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Chapter 1
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Ben’s promise was off to a good start. They were greeted on the tarmac at the airport in Las Vegas by another limousine. A large bouquet of stargazer lilies waited on the seat for Rebecca with a card from Ben that read: I like you.

She pressed her face into the petals and declined another glass of champagne. She wanted to keep her head clear so she would remember every detail of what was promising to be a very memorable day. She sat next to him on the seat as they navigated traffic to their accommodations, she took in the sights of the large hotels and their flashy billboards. The city sparkled under the late-morning sun. 

As they reached the Hard Rock Hotel, she paid attention to everything as the driver bypassed the hotel entrance and took a small side street, passing through two sets of security gates and stopping at what Ben told her was the private VIP entrance. He let her slip out of the car before him and gently rested one hand at her waist as he walked with her. Doors opened and hospitable greetings were given to them, Ben guided her toward a desk in an intimate reception area. 

“Good morning.” The woman behind the desk smiled as she glanced at the clock on the wall to see it had just hit the noon hour. “Pardon me. Good afternoon, Mr. Anderson.” She nodded at Rebecca. “Ms. Black. I hope you had a nice flight.”  

“Smooth as can be,” Ben assured her.

“Glad to hear it.” She handed him two plastic cards. “These are the keys to your suite. Your luggage will be taken care of.” She reached for Rebecca’s flowers. “We’ll make sure these are put into some water for you.” She glanced at her computer to confirm a time. “The limo will take you to your appointment at Nordstrom, and your restaurant reservations have been made.” 

“What restaurant?” Rebecca asked. 

“You’ll see.” Ben gave a nod of thanks to the woman behind the desk and placed a hand on Rebecca’s elbow.

“Nordstrom?” Rebecca questioned as she walked with Ben.

“Sorry. That’s for me. I hope you don’t mind.”  

“Not at all. More Ferragamo ties come in?” she teased. 

“Perhaps,” he said evasively, waiting while she got back in the limo. 

“Why didn’t we go into the suite yet?”

“I wanted to check in and have them get our luggage. You’ll see the suite when we return.” 

After another smooth limo ride, Rebecca followed Ben through the high-end department store, impressed that he seemed to know where he was going. 

“Have you shopped at this location before?” Her step faltered as she did a double-take at a mannequin wearing a lovely cashmere sweater in the perfect shade of baby blue. Trailing her hand down the sleeve, she discreetly peeked at the price tag, her eyes widened at the cost of the garment as she sighed wistfully. 

Ben linked his fingers with hers, the look of want in her eyes wasn’t lost on him. He made a mental note of the sweater as he led the way. “Maybe once or twice.”

“Do you shop anywhere else?” 

“Why would I?” He looked around the store. “They’ve got everything I need here and their service is impeccable. Plus, with the personal shopping service, it takes a lot of pressure off. They know what I like, my sizes and my budget, so it’s always easy. Here we are.” 

“Hello, Mr. Anderson!” An attractive older woman with stylish short brown hair greeted him. She held her hands out to Ben and gave him a friendly squeeze. “It’s been awhile, hasn’t it?” 

“Hello, Linda. It has been awhile. How are you? How’s your family?” 

“We’re all fantastic, thank you for asking.” She turned her friendly gaze to Rebecca. “This must be Ms. Black,” she said and greeted Rebecca with an efficient handshake. “Nice to meet you.” She gestured for them to follow her. “Right this way, we’ll start with your suits, Ben.” 

“Why does she know my name?” Rebecca whispered as she followed. 

“The other half, Rebecca,” he said softly. “The other half. Are you hungry?” he asked and addressed the saleswoman as Rebecca nodded. “Can we get a café menu?” He grinned when halfway through his request, Linda had placed one in his hands. 

“I figured with the timing of your appointment, you two might be hungry. You can eat while you shop.” 

“You’re good,” Ben praised. He set the menu on a chair as he approached the rolling rack of suits with Rebecca. 

“Oh, Ben,” she breathed, as she ran her fingers over the fine materials. “These are great. How do you choose?” Not giving him a chance to respond, she picked up a charcoal grey suit with a subtle stripe. “This one, you should definitely get this one.” 

“She has good taste,” Linda complimented. She selected a tie from a display table and draped it over the lapel of the suit. “This is the Burberry I was telling you about.” 

“I like that one, I’ll take it.” 

“Without even trying it on?” Rebecca inquired. 

“I know it will fit, and they have my measurements. The Prada?” he asked Linda. 

“Ooh, Prada,” Rebecca sighed appreciatively and felt the sleeve of the suit in question. Her mouth gaped when she glanced at the price tag. “Holy shit, Ben,” she whispered. 

“Stop looking at the price tags, it kills the mood,” he advised and chuckled. 

“But, Ben,” she protested. 

“The Burberry and the Prada are the two most expensive ones, the others she brought me are standard staples that are reasonably priced. This won’t take me long, why don’t you look through the menu and see what you want?” 

While Rebecca looked at the lunch menu and read items out loud for Ben to choose, he perused the rest of the suits. He decided on a few more along with shirts, shoes, a new set of cufflinks, and of course, Ferragamo ties. Rebecca told Linda what they wanted for lunch and helped Ben decide between two ties while their order was called in. She rolled her eyes when he went ahead and got them both since he couldn’t make up his mind. 

“That should hold me for a bit.” He sat down next to Rebecca, his eyes sparkling with mischief. 

“I should hope so,” she drawled. “You just dropped a small fortune there. But, I know you’ll look very handsome in your new wardrobe.” She accepted a glass of wine from Linda, waited while Ben accepted one as well and sipped the cool chardonnay. “Why did we order lunch to be brought here? Shouldn’t we go eat in the café, or is there more?” 

“There’s more.” Ben stood up and spoke quietly to Linda then returned to his seat next to Rebecca. 

“I thought you were done?” 

“I am done.” Ben paused while three rolling racks were brought in, along with a cart filled with shoes and accessories. He leaned over and kissed Rebecca, smiling at her look of utter confusion. “I’m done,” he said succinctly. “You’re not.” 

She moved her head back and forth with sharp movements between Ben and the clothing. Her heart raced while in her head she could have sworn she heard angels sing. “What?” The word came out in a breathy whoosh, her hands trembled as she set her wine aside. 

“Don’t look at the price tags, Rebecca Louise, it kills the mood.” 

“Ben.” She stood up, her knees were shaky while she stared at the rolling racks and glanced at the shoes. Were those Manolo Blahnik? Oh, my! “Ben,” she said again, vaguely aware of his soft laughter behind her. 

“You’ll have to forgive her,” Ben said to Linda. “She says my name a lot when she’s flustered.” 

He watched as she approached the first rolling rack and trailed her hands along the soft materials. She shifted hangers apart to get a better look at a blouse, held up a dress to admire and appreciated the cut of a swimsuit and realized suddenly that she forgot to pack one. Walking to the accessories cart, she sighed audibly over a Michele watch, slipped it on her wrist and tested its weight. Her head snapped up when one more rack was brought in with filmy robes and chemises along with bra and panty sets from the lingerie department. 

“I feel like I’m dreaming,” she said softly and turned to Ben as her eyes filled with tears. “This is every woman’s dream. Well, every woman I know, anyway. Ben...” She took the watch off and set it aside, taking Ben’s wine out of his hand for a sip. “Why?” 

“I told you I was going to show you how the other half lives,” he said simply. “And because I want to spoil you.” 

“Wow.” She let out a tremulous giggle. Her eyes quickly sized up the situation, her nerves took over. “I can’t believe this, I mean, this doesn’t feel real. This is like what you see in movies, this doesn’t happen in real life. It’s like that scene in Pretty Woman, wait!” She took a quick step back and leaned toward him, her voice hushed. “This isn’t your subtle way of telling me you think I’m a prostitute, is it?” 

“What?” Ben let out a laugh. “You’re getting way off track here.”

She suddenly got quiet, shook her head, and forced herself back to reality. “I can’t let you do this. This is too over the top.”

“You said you would let me spoil you.”

“I know! But, I thought maybe that meant a trip to Tiffany.”

“I was planning on that after this, before we go to dinner.” He grabbed her hand and kissed the tips of her fingers. “Rebecca,” he started, then turned as Linda brought one more item to the room. 

“Mr. Anderson thought this would be pretty on you.” 

“Oh, Ben,” Rebecca sighed as Linda hung the blue cashmere sweater on the rack. “I just... I don’t know.” 

Ben glanced at Linda and another saleswoman who was assisting her. “Would you give us a minute?” 

“Of course.” Linda nodded and smiled between them as she and her co-worker stepped out of the room to give them privacy. She recognized Rebecca’s hesitation, but had no doubt in her mind Ben Anderson would bring her around. She had been working with Ben on and off over the years and always wondered why there was no one special in his life. He was handsome, successful, and charming. If she wasn’t married for thirty years now to her high school sweetheart, she’d find a way to snap him up. He was more than a catch in her eyes. He was damn near perfect and just knowing Rebecca in the brief time she had, she could easily see that Rebecca was perfect for him. 

Ben waited until they were alone. He stepped close to Rebecca and held onto her hand. “Honey, let me do this for you.” 

“I... um... wow...” she stammered. She wanted to say yes, she truly did. But, how did one accept such a gift? 

