideways glance. “And if you can’t get a hold of him, call us right back. Call, don’t text. Understand?”

Ending the call, she hands me back my phone, her face twisted in fury. “It looks like the Kratkys are greedier than we thought.”

“What’s going on?” Deshawn demands from the front seat, twisting around with a frown.

I look at him, worry twisting my gut and creasing my brow. “Someone has threatened to kill Rachel if she testifies.”

Chapter Thirteen: Rachel.

This is déjà vu all over again. Only this time, a cop is driving me from Toledo to Indianapolis. A Cleveland police officer, Leanne Lawton, is Tony’s lawyer’s cousin. I guess she owed him a favor, which is why she agreed to be my escort to the city. Mr. Denton didn’t want me going alone, and he wanted me to leave my apartment A.S.A.P., in case someone was watching me. 

So we’re racing down the highway in the dark, aiming to get to Indianapolis by ten-thirty or so. I stare unseeing out the window, my heart thudding dully and my stomach churning, even though I haven’t eaten a thing since my afternoon snack. I want to be angry at Tony about this, but I know none of this would be happening if I’d just gotten in my car as soon as I’d left the building that second day of the VegFest. At least, my part in it wouldn’t be happening.

Besides, I’m too scared to be mad. A hundred times in the past two hours, I’ve thought about calling Joe or Marilyn, but I don’t want them to worry. The threat is probably idle, Mr. Denton told me, a ploy either to keep me from telling the whole truth and nothing but the truth, or to keep me from showing up at the trial altogether. If the lawyer is right and it turns into nothing, then I would be worrying everybody for no reason.

And no way am I going to tell my parents. My mom would have the National Guard descending upon Indianapolis. Besides, they don’t know about Tony. 

Thank goodness. Somehow, the world didn’t get wind that I was the “key witness” in this trial when that tabloid article came out. Likely as not, Tony threw some money around to convince certain people to be quiet.

Tony. What will I do when I see him? What will I say? My heart is divided, half of it wanting to just get through these next few days as stoically as possible, then move on with my quiet life. The other half chides me that if I do, it will be a heartbroken life. It keeps bringing back all the phone calls, the Skype conversations, the e-mails. Reminding me that Tony and I have gotten to know each other well enough to develop strong feelings for each other, feelings that could, with a few real-life encounters, turn into love. 

Tony sent me another text after my reply that the threat had come via e-mail. I miss you. I didn’t reply back, and he hasn’t tried again. I don’t want to hash out over the phone what’s better hashed out in person.

“What happens when we get there?” I ask Leanne, by “there” meaning whatever hotel she’s taking me to. 

She gives me a sideways glance. “I’m supposed to check you in under my name, with my credit card, for two nights.”

I wince. “I don’t have enough cash to –"

She raises her right hand off the steering wheel to stop me. “Rick’s going to reimburse me. Don’t worry.” Putting her hand back on the steering wheel, she continues, “Then I’m supposed to take you to the elevators to meet one of the bodyguards.”

When we finally arrive at the hotel, Leanne walks so close to me that our arms brush together, her head making constant movements around as if reconnoitering the area. Which she probably is. A few inches taller than my five-three frame, and with a much more muscular build, she makes me feel as secure as any bodyguard could.

Once inside, she tells me to text Danita that we’ve arrived. 

Danita. My mouth turns dry. I hadn’t thought about her being here. Now I have not one, but two, chunks of awkward to face. 

I steel myself. I fully expect an Antarctic reception from Danita, and I expect I’ll have to put up my own wall of ice to keep Tony at bay. What I don’t expect is the way Deshawn’s eyes light up when he sees me. A slow, broad smile spreads over his face as Leanne and I approach the elevators, and he meets us halfway, putting a hand on my shoulder and looking down at me with a twinkling gaze. “It’s good to see you again, Miss Polowsky. Sure is.” 

The knot in my stomach loosens a little. It’s a relief to see a familiar face, and his presence might make things a little more comfortable once we get to Tony’s room. 

I introduce him to Leanne, and Deshawn escorts us up to what turns out to be the kind of luxury suite I’d expected Tony to be staying in the first time I ended up in his hotel room. 

Funny. I’m probably the only woman on earth who has been in a hotel room with Julio Estrella, not once, but twice, and both times didn’t want to be there. 

