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For my dear friend, Autumn Gantz. I can’t imagine what life would be like if you hadn’t picked up the phone five years ago and taken a chance on a writer who was struggling to realize her dream. A frank conversation about a music-based book I had yet to release started our inevitable 11:11 journey, and I’m so incredibly grateful for every step.


And for all those creatives who we declared heroes before we spotlighted their flaws and exploited their demons. Forgive us, for we know not what we did.


You were only human.









Reverse FORWARD


HA! See what happened there? I can’t take pun credit, it occurred naturally.


Welcome to my first forward. I’m pretty sure I will be terrible at this, but alas, I must because I need to preface the setting for this book.


Picture this, Sicily, 2035, wait . . . this isn’t a Golden Girl’s episode.


Let’s try this then . . .


Two households, both alike in dignity, in fair Verona, where we lay our scene—year, 2035 . . . Nope, that doesn’t really work either.


Okay, so here goes. Years ago, I decided Drive would never, ever, ever, ever, have a sequel and swore as much vehemently over the years that followed.


In January of this year, I made myself a liar.


So, nearly five years of “I’m not doing it” later, inspiration hit. I would love to apologize for the direction this one took, bearing in mind the requests from readers for a different take, but alas, I cannot because I fell passionately in love with this story and the characters.


Why all this gibberish, Kate? This book takes place thirteen years into the future, in the year 2035, which gave me a few liberties, that I did not take to the crazy extent. There are no flying cars in this book, nor do the characters materialize in a “Beam me up, Scotty” way. This isn’t that kind of book.


That said, I spruced up a few things technologically to suit this story—and I mean very few—to the point they’ll probably go unnoticed by some or many. Other things noted in the book have been aged well beyond our current year of 2022.


While I did my absolute best to keep up with the timeline from the previous book, the age progressions, and the love story timelines of all characters, I may have fumbled a little with the ball. I’m not saying I did, but it happens.


So, my request to you, dear reader, is . . . go with it and just enjoy this tale of woe from that of Juliet and her Romeo. Kind of. No spoilers here.


**Clears throat.**


As was the case with DRIVE, book #1, the chapter headings in REVERSE are clickable, so you can listen while you read to further enhance your experience. If nothing else, I implore you to listen to the songs during the most crucial chapters as they really do elevate the story. Music is both the muse and basis for this series.


If you have not read Drive, I strongly urge you to stop and grab it here before proceeding to this story. Is it necessary? Absolutely. If you want to experience and feel this book as I intended while writing, it’s a must.


Once again, I must thank you, dear reader, for giving my books a try with all my heart. I hope you enjoy it.


XO


Kate









PART I


“With the lights out, it’s less dangerous


Here we are now, entertain us”


Nirvana


“Smells Like Teen Spirit”









ONE
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“Someone Like You”


Adele


Natalie


2035


Glancing over my monitor to his office across the bustling newsroom, I see him typing a mile a minute. Rolling my chair closer to my desk, I duck out of his line of sight in an effort to shield my guilty conscience.




Nate Butler


Subject: Decisions


June 7, 2005, 2:23 a.m.


Salutations post countless beers,


I find it amusing that you work at a place called The Plate Bar. Did those idiot owners even research the name? I’m sitting on the patio at my best friend’s place, staring at the city lights, and I’m wondering where you are. I swore I wouldn’t bother you after beer one, and then decided on a formal email after beer three. But I still can’t afford you. It’s sad, really. So, the countdown begins, Miss Emerson. And though it’s just a few short months away, I find myself wanting to make one last effort to persuade you to go out with me (for research purposes of course). I have two tickets for the Ritz this Saturday.


GET. IN. MY. TAHOE.


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak


Sent via Blackberry





“Natalie, line four,” Elena, our office receptionist, chimes in as I damn near jump out of my skin. “It’s Jack with The Dallas Morning News.”


Nerves firing off as they have for the last half hour, I stand abruptly and think better of it, easing back into my chair. A closed door may pique Dad’s interest. I press the intercom to reception. “Tell him I’ll call him back, and Elena, I need an hour without interruption, okay?”


“Sure, hon,” she replies with the maternal tone she’s always used with me. I don’t take offense to it—even in this professional setting—because she watched me grow up at this paper. To her, I’ll always be the ginger-headed, twin-braid sporting little girl that considered the office furniture a part of my playground. Turning down the volume on my phone while my conscience screams at me, I glance around quickly before scanning the first few emails again.




Nate Butler


Subject: Courtesy


June 7, 2005, 5:01 p.m.


It is my understanding that a drunken man extended a concert invitation to you last night. And while I do not condone that behavior, especially from a future employer to employee, I find it extremely rude that said invitation has not been acknowledged. Teamwork is key here at Austin Speak, Miss Emerson. I can only assume you take your position seriously and are against the feminist lyrics of Sheryl Crow. My apologies. Moving forward, I will refrain from extracurricular emails, but will settle for a second interview, in my office, by 6:00 p.m. today.


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak


Sent Via Blackberry







Nate Butler


Subject: Oversight


June 8, 2005, 11:13 a.m.


It occurred to me that you may not be receiving these emails, but I think we both know, Miss Emerson, that is not the case. And since I have no proof of this, I have no choice but to believe you remain steadfast in your decision not to mix business with research, however disconcerting that may be due to the nature of your profession. But for the sake of office morale, I may be so inclined to have a beer at our place around 6:00 p.m. this evening to discuss this issue.


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak


Sent via Blackberry





“Geez, Dad, laying it on thick,” I whisper with a budding grin, popping up once more from behind my screen before zeroing in.




Stella Emerson


Subject: Deadlines


June 10, 2005, 9:42 p.m.


Dear Mr. Butler,


I am flattered by your correspondence and excited about the chance of working with you. Due to my current situation, I am unable to receive emails in a timely manner because of connection issues. I will be remedying this situation within the coming weeks. While all invitations are appreciated, I prefer to do my research alone. I am happy to report that things are rapidly progressing with my articles, and they will be delivered to you in two months’ time.


Best Wishes,


Stella Emerson


Future Entertainment Columnist, Austin Speak


Sent via The Plate Bar





“Ewww, best wishes?” I wince. “Burn. You struck out hard.” I can’t help my laugh at her witty, dry humor, especially in her email signature ‘sent via The Plate Bar.’ The web wasn’t nearly as accessible back then as it is now. Thirty years ago, the world was just on the precipice of the digital age. I recently did a story about advanced technology versus the gadgets of the eighties, nineties, and even the early 2000s. Most born past the millennium—including me—couldn’t identify what many of them were, let alone figure out how to use them. At this stage, I can’t imagine what little to no access life was like.