Ben tipped her chin up with his fingers and forced her to look into his eyes. “I’m going to risk sounding like an arrogant jerk here when I say, I make a lot of money, Rebecca.” 

“I know you do, I work for you, remember?” 

“You work with me,” he corrected. “You’ve made the bank deposits and you’ve seen the statements. I make a lot of money, and I’m the only person I have to spend it on.”

“You just dropped a ton on yourself, why spend more on me?” 

“Because I want to. I like buying things for myself, but it gets a little boring sometimes. I finally have someone I can spend it on. Let me do this. Let me spoil you.” 

“Are you sure you want to start this?” Her tone lightened just enough to let Ben know he had her where he wanted her. “What if I expect this all the time now?” 

“Then I’ll have to push Heart & Soul to work more,” he said with a grin. “Are you going to let me do this?” 

“I don’t want to take more than this. This will be enough.”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “Tiffany, then dinner.”

“Ben,” she huffed. 

“Rebecca.” His face lit with affection as he toyed with her silver heart necklace. “I want to add to this collection.” 

They both turned when Linda reappeared with her assistant. “Ben?” she questioned. “Are we ready?” 

“I don’t know,” he replied and looked to Rebecca for the answer. “Are we ready?” 

Linda took a chance, stepped close to Rebecca, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Let him treat you like a princess and enjoy every minute. He’s been planning this for weeks.” 

A soft gasp escaped Rebecca’s lips as she looked at Ben. “You have?” 

“Yes.” He nodded and gave her a pained look. “Are you going to ruin it for me?” 

“No,” she responded, her voice soft and shy. 

“Alright, then.” He gave Linda his assent. “Let’s get this started.” He gave Rebecca a stern look while he sat down and picked up his wine glass. “Go ahead, Linda. And Rebecca, don’t look at the price tags.” 

Linda stepped up to the challenge and smiled at Rebecca. “I know you’ve shopped with Yolanda at another location, so I’ve contacted her and I’ve gotten your sizes and your preferences. Let me know if there’s anything you don’t see here, I’m sure we can find it. Your lunch should be here soon, you can nibble as you shop. Relax, and get ready to have some fun!” 

And have some fun, she did! Rebecca gave in and let them fuss over her. She tried on outfits and modeled them for Ben while he either nodded his approval or gave her subtle shakes of his head. He sat back, enjoying her reaction to being spoiled as he witnessed her hesitation quickly melt away and excitement overcome her. 

Lunch was served while different items were brought in. Rebecca relaxed and enjoyed the experience for what it was. There was so much to see and to try on! The labels, and the fabrics, and the cuts of the designer pieces had her giddy with excitement. All of them fit her perfectly. Linda and her associate gave constant compliments to Rebecca’s figure. There was an indulgent visit from the beauty department where she found herself matched with colors from high-end brands like Dior and Chanel, along with all her skincare needs from Lancôme. 

Hours went by and at the end of it all, Rebecca had everything from professional work outfits to casual outfits, a few cocktail dresses, and new workout clothes. Added were pieces the saleswomen insisted she needed to attend Heart & Soul concerts, along with new handbags, shoes, statement jewelry pieces and fragrances and cosmetics Rebecca never knew she needed. 

“Wow,” she breathed as she looked at everything being packed up in shopping and garment bags, shaking her head on the amount of money the excursion must have cost. She watched as Linda discreetly passed a receipt to Ben. He signed it then she slipped it into an envelope and handed it back to him. “You’re not going to let me see that, are you?” she asked and pointed to the receipt. 

“Hell no,” he replied as he slipped the envelope into the breast pocket of his suit jacket. He shook Linda’s and her assistant’s hand, knowing he made their day, and quite possibly their month with a large commission. 

“How are we going to carry all that out to the limo?” Rebecca asked. Her eyes widened as the bags piled up, and she mumbled under her breath. “I can’t believe I let you do that.” 

Ben turned to her. “I’m thrilled you let me do that. I enjoyed that as much as it looked like you did. Did you have fun, honey?” 

She nodded, unable to hold back a grin. “That was so much fun, Ben, thank you.”

“It’s not over yet,” he said as he slid his arm around her shoulders and led her out of the store. 

“But...” She pointed behind them. “What about the bags, are we coming back for those?” 

He shook his head and kept his arm around her shoulders. Pulling her close as they walked through the shopping center, he gave her a kiss on the forehead. “They’ll be delivered to our suite because-”

“That’s how the other half lives,” she finished for him. Reaching up to his hand that draped over her shoulder, she linked her fingers with his and rested her head against his arm. “Is it really like this?” 

“At times, it is. And, at other times, it’s lonely and isolating for them because there’s no privacy. It’s not always glamorous.” He kept an even pace, Rebecca kept up with him as he sidestepped a group of women with white satin sashes announcing a bachelorette party. He smiled with Rebecca at their loud cackles and giggles, all of them clearly tipsy and having an enjoyable time. Ben continued his thought. “You know what it’s like to be on the cover of a tabloid now, and everyone back home is talking about you. Imagine if the entire nation was talking about you. Nothing you do is private. So, while you get to enjoy the perks of celebrity with the money and lifestyle, you don’t have to endure the invasion of privacy. Just like your sister said, some people make quite a living by being seen. If you really wanted to, you could become a household name by continuously being seen with Alex and Mona.” 

“No thank you. I don’t want any kind of publicity and I’ll earn my living the honest way, not by hanging out with celebrities.” 

“I agree with you. I didn’t get in this for fame. I got into it for my love of business, and the money hasn’t hurt. See that kid over there, and his friends?” He pointed toward a group of twenty-something guys. “They’re all wearing Heart & Soul shirts that have been released for early sale. They have no idea that the man walking past them, that would be me by the way, is the man responsible for making Heart & Soul famous. Sure, the band is talented as hell, but without someone who knows business and how to work deals, they wouldn’t be where they are. Being anonymous can be a good thing. If Alex and Mona, or God help me, Slater and Alex together, tried to come here to shop, they would have mobs of people bothering them for autographs and pictures, or just following them and staring. They have fame and money, but they can’t go in public unless they’re prepared for the reaction. I manage one of the most famous rock bands of all time, and I can go grocery shopping and buy toothpaste without the brand I buy being splashed all over the news. I can come to Las Vegas and take the woman I-.”

“Don’t say it, Ben,” Rebecca giggled, shaking her head. 

“The woman I like, I was going to say like.” He slid his arm from her shoulders and let his hand settle on her back as they reached their destination. “I can come to Las Vegas and take the woman I like to Nordstrom and Tiffany.” He stopped at the entrance to the jewelry store and held the door open for her. “And none of this will make the evening news.” 

Rebecca indulged in a dreamy sigh as they stepped into the store. Plush carpet, sparkling display cases, and soft music greeted them, as did a salesman as he made eye contact with Ben. 

“Hello, Mr. Anderson.” 

“Wait.” Rebecca placed her hand on his arm, stopping him while the salesman waited for them. “How does he know you? Even if you arranged an appointment.” She looked at her watch. “It’s an odd time. And we spent hours in Nordstrom, do they know you here, too? And, if they do, how do they know you? You can’t be this much of a regular at Tiffany. I understand Nordstrom, but not Tiffany.” All the questions running through her head were overwhelming, but the biggest question of all remained prominent: was he too good to be true?

“Would you please relax and enjoy this for what it is?” 

“I’m sorry. This doesn’t seem real, Ben.” 

“Well, it is real. I made a tentative appointment, and as we were leaving Nordstrom, I asked Linda to place a call here and tell them we were on our way. Relax.” He held onto her hand as they walked toward the man waiting for them. “This won’t take as long as our other appointment, and from here we’ll go to dinner.”

“Where’s dinner?” 

“So many questions,” Ben teased, acknowledging the man with a nod. 

“We have a private consultation room set up for you, right this way please.” 

“A private room?” Rebecca whispered. Her eyes scanned the sparkles from the glass cases. She expected to wake up at any moment, there was no way this could be real. 

“Have a seat,” the man offered. He extended his hand and introduced himself. “I’m Steven, I’m happy to assist you with anything today. Would you like something to drink?” 

“Water, please,” Rebecca requested. She took a seat in a soft white leather chair as Ben sat next to her. 

“Certainly.” Steven placed a black velvet pad on the glass case in front of them with exquisite pieces of jewelry on display. “I’ll get that for you. In the meantime, Mr. Anderson requested bracelets and earrings for you to view. I’ll be right back.” 

“Don’t you freeze up on me,” Ben warned, when Rebecca laced her fingers together and placed them in her lap. 

She was quiet as she looked at the jewelry in front of her and leaned forward as she studied diamonds sparkling before her. “There are no price tags,” she said quietly, then let out a yelp when Ben pinched her arm. “Ouch! What was that for?” 

“To let you know I’m real and to let you know you’re not dreaming. You’re withdrawing from me. Inside you’re rambling, telling yourself all the reasons why you can’t accept this and that none of it is real and I’m too good to be true, and surely I’m going to stomp all over you once I’ve had enough of you.”

“No, I’m not!” she said crossly. 

“Aren’t you?” he questioned knowingly. “If I were to record everything that’s running through your mind right now, tell me none of that is going through your head.” At her silence he nodded when she accepted a glass of water from Steven and reached for a tennis bracelet that caught his eye. “I like this one. Will you try it on?” 

Rebecca couldn’t help but smile at the look of eagerness on his face. She took the bracelet from him and placed it on her wrist while Steven helped her fasten it. 