The last fifteen minutes of the drive, I spent mentally coaching myself to remain calm and distant. To remember that however Tony feels about me now, he can and will get over it. And however I thought I’d felt about him, it’s better to forget about it and try to get back to my single, quiet life as soon as I can. 

But as soon as the elevator doors open on the floor where Tony is staying, my body becomes anything but calm. My heart starts pounding, my mouth goes dry, and my legs turn to jelly. My hands start to feel shaky, and I inhale five deep breaths to keep the tremors from spreading. 

Why did I not tell Tony’s lawyer that I didn’t want to be a witness? 

No, as long as we’re time-traveling, why did I go to that stupid vegan festival? I wasn’t going to starve without the extra money. Especially since I ended up barely breaking even. 

At least, not at first. I haven’t been able to figure out if the large purchase that was credited to my name a few weeks later came from the vegan festival or not. Not for sure. But I have a sneaking suspicion about who might have made it. 

I’m not sure why I never asked Tony if he was the culprit. Maybe because at first I was angry, thinking that he’d made the purchases because felt sorry for me being in a below-average tax bracket and wanted to “help” me. Then I considered that maybe he was just being romantic. If he was, I wasn’t sure if he wanted me to realize that he’d been my biggest customer of all time. 

Now, though, the episode could be further confirmation that Tony is a manipulator.

Deshawn waves the keycard over the sensor, the lock clicks, and he turns the knob. I swallow down an unexpected wave of nausea. I come this close to grabbing Deshawn’s arm and demanding he let me and Leanne go down to my room. But I remain silent.

When we step inside the room, I don’t notice the size or the opulence of the space. Not like Leanne, who gives a low whistle from behind me. I notice Danita glaring at me from the dining table. I look away, not wanting to engage in a cat fight, toward Mr. Denton who is rising up off the sofa, the creases in his forehead doubling with worry. Then I notice a door opposite the sofa, which I assume goes to the bedroom, start to open. I cross my arms and will my heart to slow down. 

It doesn’t. In fact, when Tony appears from the room, it not only speeds up, but makes a roller coaster swoop to my feet at the same time. Taking a couple steps toward me, he offers me a tentative smile. “Rachel?”

I yank my gaze away from him, turning my attention instead to the lawyer. I do my best to ignore the sensation of my heart crumbling to pieces as I greet Mr. Denton coolly.

“Come, have a seat.” He gestures toward the table. 

I shake my head. “If this isn’t going to take long, I’d just as soon stand.” 

Out of the corner of my eyes, I see pain crawl across Tony’s face, and for a split second, I want to take an acetylene torch to my steely resolve, run into his arms, and bawl my head off. But I need to break things off between us. And turning into a needy, emotional wreck won’t help.

Denton frowns, but says, “Fine,” and goes on to ask me to rehash the details of the death threat, then tells everyone that we’ll be meeting with the judge early in the morning. “But, Miss Polowsky,” he says to me, “my client and I discussed it, and we don’t think we’ll need your testimony after all.”

My jaw drops to the floor. If I was angry at the situation before, now I feel as if I could run up Mt. Everest, tear a boulder from the top of it, and fling it to the ground hard enough to cause a small earthquake. I snap my jaw shut. Then reply through clenched teeth, “I told you I’d do my part to help. And you told me I was your key witness.”

I turn to Deshawn, who has been standing near me this entire time. “We’ll be in room 215. Come get us when you’re ready to go to the courthouse in the morning.”

A few minutes later, Leanne and I have gone into our room. Nice, but much smaller than Tony’s suite. 

Leanne puts a hand on my shoulder. “I know it’s not my business, but I think you’re crazy.”

“Leave me –"

“How long have you two known each other, anyway? He looked like a man with a broken heart.”

I take a deep breath and step away from her touch. “Could you give me ten minutes alone, please?”

She stares at me, then nods, her expression turning empathetic, as if sensing my inner turmoil, suspecting I need a few minutes to have a meltdown and I don’t want to do it in front of a relative stranger. “I’ll be halfway down the hallway. Open the door and wave at me when you’re ready for me to come back.”

She leaves. The door clicks shut. 

And I throw myself face down onto the nearest bed and burst into gut-wrenching sobs.
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