These thirty-year-old emails are proof of just how advanced we’ve become. That life existed without one-touch convenience.


Fascinated but hesitant, I briefly battle the churning in my gut, a sure sign that what I’m doing is wrong in more ways than one. Unease bubbling, I consider closing out the window and returning to the task my father charged me with.


I’m supposed to be searching the paper’s archives for excerpts from articles for Speak’s thirtieth anniversary edition printing this fall. Years ago, Dad hired a tech team to transfer everything Austin Speak to our current mainframe, including every article circulated. Apparently, the transfer also extracted everything from his dinosaur laptop—including ancient Austin Speak email chains. He didn’t oversee the project himself. His priority was the stories of today rather than yesteryear. I’m not sure he’s aware his email chains were included in the transfer, tucked away in a marked file in the archives. A file I stumbled into minutes ago and haven’t been able to click out of, while morally warring with myself to move on. But it’s the subject line of the following email that has me prying further—an email dating back to November, twenty-nine years ago.




Nate Butler


Subject: Trick? or Treat?


November 1, 2005, 10:00 a.m.


Miss Emerson,


Did I dream last night? Images keep flitting through my mind of a dark-haired, curvy temptress rolling around my office to “Xanadu” in white roller skates.


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak





I pause, a dangerous inkling coursing through me while a bold line comes into clear view in my mind. Just as I acknowledge it, my curiosity blurs it, and I step over, unable to stop myself.




Stella Emerson


Subject: Trick? or Treat?


November 1, 2005, 10:01 a.m.


Sir,


I’m going to keep your psychotic break in confidence as I need this job and the platform it provides me as a budding journalist. I assure you that I have no idea (buffs roller skates) about what you’re referring to. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a deadline and a very anal editor to report to. I can’t afford to entertain your delusions any further.


Stella


Xanadu Enthusiast, Austin Speak







Nate Butler


Subject: Trick? or Treat?


November 1, 2005, 10:03 a.m.


In my office now, Right Girl, and lock the fucking door behind you.


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak





“Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” I exhale in a barely audible whisper as I briefly kick back in my seat.


They were involved.


Gaping at the revelation, I again glance up to see Dad still occupied in his chair.


My dad and Stella Emerson, now Stella Emerson Crowne, wife to one of the biggest rock legends in history, were involved romantically.


Shock vibrates through me as I scroll through endless emails between them. There are hundreds—if not thousands—of emails spanning over four years from my father to a woman who isn’t my mother. Years of emails from one of my heroes to another. Years of his life where he was clearly infatuated and crazy in love with Stella Emerson Crowne.


Not Addison Warner Hearst, my mother, his wife.


It’s no secret amongst us who work at Austin Speak that Stella was one of the foundational blocks who aided the paper in becoming a reputable and well-respected local news source. In fact, whenever Stella’s been mentioned, Dad’s been completely transparent about that aspect of her time here and her contributions. Thinking back, not once has he ever mentioned he was involved with her personally.


Not once.


I would have remembered that, considering I’ve idolized her career as one to aspire to, along with any other ambitious journalist. But back when they were involved, the social media revolution hadn’t yet begun, and there were no online pictures, nor was there a digital footprint of the progression of their relationship. At that time, there was a considerable amount of control on what surfaced on the web, on access itself. Dad never had a Facebook for anything other than the paper, and apps like Insta didn’t exist yet. The two of them weren’t newsworthy then . . . but Reid Crowne was.


Even so, Dad has purposefully kept their involvement under wraps, but why? Dad and I share everything. He’s been an open book to me my whole life. Granted, relationships are different, but he’s been pretty candid about those, or at least I thought so. Thinking back now, I can’t really remember him referencing a specific ex.


Feeling a little betrayed—knowing I really don’t have much of a right to be due to the personal nature—I decide not to torture myself and respect his privacy enough to scroll to the last few emails. If anything, I need to know how and why it ended and, more specifically, who ended it. I skip forward nearly five years to read the last few.




Stella Emerson


Subject: I’m Here


September 11, 2010, 6:02 p.m.


Nate,


I’m almost embarrassed to admit I’m scared, but I’ve never been able to hide the truth from you. Even if I didn’t admit it, you’d be able to read between these lines somehow. I’ve strayed halfway across the country from everything I’ve ever known and everyone who truly knows me.


But I guess the meaning of home is subjective now, isn’t it?


When the wheels touched down in Seattle, it sort of felt like walking into a warm embrace. Nothing was familiar, and yet being here feels like déjà vu. Like my life here, my chapters were already written, and the city was just waiting for me to begin to live them. Even the overgrown elm tree next to my apartment building is oddly recognizable. Or maybe I’m romanticizing myself in my new life here. I’m sure you’re thinking that right now as you read this, though I’m more the cosmic believer of the two of us. As crazy as it may seem to the rationalist you are, I can sense I’m starting the life I was meant to. Though I have to admit, certain parts of me are still trying to make peace with leaving.


During the flight, I drew upon memories that made Texas feel most like home. One of them was the day we spent at the farmer’s market beneath the sun, sharing food and smiles while switching papers. A day that remains one of my favorites. I already miss Texas, and I’m nervous about starting the job at Seattle Waves because I have a feeling that I’ll hate my new editor. My last one is irreplaceable. I miss him every single day. But I feel . . . safe here.


Love,


Stella







Nate Butler


RE: Subject: I’m Here


September 12, 2010, 8:04 a.m.


Go with your gut; know it’s a good one to trust because it brought you where you are. If you get overwhelmed, just remember how far you’ve come from that day you waltzed in here wearing a Pulp Fiction, Samuel Jackson “Tasty Burger” T-shirt and demanding that I take you seriously. I was just at the market yesterday and thought of that day too. It’s definitely a Stella thing.


What have I told you about starting sentences with the word but?


I can’t be sure, but I feel your old editor really doesn’t miss your bullshit, or your defense of Stellisms, you know, the words you bent and tried to pass for English that don’t exist in the dictionary. Nor does he miss schooling you on proper news etiquette. Or maybe he does. One thing is certain.


Texas misses you.


I fucking miss you.


Always,


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak







Nate Butler


Subject: Making Waves


October 3, 2010, 6:03 p.m.