“That looks pretty on you,” Ben complimented, happy to see her relax and start to enjoy the moment as much as she enjoyed her personal shopping appointment at Nordstrom. “Try on those earrings, they match the cut of the diamonds in the bracelet.” 

Ben was right, the visit to Tiffany didn’t take long. Rebecca fell in love with the first bracelet she tried on, and Ben decided she needed the earrings to match. 

After their shopping was finished, there was a limo waiting for them to take them to dinner. Rebecca gasped at the view as they stepped into the Eiffel Tower Restaurant at the Paris hotel. 

“Oh, wow,” she sighed as Ben held out her chair for her and reached for his hand as he sat next to her. He enjoyed the look on her face while she enjoyed the view. “Oh, this is beautiful.” 

“And the perfect time,” he replied, accepting menus from their waiter. “The Bellagio fountains start at sunset, so we’ll be able to see them as we dine.”

“Well, you just thought of everything, didn’t you?” 

“I guess so.” Ben took her hand in his, his fingers traced the bracelet made up of round brilliant diamonds set in platinum. He tucked her hair behind her ear and admired her earrings. “These look beautiful on you.” 

“Thank you so much, Ben. You’ve made today very memorable. For as long as I live, I’ll never forget the way you’ve spoiled me today.” 

They had champagne and dined on filet mignon with foie gras and truffle sauce, along with Maine lobster with spinach Florentine. The atmosphere was incredibly romantic with soft lighting and subtle music playing. The view added to the experience as the water from the fountains was perfectly choreographed. Rebecca appreciated it from a distance. She had seen the fountain show before, but any time she had been in Las Vegas and wanted to see the sight at the Bellagio, it was a struggle for a front row view. The crowds were always full of strangers and drunk people, or aggressive individuals ready to elbow you aside for the best spot. Not to mention street callers who ruined the whole experience with their cries that the end of the world was coming and Jesus would save you. From their view, she could experience the beauty in its entirety. She found herself blushing any time Ben looked at her with a proud grin. He had outdone himself today. 

“You’ve made this a tough act to follow, Ben,” she said softly as she sipped her sparkling wine. 

“Well, I’m glad you finally relaxed and let me have my way today. I loved spoiling you.” What he wanted to say was, I love you, but he didn’t want to scare her. 

“And, I’ll admit, as hard as it was to come around, I loved being spoiled.” 

Ben leaned in to kiss her and pulled her chair closer as she slipped her arms around his neck not caring that they were in a restaurant. Leaning back, he smiled into her eyes. “Do you want dessert here, or would you like to order room service back at our suite?” 

She lowered her eyes and blushed. “Let’s go back to our suite and order room service. I want to be alone with you.” 

Ben didn’t need to be told twice. He requested and paid the check, then escorted Rebecca to their limo. As the car drove through the traffic, he pulled her close to kiss her while the lights of the strip flickered into the windows. The limo pulled to a stop and the back door opened, Rebecca slid out of the car and waited for Ben. She followed him as he took her hand. He stopped at the reception desk to order champagne and chocolate covered strawberries, along with an assortment of dessert tarts. 

“I don’t think I’ve had so much champagne in one day before,” Rebecca commented as Ben opened the door to their suite. “Oh, wow!” she gasped as she took in the size and splendor of their accommodations.

Like Ben had said, he’d had the living area converted into a work space. Along with a comfortable sofa and side chairs, there were two desks set up in a far corner of the room. She walked to the balcony doors and let out a sigh at the view of the strip. 

“This is gorgeous, the room, the view, everything. I can’t wait to see the rest of the place.”

“You’ll see it later,” Ben said. He stood behind her, pulled her hair over one shoulder and placed kisses along her neck. “Right now, you’re late for a very important meeting.”

“Is that so?” Rebecca asked, letting out a husky laugh as chills appeared on her arms. “Why didn’t I know about this meeting?” 

“Because.” Ben pressed his body close to hers, his arousal evident. “It just came up.” 

“Really?” Rebecca turned in his arms, slipped her hands up his shoulders and rested them at his neck while she raised one brow at him. “And where is this meeting?” 

With a wicked grin, he scooped her into his arms while she let out a surprised squeal and walked toward the bedroom. “It’s in my pants.” 

––––––––
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“Mm,” Rebecca sighed as she curled into Ben’s arms, hearing his heart beating rapidly beneath her ear. She grinned, knowing hers was beating just as quickly. “I think you’ve made this the best day I’ve ever had.” 

“Glad to hear that.” He kissed the top of her head and tightened his arms around her as she placed a kiss on his chest. As their breathing evened, he ran his fingers gently up and down her spine. “What was your favorite part of today?” 

“Um, let’s see...” Her fingers traced over his skin while she thought about the day. “I loved all of it, but I think I liked the impromptu meeting the best.” 

“Well, if I had known that, I could have saved myself a nice chunk of change and brought you straight here instead of all that nonsense with the shopping and the jewelry.” He chuckled at the playful nudge she gave him. When the doorbell rang he got out of bed and slipped on his pants. “I’ll be right back.” 

Rebecca sat up and pulled the sheet close when Ben walked back into the room with a cart with champagne, chocolate covered strawberries and an assortment of small, pretty tarts. She accepted a glass of champagne and a strawberry, scooting a few inches to make room as Ben sat next to her on the bed. 

“You know something?” She paused while he shook his head. “The limo alone would have been enough of a gift today. I’ve only ridden in one a few times.”

“Once you get used to it, they’re nothing special.”  

She smiled softly as she thought about the whole experience of the day. “I’m not so sure about that. Then the plane, the shopping and the jewelry, and that restaurant was so romantic!” Her eyes filled with happy tears. “Thank you for everything. It’s a heady feeling to experience how the other half lives.” 

“Stick with me, kid. You’ll experience more of it.” 

“You want me to stick with you?” she asked softly. 

“I think you know the answer to that question.” Ben set his glass aside, took hers and placed it on the cart next to his. Scooting closer to her, he tucked her hair behind her ear and gently toyed with the diamond stud. He placed his lips on hers and shifted to face her fully as she slid her arms around his neck. The sheet fell to her lap, their bare skin touched. Pulling back, he smiled tenderly at her. “Giving you today made me very happy. You make me very happy.” 

“You make me happy, too.” Her eyes closed as he leaned in and kissed her once more, letting his lips linger. Her head tilted back as he kissed her neck and made her sigh softly. Her eyes darkened as she gazed at him, slowly pulled the sheet away from her body and let him see all of her. “You better remove those pants, Benny.” She watched as he stood, not breaking eye contact with her and doing as she said. He took one step toward her when she motioned for him to come closer, her bracelet caught the light and sparkled against her skin. “Let’s have ourselves another meeting, Mr. Anderson.” 
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​Chapter 2
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​

​

​In the light of day the hotel suite was even more glamorous than Rebecca had thought the previous evening. Upon waking, Ben gave her the tour and showed her an identical master suite to the one they had slept in. All the bags from their shopping spree had been delivered and placed in the additional room. There was a full-sized kitchen that rivaled the beauty of the one at Ben’s house with upscale appliances and spacious countertops.

The living room office combination was luxurious and efficient at the same time. Rebecca thought she could easily get used to working under such conditions. 

They took their time getting ready, showered together and made love under the hot stream of water. Fully dressed and ready to face the day, Ben sat at the table in the kitchen at Rebecca’s insistence while she cooked breakfast. He brought his laptop with him and decided to catch up on emails while she prepared their meal. 

Rebecca opened the fridge to peruse the contents. “Fully stocked. You thought of everything, didn’t you?” 

“I did,” he stated with a satisfied grin.

“When we need to replenish our supply, what’s the best way to do it?” She placed bacon on a cooking sheet and slid it into the oven, then cracked eggs into a bowl, added salt, pepper, and a splash of milk. “Should I rent a car, call a cab, or take a limo to the grocery store?” 

“None of the above,” Ben replied. He picked up a piece of paper with the hotel’s logo and a pre-populated list for groceries with blank spaces for special requests. “Fill this out and give it to the reception desk. They’ll have housekeeping stock the kitchen for us.” 

“That seems a little indulgent, doesn’t it?”  

“Not really.” Ben shook his head. “It may at first, but I suggest you take advantage of it. Grocery shopping is enough of a chore as it is, we’re going to be busy, so let them do it. We’re paying for it.” 

“Ok.” She poured him a cup of coffee as it finished brewing. She handed him the steaming mug and lingered over a kiss when he pulled her close. “How do you want your eggs, Benny? Scrambled, or omelet?” 

“Omelet, extra cheese. I’m starving this morning.” 

“Wonder why?” She gave him a knowing look and whisked the eggs as her new bracelet caught the morning light. She gestured toward his computer when she noticed him focusing on emails and jumped into work with him. “What’s on tap for the day?” 

“Where are we with the meet and greet?” 

“Sold out for the first month.” She set a frying pan on the stove, turned the burner on to warm and took shredded cheese out of the refrigerator. “All of the email confirmations have been sent, payments have been received and logged.” She pulled out bread, placed two slices in the toaster, and poured the first portion of eggs into the pan. “If you look at the email I sent to you, you’ll see that the remainder of the packages were sent last week. Shirts have been sent with lanyards and Heart & Soul bandanas. Those who paid the VIP price were sent their jackets and hats. We’re good to go. I’ll get started on next month today if you want me to. The meet and greets are going to sell out.” 