Subject Line pun intended. I’m so proud of you. You’re turning that no-name paper into a fuel source for shaky subscribers. I have zero doubt Seattle Waves will be a reputable ‘rag’ in no time. While you were a force to be reckoned with here in Austin, you’re a fucking hurricane now, Stella. You outgrew this paper and Texas far before you left it. I regret not giving you more leeway. Please, don’t hold back now. Not for anything or anyone. As much as I hate admitting this, seeing your growth there makes it even more apparent you made the right decision to go. You’re thriving. I’m proud.


Always,


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak







Stella Emerson


RE: Subject: Making Waves


October 4, 2010, 4:34 p.m.


Nate,


I haven’t been taken seriously as a journalist all damned day due to your email. It was the first thing I saw this morning, and coming from my harshest critic, you know how much it means to me. So, because of that, I’ve been smiling like a lunatic and getting odd looks. You would think I would be used to that by now. I’ll be honest, I’m more in love now with this place than ever because I feel I’m on the precipice of something I can’t explain. I don’t love how much the fit feels right for reasons you’re aware of. At the same time, I’m embracing Seattle. I’m hugging her back, hard. So much so that I’m about to start house hunting. I know, right? Can you fucking believe it? I’m laying roots for the first time ever, and ironically, I’m not scared. It’s like I can picture it, and I’m already there, but Texas is always with me


Love,


Stella







Stella Emerson


Subject: I’m Sorry


November 9, 2010, 9:00 p.m.


I know why you didn’t answer. I’m so sorry for anything those headlines might have made you feel. Running into Reid was completely unexpected. I don’t know if you want a single detail. I know I wouldn’t, but please know it wasn’t planned. I’m sure you will tell me not to feel guilty, but I fucking do. It hurts me so much to know you were probably blindsided by that picture. Please believe I don’t want any tension or resentment between us, but the sinking feeling inside me tells me it’s unavoidable. Nate, this is the first time in my life that I hate my profession and journalism as a whole. I never wanted to become any part of a headline, let alone one that could damage the two of us.


I’m sorry. I miss hearing from you and wish you would or felt like you could still talk to me.


Love,


Stella





Scrambling, I look up the headlines for November 9, 2010, and see a candid picture of Stella and Reid, tucked away and kissing on a side street in Seattle—and it’s no PG kiss. Not even close. Obviously, they thought they were hidden from view. The article goes on to identify Stella and speculate what this could mean for the Dead Sergeants’ notoriously single drummer. My heart sinks as I read my father’s reply.




Nate Butler


Re: Subject: I’m sorry


November 10, 2010, 3:00 a.m.


Don’t be. Texas is no longer your home, and it’s evident. You’re making another life. I think we’ve always known what that would eventually include. Please don’t let your worry for me overshadow your happiness.


Always


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak





According to the time stamp, he replied to her at three a.m. from his office. A vision of my dad sitting alone behind his desk while staring at the picture pops into my head as a burn begins in my throat. I can only imagine what he must have felt as he tried to devise the right response for her. In the end, even though I’m sure he felt destroyed, he took the high road and, not only that, attempted to relieve her of the burden.




Stella Emerson


Subject: Headlines


December 13, 2010, 7:00 p.m.


Nate,


We’re engaged, and it’s going to print tomorrow. I didn’t want you to hear it from anyone else but me. I wish things were different. I wish I still felt like I have the right to know you—and a large part of me is breaking right now knowing I’ve lost that right. I’m still going to make the case that I loathe that it’s happening and always will.


Love,


Stella







Nate Butler


RE: Subject: Headlines


December 14, 2010, 1:02 a.m.


Stella,


Have you forgotten all I’ve taught you? Any worthy newsman is aware of a national headline before the ink is laid. All I’ve ever wanted or will ever want for you is your happiness. Your engagement is already scheduled to print on page one in Austin Speak tomorrow. Congratulations.


Out of respect for your choice and for myself, this is goodbye, Stella.


Be happy.


Always,


Nate Butler


Editor in Chief, Austin Speak





Eyes misting, I catch sight of my father pacing his office, his phone to his ear. A million questions flit through my mind as I resist the urge to go back and probe into his past to quench my growing curiosity.


A few years before I was born, Stella Emerson Crowne left Texas and, from what I’ve gathered thus far, broke my father’s heart in the process. Mere months later, she married a rock star in a very publicized winter wedding, leaving my dad a casualty of her happiness. A casualty who’s been my rock throughout the whole of my life. A man who’s shaped me into the woman and writer I’ve become.


As a journalist himself, Dad not only had to endure reading the headlines but had a duty to report them as well. I have no doubt he assigned someone to cover her wedding day, owing to her association with the paper. Dragging my mouse over the file, I dig through the archives to see that’s the truth of it. A reporter named JJ, who left Speak years ago, covered the fairytale wedding in its entirety.


He had an obligation to his readers to report the stories they wanted, and because Stella held a desk at Speak, it cemented his fate as both spectator and reporter.


“Daddy,” I whisper hoarsely as my heart breaks for him trying to imagine how he was forced to endure that aspect of it.


Is that why he’s kept this hidden?


Was it humiliating for him?


My eyes remained fixed on him as he bends from where he stands and taps a few keys, squinting as he does so. I can’t even muster a smile as he practically presses his nose to the screen in an effort to read the words. Mom’s been on him for years to use his readers and even bought them in bulk and put them within reach in every imaginable space he occupies.


He’s as stubborn as they come, an inherited trait passed down to me.


Annoyed by whatever task he’s working on, Dad collapses into his chair, squeezing his worn stress ball. I scan for any more correspondence between him and Stella after his goodbye email—and I come up empty.


Was that the last time they spoke? Saw each other?


More questions flit through my mind as I grapple with the heaviness circulating through me. How long had they been broken up before she left for Seattle? How long after did he meet Mom? Pulling up my cell phone, I shoot off a text.




When exactly did you and Daddy start dating?





Her reply comes less than a minute later.




Mom: A hundred years ago.


What was the exact date?


Mom: February 2011. We met at a media party, and you know this. Don’t ask me when we got serious. He’s still my longest one-night stand.





They met mere months after Stella and Dad stopped communicating, but how long after they broke up?


I look up Stella’s last article for Austin Speak and see it was printed almost eight months before she left Austin, which indicates she might have quit the paper when they broke up. My phone buzzes again.




Mom: Why? Afraid you’re illegitimate? (tongue emoji)


Not funny.