“Not a doubt in my mind.”

“They’ll sell out faster if Slater agrees to be a part of it.” She gave him a sidelong glance as she sprinkled cheese on the omelet and flipped it in half, watching it melt. 

“Keep dreaming, Rebecca.” Ben smiled as he took a sip of coffee, then settled back in his chair and watched her buzz about the kitchen. While he had opted for chinos and a golf shirt this morning, Rebecca had chosen cropped suit pants in dove grey with a pinstripe and a simple white camisole. Her jacket to match the pants and new black high heels were waiting by the door to be slipped into as they left. He admired everything about her. From her hair pulled back into a low ponytail, to the way the pants fit her body perfectly, to the little toe ring she always had on her cute foot. He blinked quickly to bring himself back to the present and focus on his correspondence. 

While he read off emails, Rebecca filled him in on the status of projects. He thought to himself, for the millionth time, how thankful he was that she was by his side. The fact that their professional relationship had turned personal was something he cherished, but beyond that, she was efficient and organized and had proven to be an asset to him in all areas of his life. 

While they discussed work, she finished cooking, set a plate in front of Ben and topped off his coffee then settled next to him and smiled. “This feels good,” she said, tamping down any anxiety and fear that threatened to ruin their connection. “I like cooking breakfast for you and talking about work.” Her voice became soft. “It feels right.” 

“I like it, too.” He slid his arm around her shoulders and placed a gentle kiss on her temple. “It does feel right, keep remembering that.” He shut his laptop, took a bite of bacon and sighed on the salty goodness. “After we eat, I want to show you around. We’ll take a quick peek at the pool and the gym, and I’ll introduce you to the staff. Then we’ll head to the venue. Today we’ll take it easy. After we see the accommodations.” He looked at his watch. “I have an appointment at noon if you want to come with me.” 

“Not another shopping appointment.” She wasn’t sure if she could accept his generosity again on such a level so soon. 

“No, no more shopping. Well, not that kind, anyway. I’m thinking of buying a condo here and I set up a time to look. Want to come with me?” 

“Really?” She took a bite of her eggs, followed by a drink of coffee. “Do you come here that often?”

“I would if I had my own place. It’s a short drive or flight. If I have a condo here, I can rent it out when I’m not using it and the mortgage will pretty much pay itself. It’s something I should have done years ago. It’s just off the strip with incredible views.”

Rebecca sat back in her chair, feeling confused. With all the time they had spent together, this was the first she had heard about him wanting to buy a condo in Las Vegas. “Why haven’t you said anything to me about this?” 

Ben considered the question as he finished his toast. “No reason. I guess it never crossed my mind to say anything about it until it was time to look at it. Why do I feel like that bothers you?” he asked, watching her closely. 

“It doesn’t bother me.” She shrugged her shoulders. “It seems a bit odd to me that you never told me, that’s all. That’s something I would have shared with you.” 

“I’m sorry, honey. I wasn’t trying to keep anything from you. I guess I’ve been alone for so long, it didn’t occur to me to bring it up.” He placed his hand on her knee and gave her a squeeze while he smiled at her. “Do we need to have a serious relationship talk now?” 

“No.” Rebecca suddenly felt ridiculous that the subject upset her. “But, if you’ll please think of telling me things as they come into your life, I’d appreciate it. If you want me to be yours, I need communication from you.”

Ben’s heart stuttered on her words. He was happy that she was embracing their relationship. “Of course, I want you to be mine. I’ll communicate with you,” he promised. 

She stood up to clear their dishes and turned to him as she placed the dishes in the sink. “Can I have a minute alone? I want to make a phone call.”

“Sure. Calling your sister?”

“No.” She reached for her purse and took out the pink velvet pouch. “I’m going to call Alex and tell her congratulations.” She chewed on her lip as he looked at her and smiled. “It’s the right thing to do.” 

“Yes, it is. Why don’t you go out to the balcony to call her, and I’ll clean up here.” 

Rebecca closed the door behind her as she stepped into the morning sun. She appreciated the view of the hotels and billboards that offered shows, gourmet meals, and big winnings. Her curiosity was piqued to see this investment Ben was thinking of making. Taking a deep breath, she dialed Alex and waited while the phone rang in her ear, a friendly voice answered with a greeting.

“Heart residence.” 

“Hi, Kathleen, this is Rebecca.” 

“Oh, Rebecca!” Kathleen greeted her. “How are you? How was last night?”

“What do you mean how was last night?” Rebecca asked, slightly taken aback. Was Kathleen inquiring about her sex life? 

As if reading her mind, Kathleen let out a laugh. “I didn’t mean that. I mean how was it being spoiled?” 

“How did you know about that?” 

“I may have helped him with a few suggestions. Did you have fun?” 

“Oh!” Rebecca gushed. “I had the best time. And that restaurant, oh, wow! It was the most indulgent day of my life. But, that’s not why I called. Is Alex there? I’d like to speak with her for a minute.” 

Kathleen looked out the kitchen window to where Alex visited with Annette on the patio and prayed this meeting went well for Alex. She didn’t need a strained relationship with her manager on top of everything else she had going on in her life, especially with a new baby on the way. She watched as Alex and Annette stood at the same time, signaling their meeting was over. “She’s here. She’s wrapping up a meeting.” 

“Oh,” Rebecca said slowly, knowing that could only mean one thing: Annette was there. “Maybe this isn’t an appropriate time. I don’t want to cause any friction, if you could tell her I called.” 

“You running from her only gives her power,” Kathleen said, her voice hushed as she continued. “You’ll stay on this phone with me, young lady. Don’t you dare let Annette intimidate you.” 

Rebecca’s eyes widened at Kathleen’s insistence. She laughed softly to herself and felt a bit like a child to be called ‘young lady’. She sat patiently and knew Alex must have entered the room with Annette at Kathleen’s bright voice.

“Oh!” Kathleen said cheerfully into the phone. “A personal shopping appointment at Nordstrom, a trip to Tiffany, topped off with a romantic dinner! Oh, it’s obvious he cares for you very much.” She caught Alex’s attention with a quick wave and pointed at the receiver. “This is for you.”

Alex nodded, a bit confused. She knew Mona and Chris had a date night planned but hadn’t heard the details she was giving Kathleen. “Tell Mona I’ll be right there, I’m going to walk Annette to the door.” 

“It’s not Mona.” Kathleen held out the telephone, her voice loud and clear as she looked at Annette. “It’s Rebecca. You take this call, I’ll walk Annette to the door.” 

Alex’s lips twitched as she took the phone. She knew Kathleen did that on purpose. During her meeting with Annette, she had avoided any and all talk about Ben and Rebecca. She simply wanted to make sure her manager knew of the turn of events in her life and that she wasn’t working any time soon. They’d had a pleasant visit over coffee and muffins while Annette discussed possible interviews. 

“I’ll call you once we’re settled in Vegas, Annette,” Alex promised, then waved goodbye as she picked up the phone.

Annette smirked and rolled her eyes as she turned to leave the room and Kathleen accompanied her to the door. “You didn’t have to walk me to the door, Kathleen,” Annette said. “I know my way around.” 

“I know you do.” Kathleen gave her a friendly smile. “I didn’t want Alex’s phone call to turn unpleasant.” 

“I understand.” Annette exhaled as she shook her head. “I have a hard time biting my tongue about that situation.” 

“I’ve noticed,” Kathleen replied as Annette laughed lightly. “But you should be focusing on your relationship, not his,” she advised. 

Annette shifted on her feet as she let out a huff. “A shopping trip to Nordstrom, followed by Tiffany and a romantic dinner? She’s using him!” 

“Let Ben be the judge of that,” Kathleen responded. “Why do you care? Doesn’t your husband spoil you?” 

“Well, yes, he does. But that’s not the point! The point is-”

“There is no point,” Kathleen interrupted sternly. “It’s none of your business.” 

“Fine,” Annette breathed. “I just think he’s making a big mistake getting involved with her.” 

“Do you?” Kathleen asked as she tilted her head and studied Annette. “Or are you starting to realize you made a big mistake ever letting him go?” She raised her brows at Annette’s silence and opened the door for her. “Alex will be in touch once we’re in Vegas.” 

“I’ll be coming out in a few months,” Annette decided suddenly as a plan began to form in her mind. 

Kathleen watched her cautiously as she gave her a friendly hug and said goodbye. She wondered if she needed to alert anyone of her sudden suspicion that Annette may be up to no good should she pay them a visit in Vegas. She turned to walk back into the kitchen, shooed Alex out of the way so she could clean up and heard from Alex’s side of the conversation that Rebecca’s call was a friendly one. 

“Well...” Alex sat at the bar stool and watched Kathleen bustle about as she spoke to Rebecca. “It sounds like Ben had a wonderful time planned for you.” 

“He did.” Rebecca’s smile was evident in her voice. “But, that’s not why I called.” She paused for a moment before extending her well-wishes. Running her fingers softly over the velvet pouch she held in her hands, she took a steady breath. “I called to congratulate you and Slater on your news. Ben told me you’re pregnant.” 

“Oh, Rebecca, thank you.” Instinct had her covering her tummy with one hand as she smiled then shared a sorrowful look with Kathleen. “I hope that doesn’t make you... I mean... I know it must be difficult... I don’t want you to feel-”

“It’s ok,” Rebecca interrupted. “It doesn’t have to be awkward. I’m happy for you.” 