Mom: What is this about exactly?


Just curious.


Mom: I’m at the store. Can you grill me later? If you come home tonight, I’ll cook.





Feeling oddly displaced, my current headspace won’t allow me to face either parent right now. My curiosity is fueling my need for more answers.




I can’t tonight. Tomorrow ok?


Mom: Sure. Love you. If I’m off the cooking hook, please tell your father to pick up Chinese on the way home.


Will do. X





I message her again as amplifying guilt continues to surround my heart.




I love you, Mom.


Mom: Love you too. By the way, if you’re curious, you were well worth the hellacious sixteen-hour labor but it’s also the reason why you’re an only child.





My heart warms as I recall the story of Mom’s nightmare in delivering me, her finish to the story the best part. As many times as I’ve heard and memorized what she refers to every year as “our day,” I’m not as versed in the story of my parents’ coupling. I’ve never really paid much attention in the adult way. Whenever it was brought up in the past, I always did the typical fake gag routine. Now I wish I had paid closer attention. As it is now, any outsider within a few feet of them can see they love and respect each other, deeply. It’s obvious.


So why is this revelation affecting me so profoundly?


Why did my instincts tell me to lie to her—other than the fact it’s not a subject to broach via text message.


Even so, why am I so afraid to outright ask my father, who just so happens to be the best source?


As I try to reason with myself, I’m terrified of what my gut is saying—my dad wouldn’t have kept their relationship hidden unless he wanted it that way.


It’s one thing to have an ex. It’s another thing entirely to have an ex who went on to marry a world-famous rock star.


Mom has to know. She has to. There’s no way they didn’t have the ex-talk. All couples do at some point, right?


Dad is painfully frank, which some may consider a character flaw, but one which I proudly inherited. Regardless of that, every part of the journalist he cultivated in me is dying to walk across the hall for answers. But this isn’t someone else’s story. It’s fact-checking his personal past that has me chickening out.


Not to mention the fact that the ancient emails have me questioning the authenticity of my parents’ start so soon after his heartbreak and scrutinizing the timeline.


By my quick calculation, my parents married a year after they met. Just a few months ago, they celebrated their twenty-third anniversary. The question of my legitimacy is asinine because I came into the picture months after they wed, a souvenir they created on their month-long honeymoon.


The alarming part is that I deeply felt Stella and my father’s connection while reading. I’m positive if I read more—especially during the thick of their relationship—I would feel it on an even more visceral level. I fear it may haunt me if I don’t get the full story.


Just ask him, Natalie. He’s feet away!


But something about the lingering ache I feel as a spectator after simply reading a dozen or so emails keep me from doing so.


I just inadvertently opened Pandora’s box—a box that doesn’t belong to me, a box I had no right to open.


Far too tempted to go back in, I drag my finger along the screen with the file and linger over the trash, flicking my focus back to Dad as I do so. Confusion, anger for him, and curiosity war in my head as I drag the file away from the trash and opt to hide the email chain in a desktop file before closing out the window.


Nervous energy coursing through me, stomach roiling, I glance around the bustling and recently renovated warehouse Dad converted into a newsroom when he started the paper. A u-shape of executive offices outlines the floor of the small warehouse, one of which I’ve occupied since graduating last spring.


In the center of the floor that Dad nicknamed ‘the pit’ sits rows upon rows of columnists’ desks. Scanning the desks, my eyes land on Herb, an Austin Speak staple who was one of Dad’s first hires. Herb is in his late sixties now and comes in on a part-time basis. At this point, it’s safe to say he’s more of a fixture than an integral part of the paper. Though that’s the case now, he was present then and undoubtedly laid witness to Stella and my father’s relationship.


Standing abruptly—without a clue as to how I’ll approach it—I take a step toward my office door when my dad pauses across the pit, sensing my movement in his peripheral. He glances over at me, his lips lifting and forming his signature smile. Unable to school myself in time, his brows draw when he reads my expression.


Stay cool, Natalie.


Doing my best to ease the conflict inside, I muster a reassuring smile, but I can already tell it’s too late. Dad’s features etch in concern as he mouths an “Okay?”


Nodding repeatedly, I wave my hand dismissively before grabbing my coffee cup and making a beeline for the breakroom. Acting plays a small part in being a journalist, if only as an exercise in composure. People are less inclined to give you what you need if you seem too eager. At the same time, too much confidence can cause a similar issue—dissuading trust.


It’s a balance and consistent exercise in composure until you reach the level where your name is more valuable and you have enough accolades as a journalist to be sought after, like Oprah, Diane Sawyer, or Stella Emerson Crowne.


Leaving college wet behind the ears as the daughter of one of the most highly respected editors in journalism, I have a lot to prove to myself and those in my field. Even though I write under my mother’s maiden name as Natalie Hearst, my work for anyone in the field will always be synonymous with Nate Butler and his well-established and credible paper. I have so much to live up to, considering my father took the magazine from an ad-dependent paper to a next-level publication. And when he retires, which he insists will be sooner rather than later, it’s up to me to help maintain its integrity.


Though I grew up in the newsroom, Dad’s never pressured me to take it on but is responsible for so much of my love for the written word. Like Dad, my favorite news to report consists mainly of human-interest stories. His own writing journey began with a touching story during a time stamp no one ever forgets—9/11.


Challenged with dyslexia, he pressed on and figured out a way to work around it and carry out his dream to run a newspaper—which is more than admirable. My father is my hero and has been since I was young enough to recognize it. So it was only natural I spent my childhood sitting next to his desk, imitating his every move, typing on one of his old laptops before I could speak. Thanks to Mom, Dad has a dozen or so pride-filled videos of me doing just that to prove it.


My character traits and love for journalism aren’t the only things I inherited from him. My strawberry blonde hair and indigo-colored eyes make our relationship unmistakable when we’re within feet of each other and even when we’re not.


Additionally, Dad has shared so much of himself with me that I know I could recite the milestones in his life in chronological order without much thought. Maybe that’s why I’m so rattled because apparently, there are gaps in his history I was purposely not made privy to. The sudden shift of viewing my dad as a twenty-plus man in love rather than my Little League coach has me reeling.


Of course, my parents had histories before they met and married. Of course, there are parts of their lives they don’t share with their daughter—secrets they plan on taking to their graves—but there’s just something about this particular secret that isn’t settling well with me. At all.


“Natalie?” Alex, our sports columnist prompts, staring up at me from his desk. Empty coffee cup in hand, I gape back at him, confused as to how I ended up lurking above him. “Can I help you with something?”


“J-just wanted to see if you wanted some coffee?” I mumble in shit excuse, lifting my mug as though he’s never seen one.


“It’s after two,” he says curtly, just as confused by the gesture as I am. “I don’t drink coffee after two.”


“Okay.” I bob my head, eyes again on the office now feet away, just as Dad hangs up the phone and starts to make his way toward us. Guilt and panic mix, prompting me to flee before he can reach me with his probing eyes. By the time flight kicks in, he’s already striding toward me, seemingly as confused as Alex.


“What’s up?” Dad asks as he joins me at Alex’s desk.


“Kid was just asking me if I wanted some coffee.”


“You can fetch your own, asshole,” Dad snarks, giving me a wink.


“Well, as everyone knows,” Alex fires back, “I don’t drink coffee after two.”


“No one knows, Alex,” Dad taunts dryly, “nor cares.”


“I want no special treatment,” I remind him. “I have no issue getting coffee.”


“Well, you don’t have to play gopher or clean toilets. You’ve paid those dues already. This is a family-owned business, so there should be advantages to being a Butler, even if you write under Hearst.”


I nod, not in agreement, but because I’m staring at him with an altered perception while trying to forget what I just read, the gnawing in my gut constant.


He loved Stella. He really loved her. It was so evident.


An image of my smiling mother, riding next to me on Daisy, her favorite Haflinger, flashes through my mind as new pain sears through my chest.


“Well?” Dad chuckles.


“Well, what?” I ask.


“Your coffee,” he nods toward my forgotten cup.


“Right. Want some?”


“No thanks, baby, I’m good.”


“Oh!” I say loudly, startling him. “Mom wants you to pick up Chinese on the way home.”


“’K,” he nods before frowning. “You aren’t coming over?”


“Tomorrow,” I back away slowly, my eyes plastered to his. “I’m going to go get coffee.” I toss a thumb over my shoulder, turn, and practically sprint to the breakroom to fill my cup. Mid-brew, I begin panicking about the fact I might have left a window open on my desktop. Discarding my cup in the sink, I haul ass back toward my office to see Dad’s still standing at Alex’s desk, making small talk. It’s when he sees me empty-handed that he follows me into my office.


Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


“Okay,” he sounds behind me in his distinct dad tone, “time to tell me what’s going on.”


Relief washes over me briefly as he takes a seat opposite my desk before I round it to see I did close it all out.


“Nothing, I’m just thinking. I got a line on something, but I don’t know if the source is credible.”


He dips his chin in understanding. “So then, what are the rules?”


“According to my expensive education, or my dad?”


“Dad,” he smirks. “Better choice.”


“Don’t run it unless it’s concrete.”


“There you go,” he says with a grin. “Or?”


“Find a better source.”


“That’s my girl.” He stands as I look him over. He’s well into his fifties but doesn’t look a day over forty-five. Women have been fawning over him my whole life, especially my teachers when I attended grade school. It was embarrassing.


He tosses a glance over his shoulder as he heads toward the door. “You sure that’s all?”


“How many times have you been in love, Daddy?” I ask, as casually as I can manage.


“Ah, so this is about a guy? That explains it.” He frowns. “You didn’t tell me you were dating again.”


I broke up with my college ex, Carson, just after graduating from UT last May. Carson took a job in New York, knowing I wouldn’t leave Texas. He made his decision—and it wasn’t me. It’s been surprisingly easy to live with. Dating afterward felt like a chore, so I’ve been opting out and concentrating on the paper instead.


“You didn’t answer my question.”


One side of his mouth quirks up as he squeezes the stress ball forever attached to his hand. “First and foremost, a journalist.”


“Always. So, really, Dad, how many times have you been in love?”


I study his expression carefully, his relaxed posture as he answers easily.


“A few times.”


“So, more than once?”


His grin grows. “Yes, a few generally constitutes more than one.”


“Was . . . did you . . .” I bite my lip, “were any of them . . . I-I—”


“Okay, is this something you want to talk to me about? Because it doesn’t seem like it.”


“Maybe another time.” I match his smile, genuinely thankful for the out I so obviously need. “After a few beers. Sorry, I’m just in my head today.”


He pauses before he rounds the desk and presses a kiss to my temple. “All right then, rain check. But for you, I’m an open book. You know that, so just ask.”


Ask him, Natalie, or it will eat you alive.


I open my mouth to ask and curse the coward within refusing to speak up. “Some other time.”


“Deal. Love you,” he whispers.


“Love you too, Daddy,” I croak, hearing the shake in my voice. A shake he doesn’t miss.


Shit.


He pauses at the doorway. “Natalie, you do know you can tell me anything, right?”


Tears threaten as I gaze on at him. Biased as I might be, Nate Butler is the greatest man I’ve ever known. No man has ever held a candle to him, and I doubt one ever will. It’s not just who he is as a journalist or his accomplishments, but it’s how he is personally as well. His warmth, his instilled empathy, and the way he treats people, namely me and my mother.


How could Stella walk away from him?


From their emails, it’s clear it was her choice to leave Texas—to leave my father—only to marry Reid mere months after they ran into each other in Seattle. There’s a story there, but I’m not sure I can stomach any more, yet everything inside me refuses to let it go.


Was Reid a choice? Was the choice made easier for Stella because Reid is a rock star? As the thought occurs, some of my hero worship for Stella Emerson Crowne dims.


I should be thankful she did what she did. If she hadn’t, I wouldn’t exist.


“Would you believe I’m oddly sentimental today?” I lie to my father a second time—a rarity—knowing that the anxiety etched on his face is because visible signs of emotion are an anomaly for me.


Though his expression calls bullshit, he heads toward my office door anyway, giving me the space I need to come to him, if and when I’m ready. That’s our relationship. He stops at the threshold and glances over his shoulder one last time. “Give it some more time, if you need it.”


He thinks I’m still mourning my breakup with Carson when, oddly, I’m mourning his.


“Heals all wounds, right?” I prod as subtly as I can manage.


The crease between his brows deepens. “Right.”


“But in your experience, does it really?”


He pauses briefly and grins. “The only truth about time is that it flies. Just yesterday, you were bitching about the way I was braiding your hair because you,” he lifts his fingers in air quotes, “‘want them to be as pretty as Macey Mc Callister’s.’”


“Was I that much of a brat?”