“Thank you,” Alex repeated. “You’re a very strong woman, Rebecca. Just in case no one has told you that lately.” 

“Getting stronger every day,” she said proudly. “I mean it, Alex. I wish you health and happiness, and don’t hesitate at all if there’s anything I can do.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Alex smiled and thought to herself that Ben better hold on to Rebecca Black; she was a keeper. 

After speaking for a few more minutes the two of them agreed to some spa time in the near future, Alex hung up with Rebecca. She sighed when Kathleen took the phone from her. “That had to be extremely difficult for her to do.” 

“I know.” Kathleen filled a kettle and put some water on for tea. Her first instinct was to pour a glass of wine, but with Alex’s condition she knew that wouldn’t be fair. “I think she and Ben are perfect for each other.” 

Alex noticed Kathleen avoided her gaze. The two women were silent as tea flavors were chosen and mugs were set on the counter. When a mug of hot water was placed before her, Alex took her time, bobbing the tea bag in the water while it steeped. She could tell something was on Kathleen’s mind. “Talk to me, Kathleen.” 

“We’ll need to work together to get the kids packed and you. I could use a few hours by myself in the next few days to get my things together.”

Alex took a sip of her tea, her husband’s behavior rubbed off on her. “You’re so full of shit.” She snickered when Kathleen choked on her tea. “What’s on your mind?” 

Kathleen let out a sigh. “Maybe it’s nothing, but did Annette say she would be in Vegas to see you in a few months?”

Alex shook her head and wanted to know where Kathleen’s thoughts were headed. “She and Bernard are going to be traveling a lot in the next few months, but she didn’t say anything about coming to Vegas.”

“I was afraid of that.” 

“What was said before she came up with that?” Alex wondered. 

“Annette told me she thinks Ben’s making a big mistake with Rebecca, so I told her maybe she’s realizing she made a big mistake ever letting him go. Right after that, she said she’ll be out there in a few months. It was almost as if she suddenly had the thought. Like an idea came to her.”  

Alex listened and let the information sink in. She squeezed her eyes shut for a second then shared a worried look with Kathleen when she opened them. “You don’t think?” 

“It’s the first thing that popped into my mind.” 

“Do you really think Annette would stoop so low as to come out there and try to sabotage their relationship?” 

“At this point, I wouldn’t put it past her. Rebecca may be strong, but trust is so fragile. If Annette tries to ruin that, she’ll ruin them.”

“I won’t let it happen.” Alex shook her head determinedly. “I’ll do everything in my power to see that that doesn’t happen.” 

“And if it does?” Kathleen questioned. 

“It won’t.” Alex continued to shake her head, her features were solemn, her heart filled with worry. “It can’t.”

Alex didn’t want to believe Annette could ever be so underhanded, but with her recent behavior she was starting to question that. Their meeting had been positive and pleasant. She wanted to take comfort from that and hope for the best. But the seed of doubt was already planted, making her ponder what, if anything, she should do to prevent Annette from coming to Vegas. 

​

​

​Rebecca clicked the phone off and silently praised herself. Congratulating Alex and Slater wasn’t easy, but in her heart, she was happy for them. They had already proven to be wonderful parents. This new addition would only add to their joy. She wondered, as she often did, why life seemed to come easy to so many people. Sure, Alexandra Lorraine and Slater Heart had their scandal to deal with, but they came out on top. Married, living their happily ever after with a house full of beautiful children and thriving careers. They seemed to have it all. Why couldn’t she? 

She stood up from the balcony chair she sat upon, walked to the edge of the rail and stared at the city. Her thoughts took her down the unwanted path of what ifs, woe is me, and what the hell happened to the life I had planned.  

When Ben no longer heard the hum of her voice from outside, he went to check on her. He could feel the sadness coming from her and knew what she just did took a lot of courage. He walked to her, put his hand on her shoulders and squeezed gently in assurance. “You ok?” 

She turned to him, her eyes glistening with tears as she held Maddie in her hands. “I wanted her, Ben. I wanted her so much.” 

“I know you did.” He pulled her into his arms and held her tightly. 

“God!” Rebecca let out a frustrated growl and pulled away from him. “When am I going to stop feeling sorry for myself?”

“Seems to me you’re halfway there if it’s starting to piss you off.” 

She gave him a shaky smile. “It’s really starting to piss me off.” 

​He looked into her eyes and smiled proudly. “I’d say that’s progress.” 

“I like the sound of that. Ben...” She struggled to get the words out and felt selfish even having the thoughts. But she knew she could talk to him, knew he would understand. “I don’t know if I can be around when they first have the baby. I know that sounds horrible of me, and it doesn’t coincide with me saying I’m happy for them, but to be around a newborn...” She felt a tickle of panic at the thought as she started to ramble. “I don’t know if I can do it. I mean, I know I held Ricky and I told Mona I wasn’t going to have a meltdown, but that was different. Ricky is nearly a toddler. He’s not that tiny little bundle of baby that’s wrapped in a blanket with nothing but love to give. And I know what those hospital visits are like with everyone oohing and ahhing as the baby is passed around to be held and cuddled. I don’t think I can do it, Ben. I may have gotten stronger, but I don’t think I have that kind of strength. Please understand, please.” She stopped speaking as her voice hitched and more tears threatened. She took measured breaths when Ben put his hands on her shoulders, silently communicating to her to slow down. 

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” he said, his voice understanding. “If you can’t do it, honey, you can’t do it. I won’t force you to do that.” 

Rebecca pulled him to her for a fast hug. “Why are you so good to me?” 

“Because you’re a wonderful woman.” He held onto her longer. “When are you going to stop questioning my motives?” 

“I don’t know.” She slipped her arms around his neck and smiled into his eyes. “In six months?” 

Ben chuckled. He let his hands slide low on her body and playfully smacked her bottom. “It better not take that long.” He kissed her and took the velvet pouch out of her hands. “I feel like you need a safer place for Maddie.” 

“She’s safe in here.” Rebecca placed her hand over his. “I like having her nearby.” 

“I know. But sometimes I wonder if she needs a more secure place. I know you want her nearby, but what if something happened to your purse?”

“I don’t want to think about the possibility.” 

“Ok, then let’s not. Like you said yesterday, no heavy conversations. Let’s keep with that today. Want to look around?” 

“Yes.” Rebecca nodded, grateful for the shift in the mood. “Lead the way.” 

Ben linked his fingers with hers as they walked out of their suite and down a hallway through a door outside to a pool. Rebecca gasped at the luxurious setting. The pool was large with a waterfall at one end and a lazy river on the other end. Surrounding the pool were chaise lounges and cabanas with flaps that could be closed for privacy. There were tables and chairs on the patio, complete with a jacuzzi that could easily fit a dozen people. 

“Wow, this is huge!” she gushed and walked to the bar at the end of the patio. “This is just for the band?” 

“And us. Each of their suites have a small private pool and hot tub, but this is their community pool. It will be perfect for the kids. In the early years, a set-up like this would have meant endless parties-”

“With loads of naked women!” Rebecca interrupted. 

“And alcohol and drugs,” Ben stated. “Not to mention a massive bill for any damages.” 

“Sounds like they’ve slowed down a lot.”

“They’ve grown up. It was quite the experience to witness in their early days, but who can blame them? They had to live it.”

“And you had to tidy it.” 

Ben turned in a half circle and pointed at the windows. “These are all the suites. Do you want to see them?” 

“I can see them when everyone is here. Are they much different than ours, besides having private pools?”

“Not really, just bigger. Mark and Drummer have the smaller suites, because it’s just them. But they’re large enough if they want company, if you know what I mean. Chris and Slater got the large suites because of their families. Oh, and Slater’s is the largest, because he has the most kids. Also because he requires one of the bedrooms to be turned into an office with a baby grand piano so he can create.”  

“He’ll still write songs even though they’ve changed the direction of the album?”

Ben led her away from the pool and walked along the path toward another door. “Slater writing songs has nothing to do with the album being different now. He writes because he has to. He probably has dozens, if not hundreds, of songs written that haven’t been recorded. It’s what he does. You’ll like this.” He held the door open for her and turned down a hallway. “This is the gym.” 

“Oh!” Rebecca jumped in place and clapped her hands excitedly. Ignoring the state of the art treadmills, bikes, elliptical machines and weights, she ran to the corner of the spacious room and threw her arms around the boxing bag that hung from the ceiling. “Oh, I’m so happy! Did you think of this?” 

“Yes.” He smiled at her. Her joy was contagious. “Gloves are right there.” He pointed to a shelf to show her two sets of soft boxing gloves. 

Rebecca took off her jacket, slipped her hands into the smaller pair of gloves, and kicked off her shoes. Hopping in place to find her rhythm, she took a jab at the bag and let out a satisfied grunt. 

Ben watched her give the bag a few jabs and hooks, his brows raised when she did a quick turn and gave it a sharp kick. “Nice form,” he complimented. 

“Thanks, this is awesome.” She stepped back and did a series of kicks, feeling the adrenaline start to rush through her blood. “I’ve missed this.” 

“I had it wrong all along,” Ben murmured. 

“What do you mean?” She asked as she stopped her exercise drills and pulled off the gloves. 