“You were and are the perfect child. That’s why you’re an only.” He taps the frame of the door. “I’m taking off. See you tomorrow.”


“Night, Daddy.”


Taking his leave, he walks over to his office, grabs his jacket from the back of his chair, and turns out the light. The second he disappears into the lobby, I divert my attention back to the screen housing the pinned folder that holds more details of my father’s personal past.


The battle begins as unanswered questions begin rotating in my head.


What the hell happened between my father and Stella Emerson Crowne?


My gut tells me that even if I did ask him outright, he still wouldn’t be the credible source in finding the whole of the story. If I want the whole truth, I’ll have to open the file and further invade his privacy or find another source.


Twenty minutes later, I stop the debate and reopen the archives, dangerously assuring myself before I do. “Just a few more.”









TWO


[image: ]


“Anytime”


Brian McKnight


Natalie


Tossing away my blanket in irritation, I click off the flatscreen as the credits roll on Drive, a screenplay Stella wrote over two decades ago about her start and evolution as a journalist. The movie also includes her husband, Reid’s coinciding journey as the drummer of the Dead Sergeants and the band’s history leading up to the height of their stardom.


While Stella and Reid’s love story played a large part in the movie, my father wasn’t mentioned, and the paper was thoroughly glossed over. Though one thing remains certain—Reid and Stella met around or close to the time Stella started working for Austin Speak.


In fact, it was Stella’s feature in Speak about the Dead Sergeants that drew a Sony executive’s attention, eventually getting them signed. Ironically, just before that twist of fate, Reid left Stella holding the bag of their budding relationship to move home and provide for his alcoholic parents. Thus, portraying him every bit the desperate, starving artist who was giving up on his dreams.


Even as Reid broke her heart, Stella made him promise not to give up. She even went so far as to have an expensive drum kit she won by chance delivered to where he fled to encourage him to keep believing. A few months after their breakup, the Sony exec attended a show, and the Sergeants, Reid included, were signed. Just after, Reid went on tour with the band, which led to years of separation between him and Stella. Years I conclude that she dated my father.


At the end of the movie, Stella and Reid reunite after the most incredible of coincidences in Seattle—half a country away from where their story began here, in Austin. Stella was house hunting—as she’d reported to Dad via email—when she stumbled upon Reid at an open house. Reid just so happened to be accompanying his lead guitar player, Rye Wheeler, who was interested in the now-famous A-frame Stella and Reid became cemented at.


Shortly after the mind-boggling, seemingly fated reunion, Stella and Reid got engaged, and Dad cut all ties with her.


The movie highly romanticizes Stella’s belief in fate and destiny and the part they played in Stella and Reid’s relationship throughout without a single hint of the fallout—my father and his broken heart.


On a mission for more, I grab my phone to start a Google search, and my heart skips a beat when I catch the time displayed in large numbers on my home screen.


11:11


Momentarily stunned by the sight of the time frequently mentioned in the movie—a time where superstitious Stella made wishes within those sixty seconds—I do my best to pass off the strange notion that arises.


Maybe it’s a sign for me.


Perhaps one of encouragement?


“You’re doing a shitty thing, Nat. Own it,” I utter dryly, batting the idiocy off. At this point, I’m grasping at all moral straws in an attempt to keep on with my investigation while combating the guilt.


Standing on the patio of my apartment—just a few streets over from the heavy traffic of Sixth—I decide downtown Austin remains alive and well with the ever-present varied lights and the level of street noise in the distance.


Dipping my gaze, I sweep my quieter road, which is riddled with a few potholes, and even fewer passersby. I imagine Stella three decades ago, nearly three years my junior, as she trekked her way through these very streets. Streets she frequented, determined to forge her future in journalism.


More curious than ever, I Google Stella Emerson Crowne. A list quickly populates of images and articles, many written by her. I take a seat in my lone chair—which takes up the whole of my four cubic feet of balcony—and began sorting through them. She’s given several interviews over the years, most of them in the last decade, due to her success. As I pick through the endless barrage of information, I become more and more frustrated when I don’t find mention of my father, especially in the earlier articles.


Unless Stella is a borderline sociopath who could lie her way through any test, my father meant far more to her than she’s allowed the world to know.


I know, and sadly, I may be one of a very few which leaves an acidic taste lingering on my tongue.


For the past twenty-five years, it seems they’ve both lived their separate lives pretending that the other doesn’t exist, but why?


It has to be purposeful, has to be. And if so, that means she’s buried their relationship history too. They seemed to be on amicable terms when they split.


Why did they break up in the first place? In the film, Stella was already in Seattle when she reunited with Reid.


Even though a lot of pieces are clicking together, I know I’m missing the most vital parts. Too many to feel real satisfaction, especially for someone in my field.


Did she leave my father out of that script to spare him? Was he hurt by it?


Can I let this go?


A resounding no thrums through my psyche as I try to grapple with the fact that everyone has a dating history, including my parents. But it’s the intimacy of the emails I’ve read so far, the underlying love, affection, and devotion between them that keeps me calling ‘bullshit’ on the movie and pacing my apartment until sunrise.
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“There’s always an angle, Natalie,” I mutter beneath my breath for the umpteenth time as I set my tray atop the wiry metal table on the patio of the small bistro, which sits only a few blocks from Speak.


“It’s been a while,” Rosie, our gossip columnist prods as I take a sip of my lemonade, and she takes the seat across from me.


Per usual, she’s a cheap lunch date—her lithe figure taking precedence over hunger. Her plate is covered in mixed greens topped with a teaspoon of dressing—rabbit food. “What’s new, or should I say news?” I ask before taking a hearty bite of my brisket sandwich.


“Not a lot,” she says, glancing around the patio. A habit she no doubt formed back in L.A. where she stemmed from.


The sun collectively starts to beat down on us as she exaggeratedly pats her forehead with a napkin. I grin behind my sandwich in anticipation of what’s coming.


“I can’t believe I gave up California temperatures for this.”


Early spring in Texas is a toss-up in weather, though it’s mildly comfortable today—at least for me, which gave me the perfect excuse to get Rosie out of the office so our conversation didn’t drift into the wrong ears.


What Rosie Knows is one of the most celebrated and most-read columns at Austin Speak. With her connections in entertainment and media and her expertise in unearthing celebrity gossip, we got a considerable circulation boost when she started at the paper. She has a penchant, if not a God-given talent, for sniffing out news before any other source. She’s rarely, if ever, scooped.