“When you said kickboxing, I figured you took a class with a bunch of women and had some oily, beefy instructor who taught you how to make a fist while you bopped around to hip-hop music.” 

“Oily, beefy instructor?” She let out a snort of laughter. “You stereotyped me, Ben?” 

“I guess I did. I had no idea you were this good.” 

“Well, thank you. For the record, taking those classes instructed by an oily beefcake got me hooked. Those are the Saturday morning classes I took. Once I got the hang of it, I hired a personal trainer and worked with him weekly.” She sighed wistfully. “I’ll miss Lamar while I’m here.”

“Him? Lamar?” Ben scowled. He felt a jolt of jealousy to think about her working with a male trainer. One he never knew about, for that matter. “You never mentioned Lamar.” 

“You never mentioned buying a condo out here,” she pointed out.

“A real estate property and a muscly trainer are two different things.” 

“And he is quite muscly,” Rebecca said with appreciation. She studied Ben as he scowled, her female pride kicked up a notch at his reaction. “Are you jealous, Ben?” 

“I’ve seen you in your workout clothes, they leave little to the imagination.” He shrugged his shoulders and watched while she stepped back into her heels. “I guess I don’t like to think about another man looking at you when you’re dressed like that, looking like you do.”

“Lamar is the reason I look like I do. He’s been great, almost like another version of counseling for me. But, you have nothing to worry about. He’s tall and pure muscle, with skin like smooth chocolate milk.”

“Yeah, nothing to worry about,” Ben muttered. 

“And he’s gay,” she finished, smiling softly when Ben’s scowl finally eased.  

“How gay?” he asked cautiously.

“All the way gay,” Rebecca answered and giggled. “His boyfriend is dreamy.” 

“Ok, enough about the two beefcakes.” He held out his hand to her and walked out of the room. He glanced at his watch, seeing they were right on schedule. “Let’s go see the venue.”  
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​After checking in at another desk and receiving lanyards that stated Full Access for The Joint, Ben took her on a whirlwind tour of dressing rooms. He shared a laugh with Rebecca when she gave him a saucy grin and shimmied onto the countertop in Slater’s dressing room. 

Rebecca wiggled her brows. “Think they’ll use this?” 

“Most likely.” He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her off the vanity top. They walked onto the stage together, their footsteps were loud and hollow on the flooring. 

“Holy cow,” Rebecca breathed, looking at the size of the house and all the empty chairs, imagining the thousands of people who would be packed in there in less than a week. “I can’t imagine having so many people fill a place this size just to see me. We’re sold out every night?” 

“So far.” Ben enjoyed her reaction to the audience area from the stage’s perspective. 

“What’s the capacity here?” 

“Four thousand.” 

“I’m certain I would get stage fright performing for that many people.” 

“This is nothing,” Ben stated. “They’ve played for audiences ten to twenty times this size, and more.” 

“Are you kidding me?” Rebecca stood staring at him, her mouth open in shock. 

Ben found it refreshing to see it through her eyes. “No joke. The crowds they’ve performed for have been overwhelming at times.”

“And you’ve done this all yourself? Never hired anyone to help you?”

“Every arena or theater has staff that I’ve gotten familiar with over the years. I think of them as temps. When the band isn’t actively working, there’s no need for a full staff. Plus, I like to keep it all contained in the office. Gives me control over every situation.” He walked to the edge of the stage and pointed out a platform in the middle of the room. “That’s the sound area. We’ll do a soundcheck the night before they open. This here...” He pointed to a section just off center stage that was roped off with half-walls providing another barrier. “This is the VIP section where Alex and Mona will sit on opening night with the kids.” 

“Oh, the kids are going to see them? How sweet.” 

“Yes.” He prayed that it would go smoothly. “We’ve never had to provide security for children at a show,” he said. “This will be the first time the kids see them live.” 

“I bet they’re excited.” She imagined the group of children seeing their fathers on stage for the first time. She looked at Ben, her eyes worried. “Do you think it will be ok? Kids are small and they can sneak through openings that adults can’t. We better get extra security to make sure they’re barricaded in there nice and snug.” 

“That’s actually a great idea. I like the way you think.” Ben slipped his hands into his pockets and rocked on the balls of his feet while he grinned at her. “So...” He raised his brows.

“So?” 

“I like the way you think,” Ben repeated. He stepped close to her and slipped his hand around her waist. “Are you ever going to share that little bend-you-over-the-desk fantasy with me?” 

“Ben!” Rebecca gasped, blushing profusely as she looked around to make sure no one overheard. “How did talking about extra security make you think of that?” 

“Ever since you mentioned it I’ve thought about it. I told you I like the way you think, then I got a whiff of your perfume and then I got hard.”

“Ben!” She pushed at him, giggling as he laughed loudly. 

He held her close and kissed her, not caring if anyone saw them. “I don’t think I’ll ever stop wanting you,” he said, his voice gruff as he pressed close to her. 

He made her breathless, his words, his body so close. “Ben,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to ever stop wanting me.” 

“Yeah?” He searched her eyes, kissing her once more when she gave a subtle nod. “That’s progress right there.” 

“Let’s focus on the task at hand.” She stepped away from him and held his gaze while he held onto her hand. “I’ll arrange for extra security because of the munchkins.” 

“You’re cute.” He kissed her fingertips. “Let’s go see that condo.”

“Shouldn’t we get some work done today?” 

“We’re working right now,” he replied. “Trust me, this is the calm before the storm. Let’s go.” 

​
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​“What do you think?” Ben asked as he followed Rebecca onto the balcony of the high-rise condominium. 

She looked at the spec sheet in her hands. On paper, it was a basic set-up for a multi-residential living space. In reality, it was pure luxury with spacious rooms, hardwood floors and plush carpet with an incredible view of the city. “I think you have too much money,” she decided as her eyes scanned the scenery. 

“You can never have too much money,” Ben stated. He watched her as she continued to stare at the strip view. He was starting to recognize the signs when his wealth concerned her. He took a step toward her and lowered his voice. “When are you going to stop freaking out about my income?” 

“When are you going to stop making extravagant purchases?” she asked with just a hint of irritation or anxiety, she wasn’t sure which. 

“Never,” he said firmly. “And my purchases are not frivolous,” he added, his voice testy. 

“I didn’t say frivolous, I said extravagant.”

“Same thing, if you ask me. This is actually a very sensible investment.”

“It’s over half a million dollars!” she cried, then cleared her throat when the realtor peeked his head outside. 

“Everything ok out here?” 

“We’re fine,” Ben replied. “Just enjoying the view. We’ll be back in shortly. Rebecca, don’t do this.” 

“Ben.” She took a step back from him and waved a hand down the length of her body. “From head to toe, this is all brand new, and you’re the one who bought it.”

“It was supposed to be fun, don’t ruin it!”

“I’m not trying to ruin it, but it’s a little overwhelming! You had to have spent at least ten thousand dollars at Nordstrom yesterday, and probably the same amount at Tiffany on only two pieces of jewelry.” She examined the spec sheet at him as her anxiety continued. “Now you’re dropping this much money on a condo just because you can?” 

“Because I can and because I want to! I’ve already told you I’m not going to apologize for being successful. And what the hell are you doing totaling up my purchases from yesterday?” he asked, an irritated line appearing between his brows. 

“I have a minor in math, it’s what I do!” 

“Leave it alone!” He stepped to the balcony rail and rubbed the back of his neck to ease the tension. “I’m not going to have this fight with you. I’ve been smart about money my whole life. I could have retired years ago if I wanted to, but I didn’t. I love my job, and I’m good at it. If we need to set boundaries in this relationship, I’m setting one right now. You’re not going to make me feel guilty for what I do with my money.”

He was right. She knew he was right. She stood staring at his back and blinked quickly to fight off tears. It was the first time Ben had ever shown irritation with her on this level. She walked to him and placed her hand on his shoulder. Blue eyes searched brown eyes as he turned to her. “You’re right,” she said softly. “I’m sorry, Ben. This is all so very new to me, it kind of freaks me out, if you haven’t noticed.” 

“It’s been my norm for so long, I can understand why it would get to you. I’m not showing off-”

“I never thought you were,” she interrupted him and gestured toward the condo. “Well, I like it. Are you going to buy it?” 

“I think so. I was also thinking that if I close on it quickly enough, your family can stay here when they come to visit.” 

“Really?” It was a pleasant surprise to know that he’d had that on his mind. “That’s so thoughtful.” 

“It makes sense. Why not put it to use right away? It’s fully furnished so that will work for now. I’ll take my time changing things, and you can help me with that, if you want.” 

She followed Ben inside, the realtor turned to greet them as he slipped a file into his briefcase. “You’re welcome to stay and look longer, but I am showing this unit to another buyer in half an hour.” 

“That won’t be necessary,” Ben declared. “I’ll take it.” 

The man smiled eagerly at Ben and shook his hand to seal the deal. “A wise decision. I’m sure my next client will be disappointed, but I have other options for them.”

“How quickly can we close?” Ben asked as he signed a document the realtor handed him. 

“That depends on a few things.” 

“Such as?” 

“Such as the seller has to accept your offer, and once they do, that will depend on financing. Unless of course you’re offering cash, then we can have it done in thirty days.” 

“It’s a cash offer,” Ben stated. 

“Of course, it is,” Rebecca mumbled. She stumbled slightly when Ben nudged her with his elbow. 