In college, I followed her gossip blog and podcast like religion and brought her talent up to Dad on multiple occasions in an attempt to get her to Austin. So, when Dad finally made the call to recruit her, we sweetened the deal by offering to sponsor her podcast nationally through my mother’s media company.


Even with that bait, it surprised the hell out of us both when she accepted and traded in California weather for the sweltering Texas sun six months out of the year.


A perk of when she’s here is that she’s one less testosterone-driven man to take up Austin Speak office space, for which I’m thankful. Because of my admiration for her work—and our closeness in age—we took up easily together as friends, so my lunch invitation isn’t out of the ordinary. However, my motive for extending the invite is far from innocent.


“What are you working on?” she asks, forking a bite with a manicured hand, her blonde locks pulled into a high ponytail. Though she’s got a little of that California-bred Barbie look going on, she’s down-to-earth and can quickly shift to a split-tongued devil when provoked. These traits made her an instant ally. She can drive the most ego-driven man to his knees on any given day of her choosing. Another reason to love Rosie today is that she’s prompting me with the right questions out of the gate. Bless her.


I shrug nonchalantly. “Just going through the archives and pulling old columns for the thirtieth edition. We’re going to highlight the headlines that got the paper where it is today. I just finished year one.”


“Damn, that’s a task.”


“I’m up for it and have months to prepare, so I’m determined to do it justice.” I sip my lemonade and decide it’s go time. “I’m sorting through some of Stella’s old articles now.”


Rosie’s eyes widen, letting me know she’s already on the hook. Despite her age and the fact that she’s brushed elbows with countless A-list celebrities, she is a die-hard fan of all things Crowne family.


“Oh,” she jumps in her seat as if in afterthought. “Speaking of,” she palms her forehead dramatically as I hold in my chuckle. “I totally forgot. I just got a line on something big.”


“Oh, yeah?” I ask, keeping my tone even and proud of my acting skills for the moment. “What’s that?”


“Well, according to my source,” she starts as we share a smile, “young Crowne is releasing a debut album very soon.”


“Young Crowne? You mean—”


“Elliot Easton Crowne.” She fans herself as I try to conceal my victory smile behind my sandwich. Here we go.


“Did you know Easton was named after The Cars guitarist; you know, the band who wrote the song—”


“Drive,” I finish for her, clear hearts flashing in her eyes.


“Technically, a man named Ben wrote that song and sang it, but Ben was obviously taken because Ben First is the Sergeants’ lead singer. He and Lexi made Benji, who is fire hot as fuck now, by the way.”


“Really?”


“Oh yeah, at least the last time he was pictured. I’m guessing Easton’s namesake was Stella’s idea, and she didn’t like Rick.”


“Rick?”


“The lead singer of The Cars.”


“Ah.”


“So, I’m assuming they grabbed Easton’s name because you know Stella believes in all that cosmic stuff,” she waves her hand around animatedly, “and that song helped bring them back together, so no doubt that’s where he got his namesake.”


Recalling the movie, I place the part where Stella walked into a club she used to frequent with Reid and discovered him singing her favorite song as if willing her back to him. I’d teared up watching it as she sobbed at the edge of the stage while Reid sang, oblivious that she was standing there. That scene took place just before the end of the movie, a few scenes before they found each other in Seattle.


“I watched the movie last night,” I declare, knowing it will earn me points.


“Really?”


“Yeah, I mean, I’ve been reading her articles, so I got curious.”


Rosie sighs dreamily. “It’s still my favorite.”


As subtly as I can, I lead her back to the point. “So, Easton’s releasing a debut album? I didn’t even know he was a musician.”


“Honey, have you seen a recent picture of Easton Crowne?” She admonishes, pulling up her phone and tapping furiously.


While I do genuinely love Rosie and her company, this behavior is precisely why I dragged her out of the office to dig around. If there’s any dirt—good or bad—on the Crownes, she’s the one to go to. Reid and Stella’s story is one she considers a modern-day Elvis and Priscilla. Though it’s old news, it happens to be her favorite news, especially since King and Queen Crowne had a prince. A prince that’s rarely ever mentioned in the media.


I must admit, as much as my father’s relationship with Stella intrigues me, so does the other half of the story. Stella’s half. Maybe if I get closer to that half, I’ll find some of the answers I seek.


I’m just not sure what the questions are . . . yet.


It’s when Rosie lifts the phone that I’m struck by just how much of the other side exists. Hazel eyes glare back at me—or rather at the camera—as I take her phone and study the picture, cupping shade over it with my hand.


“Yeah, honey, take your time and drink that man in. Mm Mm Mm.”


Grinning due to her reaction, I do. From the top of his six-plus frame lays thick unruly, jet-black hair which juts out beneath a beanie. In this particular shot, he’s dressed in a form-fitting, faded grey thermal, dark, snug-fitting jeans, a plastic bag of takeout in one hand, the other grips the handle of an ancient, black box Chevy Truck. His posture next to it insinuates protection as if the truck has sentimental value while he scowls at the pap taking the picture. Everything in his demeanor screams, ‘fuck off.’


“It’s clear he hates the camera,” I note.


“That’s why he’s releasing it without promoting it.”


“What?”


“Yes, girl, no PR, no press announcement, no warning at all, and from what I was told, he’s not planning on granting a single interview. Which is crazy considering—”


“Stella is a journalist,” I interject.


“Exactly, Easton Crowne either doesn’t give a shit if it sells a single copy, or he hates the media so much he’s not willing to help himself get the word out. If the photos are any indication—”


“It’s definitely the latter,” I finish for her.


“Right. He’s been almost impossible to photograph over the years—along with all the Sergeants’ other kids—which has, of course, made his photos worth a shitload and the paps more relentless.” She finally bites into her salad, but that doesn’t stop her gushing. “The whole damned band has done a good job keeping their kids out of the spotlight over the years to the point they’re hardly recognizable now. But daaaaammmmn, just look at him.” She sighs. “I’m willing to bet his father is helping him produce, and he doesn’t want that out.”


And that’s your in, Natalie.


I jump on it. “Keep that out of it. We don’t want legal breathing down our necks.”


“Sure?” she asks. “It’s just speculation.”


“Even so, as protective as they are, we don’t need the headache. Trust me. The fact that he’s releasing an album will be enough.”


“Agreed,” she says quickly when I hand the phone back, and she again admires the picture. “Damn, he’s gorgeous.”


“And a raging asshole from the looks of it,” I say through a mouthful.