After taking the document from Ben and setting it aside, the man offered his hand once more in appreciation. “Congratulations, Ben. I’ll be in touch soon.” 

Rebecca smiled at Ben as they rode the elevator down, she remembered how good it felt to sign the papers on her townhome. She loved the feel of owning her own place, albeit for a short while. “Congratulations,” she said, walking in front of him when they stepped off the elevator and he held the door open for her. 

“Thank you.” He walked her to their waiting limo and put his arm around her shoulders. “May I make a suggestion?”

“Sure,” she replied. 

“I think you should polish up on that math minor.”

“Why?” she asked, confused. 

“Your calculations at Tiffany were way off.” He grinned at the look of shock on her face, placed his fingers under her chin and lifted her jaw so her mouth would close. “Tell you what.” He took a satisfied breath, proud of his new investment. “You wanted to try Spago for lunch?” He waited patiently while she nodded. “Then let’s go. And since you continue to have a complex about my finances, I’ll let you pay.” 

​

​

​He let her pay for their lunch. He even let her pay for the trinkets she found among the Forum Shops in Caesars Palace. He refused to let her pay for the impromptu gondola ride at the Venetian. He couldn’t help it. She said she wanted to see The Grand Canal Shoppes at the hotel. When she sighed with longing at the ambience of the gondolas gliding through the waters, he knew he had to make it happen for her. It wasn’t Italy, but the smile it put on her face told him it was the taste of what she needed. 

They arrived back at the suite and checked in at the reception area, the woman behind the desk greeted them professionally. “Did you enjoy your day?” 

“Yes, very much. Thank you, Jessica,” Rebecca replied as she glanced at the woman’s name tag. 

“We had a wonderful time,” Ben agreed. “We’re back here for a few hours to freshen up before dinner. Any recommendations?” 

“What are you in the mood for?” Jessica inquired. 

“We ate at the Eiffel Tower restaurant last night and Spago for lunch today.” 

“Well, I highly recommend Joe’s Stone Crab. It’s a seafood and steakhouse.” 

“Oh!” Rebecca perked up at the mention. “I saw that while we were shopping, that looked nice.”

“You want to go back there?” Ben asked.

“I don’t mind. Seafood sounds good. And then maybe we can hit the casino for some fun?” she asked hopefully. 

“I like that idea,” Ben agreed. 

“I’m more than happy to make a reservation for you,” Jessica offered. “I’ll call your suite once I have it arranged.” 

“Thank you,” Ben replied. He and Rebecca started to turn away from the desk and toward their suite when Jessica’s voice stopped them. 

“Oh, here is your mail and you have a few messages, as well.” 

Ben accepted the stack of mail and followed Rebecca as she unlocked the door. She set her bags down, chattering about the day with excitement. Giving him a quick kiss, she told him she was going to decide what to wear for dinner. 

Ben sifted through the mail and organized the stack into small piles of bills, personal items and junk. His brow furrowed when he held the handwritten messages from Jessica in his hands. Looking at them, he quickly realized all of them were from Annette. 

Benjamin, please call me.

Benjamin, I’ll be in my office until 6:00. Call me. 

Ben, please don’t ignore me. I need to talk to you. You’re making a big mistake getting involved with this woman, I can just feel it. Call me, let’s talk. 

Ben, where are you? Why aren’t you calling me back? I need to talk to you. I need to talk some sense into you. 

Benjamin, this is ridiculous. I’ve been calling you all day, I’ve also emailed you. Why won’t you call me back? You need to call me back. 

He glanced up sharply when Rebecca stood at the doorway of the bedroom and addressed him. 

“Which one should I wear to dinner?” she asked, holding up two new cocktail dresses, one in bright blue and one in black. She smiled at him with anticipation and stood before him in a white silk robe splashed with a tropical flower print, her hair twisted up into a clip. 

Very subtly, he turned the messages face down, set his wallet on top of them and considered her choices. “Wear the blue,” he decided, smiling at her eagerness. “It matches your eyes.”

“Are you ok with the casino after dinner? I’ve never played blackjack, it looks like fun.” 

“You’ve never played blackjack?”

“No. Video poker is about as daring as I get. Is that ok?” 

“It’s more than ok,” he answered, his voice sincere. 

“Yay!” She jumped a little hop and held up the blue dress. “The blue one, it is.” 

As she rushed back into the bedroom, Ben quickly scanned the messages again and wondered what the hell Annette could possibly want. He gave his laptop a skeptical glance, not in any hurry to read her emails. He had no interest in anything she had to say, especially if she was only calling him to nag him about his relationship with Rebecca. Rebecca... She had become so important to him. He didn’t want anything to ruin that. He looked up once more as he heard water running, Rebecca sailed past him to the kitchen and sent him a little wave. Moments later, she exited the kitchen with two glasses of wine, walked to him and handed him one. 

“I’m going to take a bubble bath. Would you like to join me?” She slipped one arm around his neck, pulled him close and kissed him softly. 

“Uh, yeah,” he answered and sipped the wine to soothe his throat. “Give me just a minute.” 

“Thank you for giving me Italy today.” 

“You’re welcome, honey. I know it wasn’t the real thing, but-”

“But nothing, it was perfect.” Rebecca looked at him with concern. “Are you ok, Ben?” She trailed her fingers over the top of his ear. “You seem distracted. Buyer’s remorse?” she teased. 

“I’m fine. I’ll be right there,” he promised. He blew out his breath slowly as she walked away and wondered what, if anything, he should do. Should he call Annette back? Should he read the emails? More importantly, should he tell Rebecca about the messages? He didn’t have a chance to answer himself as she reappeared at the bedroom door, wearing nothing but her diamond earrings and a smile. 

“Don’t keep me waiting, Benny.” She gave him a sultry smile and blew him a kiss as she walked toward the bathroom and looked over her shoulder, giving him a pleasant view of her derriere. 

“Right behind you, sweetheart,” he answered. He gathered up the messages, opened his briefcase and shoved them inside, unaware that they nestled right against the box of the ring he had never gotten around to returning. 

As he untucked his shirt and headed toward the promising bubble bath, he decided maybe, just maybe, if he ignored Annette, maybe she would go away.  
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Chapter 4
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“I really don’t mind coming with you,” Ben offered. 

“I’ll be fine,” Rebecca reassured him. 

“I could go to the office while you’re at your appointment.”

“We’ve already discussed this.” She thought his eagerness to find a reason to accompany her was sweet. “I need to run by my condo and check on things and then I’ll swing by the office. I’ll be on the plane as soon as counseling wraps up.” 

“Alright,” he grudgingly agreed. 

Walking her to the waiting limo, Ben subtly shook his head at the approaching chauffeur to signal he didn’t need assistance with the door. He wanted a proper goodbye without an audience. Rebecca turned to him, slid her arms around his neck and placed a soft kiss on his lips. 

“Thank you for the long weekend, Ben. You’ve spoiled me, entertained me, and gave me nothing but fancy meals. I also had fun learning Black Jack.” 

“Five thousand dollars’ worth of winnings, I would say that’s fun.” He smiled at her as they both remembered her streak at one of the tables at Caesars Palace. 

“That was crazy! My next goal is ten thousand in winnings.” 

“Easy there,” he teased. “Let’s not make that a habit.” 

“No habit,” she promised, glancing at her watch. “I better go. I’ll miss you, Benny.” 

“See you this evening, honey.” 

“I like you, Ben,” she said softly and gave him a quick kiss before sliding into the limo. 

“I like you, too,” he responded. He watched as the limo drove away and sighed, then rolled his eyes at himself. She was only going to be gone for the day. He would see her in the evening. But, as the limo turned a corner and out of his vision, his heart felt empty already. 

Ben turned and walked back to the suite. He stopped at the receptionist’s desk and asked for the mail and messages. As he noticed another stack of hand-written messages dictated by Annette, he ground his teeth and felt frustrated that she wasn’t taking his silence as his response. He walked away from the desk, only to turn on his heel quickly as a thought hit him. 

He addressed the receptionist as he looked at her name tag. “Can you do me a favor, Lindsey?” 

“Certainly, Mr. Anderson.” She perked up when he spoke to her. Lindsey looked forward to the times she got to interact with Ben. The entire staff of the private suites had been buzzing about Heart & Soul’s residency, but the front desk crew had noticed immediately how handsome the band’s manager was and were all vying for prime shifts just to get a peek at him.

“Can you make sure to only give the mail and the messages to me? If Rebecca asks for them, tell her I’ve already picked them up.” Ben knew if Rebecca got wind of the messages from Annette there would be a scene. 

“Absolutely, Mr. Anderson,” Lindsey replied. She smiled dreamily at his back as he walked away. 

Once back in the suite, Ben sifted through the mail and skimmed the messages from Annette. They were all along the same lines but he could sense her frustration mounting with each message she left. He felt a stab of irritation to think about the staff at the desk being bothered by her calls. He clicked out of a document on his computer and decided to face his email. He groaned as he saw nearly a dozen emails with the same content. Each email was an order for him to call her, a warning for him to stay away from Rebecca, and to end things because he rushed into it too fast. He moved her emails to the file he had titled, Annette, and shrugged off the feeling that he was being sneaky and hiding things from Rebecca. He’d had the folder for a few years because there were times she would forward him messages that had to do with Alex and Slater. 

“Goddammit.” He clenched his teeth when another email chimed into his inbox from Annette. Clicking it open, he felt his blood pressure rise when he read the message all in caps. 

IF YOU CONTINUE TO IGNORE MY MESSAGES AND EMAILS, I’M GOING TO START CALLING YOUR CELL PHONE!!! 

He reached for the phone and dialed her office, impatiently drumming his fingers on the desk while he waited for her office assistant to pick up. “Ben Anderson for Annette,” he said tersely. He was put through immediately. 

Annette’s voice carried loudly over the line. “Ben, finally!” 

“What the hell do you want?” he demanded.

“I want to talk to you,” Annette answered. 

Ben stood up from his desk and grabbed the stack of messages. “You are badgering the staff here and obsessively emailing me. Knock it off!” He cradled the phone against his shoulder as he opened his briefcase and put her messages with the others. 

“Well,” she huffed and matched his ire. “If you would have called me right away, I wouldn’t have to badger anyone.”

“What’s your game? What the hell is your game? You’re the one who ended our relationship, Annette. Rather abruptly, if you recall. What did you want me to do, beg you back? You got married! Rebecca walked into my life at the right moment. You’re happy, I’m happy. What’s the problem?” 

“What’s the problem?” she scoffed. “How much time do you have?” She spoke quickly when she heard Ben inhale to answer. “I knew Bernard from years ago-”

“So that excuses how you ended things with me?” he interrupted her. 

Annette ignored his question. “You didn’t know her at all. She’s too young for you. You’re giving her all this freedom with managing Heart & Soul. Can’t you see what a mistake you’re making? This girl,” she sneered, thinking about Rebecca’s youth and her flawless skin. She hadn’t missed the fact that she had piercing blue eyes and thick raven hair. “This girl is using you. You saw her on the cover of Star magazine with Alex and Mona. She’s using you to get to them and to get to your business and if she’s not doing that, she’s certainly using you for your money! How much did she talk you out of at Nordstrom and Tiffany?” 

“How the hell do you know about that?” 

“I was there meeting with Alexandra the other morning when Roberta called-”

“Knock it off!” Ben yelled. “If you’re not going to say her correct name, don’t ever speak to me again.”

“Fine, Rebecca!” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. 

“I do know her. I’ve spent enough time with her to know her very well. She’s not too young for me at all. She’s six years younger than me. Need I remind you, you’re seven years older than me? She has absolutely no desire to be in the tabloids, she was walking with Alex and Mona, how could she avoid being photographed? She’s proven herself when it comes to business, that’s why I’m letting her learn the management side of things, and what I spend on her is none of your damn business.” 

“I’m curious how she gets you to spend so much, or are you doing it to make her fall in love with you?” 

“Are you implying that’s the only way someone would fall in love with me?” 

“No, Ben,” Annette replied and softened her voice. “This conversation is getting off track, can’t we talk civilly?” 

Ben’s tension eased. All he wanted was to be civil. “Yes, we can. Annette, you and I need to find a peaceful ground. We’ll always be connected by Alex and Slater, so we have to find a way to get along.” 

Annette realized she wasn’t going to get through to him this way. She could be patient. “Ben, I’ll be in Vegas in a few months. Can we talk when I’m out there?”

“If you want to discuss business, yes. If you want to discuss my relationship with Rebecca, no,” he said firmly. 

“As friends,” she promised. 

“I’ll think about that. Let me know when you’ll be here, and please stop with the obsessive messages.”

“Rebecca doesn’t like them?” she asked flippantly.

“She doesn’t know about them.” He closed his eyes and realized immediately that he shouldn’t have confided in her. 

“Oh, really?” Annette said knowingly, raising one eyebrow. “It’s a little early in the relationship to be hiding things, isn’t it?” 

“It’s not like that. I simply don’t want anything to upset her.” Ben hunched up his shoulders and tried to shake off the tension. “I’m saying goodbye now.” 

“I’ll be in touch.”

“Stop with the messages, got it?” 

“If you return my calls, I won’t leave so many messages,” she replied, not willing to commit to ceasing her attempts at reaching out. 

“Goodbye, Annette.” He hung up the phone and struggled with the situation. Should he tell Rebecca about the messages? His first thought was, yes, he should. He shouldn’t hide anything from her. But his immediate thought after that was, why upset her? And it would upset her, he knew. How could it not? The best thing he could think was to let it slide, let Annette get in touch with him when she came to town and he would deal with that when the moment presented itself. 

He dug into his work day, not near as productive as he wanted to be with his alone time. By early afternoon, he decided to call it a day, run some errands, make dinner arrangements and plan on surprising Rebecca. 

––––––––
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With a challenging counseling session now behind her, Rebecca allowed herself to relax as the limo took her to the airport. She leaned her head against the plush seat and stared out the window as headlights from opposing traffic flashed into the car. Thoughts of the previous week ran through her head. 

She thought of Ben and how generous he had been to her. Between the shopping and fine dining, he was romancing her with all his energy and it was working. She missed him today. She was getting used to being with him all the time, for work and for play, and even though time alone was always something she cherished, she found herself missing him like crazy while they were apart. Now that her session was out of the way for the week, she was excited to see him after the short flight back to Vegas. 

She blinked as the limo came to a stop on the tarmac, not realizing the time had passed quickly as her mind wandered, daydreaming of Ben. Thanking the driver as he opened the door, she walked up the steps to the plane as one of the flight attendants greeted her. 

Carrie took a step back and let Rebecca enter. “Hi Rebecca.” 

“Good evening, Carrie, how are you?” 

“Fine, and you?” 

“I’m fine. Tired,” she answered with a light laugh. 

“Well, sit and relax.” Carried followed Rebecca to her seat as she settled in. “Ben requested a light snack for you. You’ll be having dinner as soon as you land.” 

“Dinner?” She raised her brows. “I wonder what he’s got planned now.” 

“I’m sure whatever it is will be nice. We’re about ready to leave. Would you like some champagne or wine after we take off?”

Rebecca slipped her shoes off and rubbed the soles of her feet over the plush carpet beneath her. “I’d love a glass of cabernet.” 

“We’ll make sure you have that shortly,” she promised and retreated to the back of the plane. 

Rebecca looked around the interior, still mesmerized that she was living the life she was, working for Heart & Soul, and now flying on the band’s plane. 

Take-off was smooth and quick. She blinked in confusion when the lights dimmed and shrugged it off as she figured it must be the evening routine. She unbuckled her seat belt and shifted in her seat to look out at the city as it became smaller while the plane flew higher. She heard the service cart coming down the aisle and turned, anticipating the glass of wine to ease her tensions. A small gasp escaped her lips when she saw neither William nor Carrie, but Ben standing next to her seat with a bottle of wine and two glasses on a tray with fresh fruits, cheese and crackers. 

“Hi,” she greeted him with a smile, turned to him and held out her arms when he sat next to her. “What are you doing here?” 

Ben hugged her tightly to him and rubbed her back as she held on. “I missed you.” He pulled back to look at her and kissed her softly. “I thought maybe you would like the company. I hope you don’t mind.” He stood up, poured the wine and handed her a glass before returning to his seat next to her. 

“I don’t mind at all. Mm,” she sighed as she took the first sip of cabernet. 

“How was counseling?” 

“Intense, heavy, emotional.” 

“Want to talk about it?” 

She shook her head. “Not really.”

“Did you talk about me?” 

“Ben,” she giggled and gave him a playful nudge. “You always ask that.” She took another sip of wine. “You’ve become an important part of my life, so yes, we did talk about you. But,” she said quickly, “I’m not sharing what was said with you.”

“Damn,” he whispered. 

“I didn’t think it would get emotional today. I went in there with a clear head, willing to talk about you, Brian and Samantha, maybe Maddie. I was coming off this high from our long weekend, and the session got intense and I’m kind of sick of it.” 

“Of what?” Ben asked. 

“Of counseling.” She exhaled and felt a weight lift off her shoulders. “There, I said it. I’m getting sick of counseling.” 

“Are you sure you’re not just saying that because of being in Vegas with me?”

“I’m sure,” she answered. “Counseling has helped, and I’ve been healing. But, I’m tired of not knowing what emotions are going to slam into me every time I go into that office.”

“Are you going to stop?” 

“Not altogether. My counselor could feel my frustration and she suggested a phone session next week. So, I’m going to give that a try and think about weaning myself off completely. I know my family will have mixed opinions on it, but it’s not their choice.” 

“No, it’s not,” he said supportively. “It’s your choice.” Ben slipped his arm around her shoulders and kissed the top of her head when she leaned into him. He remembered a few months ago how she wouldn’t miss one session, now she was talking about stopping. He didn’t have firsthand experience with counseling, and thought maybe she should see it through. But, he knew it was her choice and if Rebecca didn’t want to fly back home once a week for her counseling appointment, well, that just meant he wouldn’t miss that time apart from her. 

“I missed you, Ben. I know that sounds ridiculous. I was gone for the day and all I could think about was coming back to you.” 

“How does that make you feel?” 

“You sound like my counselor,” she chuckled. 

“How does that make you feel?” he repeated, his voice serious. 

“It still scares me,” she admitted as she took a sip of her wine. “But not as much anymore.” She set her wine aside when he pulled the snack tray forward. She accepted a strawberry from Ben, curled her legs to the side and slipped her arm through his. With another sigh, she leaned her head against his shoulder again, feeling complete with him by her side. “Tell me about your day, Benny.”  
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