“Hard to believe Stella worked at Speak and then went on to marry a rock star,” she sighs wistfully.


“She helped make him a rock star,” I remind her. And my father helped make her. That part I leave out as the movie replays in my head, and the underlying resentment again begins to simmer.


“I think that might be why I took the job at Speak,” she says, swatting a fly away from her lettuce. “Damn sure isn’t the weather here.”


I nod, my thoughts beginning to wander back to the emails.


“Lucky bitch,” Rosie adds. “Can you even imagine what it’s like to have the attention of a man like that?”


I shake my head as her eyes light, and dread courses through me as I anticipate Rosie’s next words. She again delivers.


“You know, maybe you could contact her. Stella is down to earth, seems like a remember your roots and pay homage type of gal. I bet she would give you a quote or a few paragraphs about her time during the startup of the paper. It could really boost circulation.”


“Not a bad idea.” I lie, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “I’ll bring it up with Dad.”


Never.


Never will I ever bring up Stella in front of my father again. “When are you planning on publishing the article about Easton?”


“I’m still digging around,” she says, “but I’ll have it up by Monday.”


It’s Wednesday, and if I decide to use this angle, I’ll have to work fast.


Casually, I pick up my lemonade as my head swims with possible scenarios. “So, what else is going on?”









THREE
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“Runaway Train”


Soul Asylum


Natalie


The clock is ticking. That truth continues to bounce through my racing mind as I do my best to psych myself up, still trying to justify the reasoning behind the act I’m about to commit.


So, maybe part of the job of an investigative reporter involves a little bit of calculating as well. No budding journalist worth their salt can skirt the fact that it takes some manipulation—along with a set of brass balls—to get in where you can fit in, at least during the formative years.


Facts are, unless you’ve established a name for yourself as a journalist, few will pay you a bit of attention unless the subject of the story is newsworthy. It’s a dog-eat-dog world in media, always has been, and unfortunately, due to the increasingly cutthroat nature of instant news—as in reporting a full-fledged story within hours before you’re scooped—it appears it always will be. Rosie is confident in her position that no one else has a clue on the line she’s landed on Easton; because of that, I have the luxury of the window that I do.


Typically, Rosie would hit publish on such a worthy headline within hours. She’s holding back due to confidence in her source, and maybe due to her slight obsession with the subject and her need to get it just right—which buys me time. The downside? It also gives me time to go to war with myself morally, and that’s where I’m at.


Before today, I prided myself in not becoming the type of dog to go cannibal. In fact, I want to be just the opposite. Every story I’ve penned so far, I’ve also stamped with a level of integrity I haven’t wavered from. If I do this, if I manipulate this situation out of curiosity, I may not be able to sleep as heavily as I have thus far.


Am I really willing to cross a line I’ve refused to every day of my short career for answers that won’t help my current position? I’m not scooping Rosie, and this isn’t my story. What harm could it do just to dig a little, to get a glimpse of the other side?


“Just fucking do it,” I scold myself. Eyes fixed on the most recent shot of Easton—which Rosie pulled up at lunch—I keep my peripheral vision sharp, mainly on my father as he sits at his desk.


Aside from his open hostility toward the media, the rest of Easton Crowne remains a mystery. There’s so little about him on the web it’s ridiculous, especially in this day and age. It’s absolutely astounding to me that there are literally crumbs and nothing more. Rosie is right. The entire band did everything to protect the identity and privacy of their children, and now that they are all grown, they seem to be keeping it that way by choice. It’s plausible they hired someone or a team of someones to help them with that task over the years—which has proved money well spent.


Even more staggering is that the entire Sergeants’ family seems to have an impenetrable circle of people they trust who haven’t sold them out to the media—until now—which is another astonishing rarity indeed. Rosie has never, nor will ever, reveal a source who wishes to remain anonymous. If I want to know the who, as far as her source is concerned, I’ll have to figure it out on my own.


But that’s not my intention.


What is your intention, Natalie?


The answer is becoming as clear as the line that appeared yesterday—the need to know that’s ingrained in my psyche.


Not just a part of a story but the whole of it. A need that’s been embedded in my bones ever since I was a child.


All I do know at this point—especially after reading a few more emails between Stella and Dad—is that I’m becoming more and more curious about the other side. As I war with myself, I decide to make rules, new rules, and create a new uncrossable line that will allow me to get close enough to the fire to see what it consists of, but remain far enough away not to get burned.


I’ll draw the line at any point to spare my father because of the line I’ve already crossed by invading his privacy. Come what may, I’ll take the heat upon myself to protect him from a single degree of it.


Gazing at the picture while gathering more courage, I surmise that the only thing evident about Easton Crowne is that he’s good-looking. Yet, there’s a bit of depth to his angry stare. His evident aversion to the press is slightly surprising because of his mother’s position as one of the world’s leading music journalists. At the same time, it isn’t surprising he hates the media. Being a child of a celebrity, two celebrities, couldn’t have been easy.


As I study the beautiful byproduct of my father’s heartbreak, a few things become clear.


One, I’ll have to tread lightly with him. Easton is, no doubt, well versed in how to handle the press and does so mainly with blatant hostility.


Two, he’ll probably fall under one of two categories. He’s either an entitled celebutante or mature beyond his years and smug because of it. From his expression, I’m guessing it’s the latter.


Inhaling a calming breath, I muster the courage to dial the number. My window is closing, and I’ve only got four and a half days to pull this off. Not only that, I’ll have to do it completely off my parents’ radar. Guilt surfaces again as I hang up the phone before the end of the first ring and groan in frustration.


Dad hid the facts from me. Therefore, I’m safe in playing ignorant. But if I’m not careful, I could hurt him. It’s deceptive as hell, but because of Rosie, I’m covered regardless. Summoning my confidence, I dial again and brace myself for the inevitable backlash. Phone to my ear, I kick back in my office, crossing the expensive Choo pumps Mom gifted me for graduation on my desktop.


“’Lo?”


“Hi, Easton, I—”


The line goes silent due to disconnect.


I bark out a laugh, knowing he thinks I’m some groupie who became privy to his personal cell number. Deciding to go all in, I type up and take a screenshot of the beginning of a mock article before shooting it off with an accompanying text.




I’m not a groupie. Feel free to dial me back.





Three minutes later, my phone rattles in my hand, and I can’t help the victorious lift of my lips. Without uttering a word, Easton just confirmed Rosie’s source is legitimate.


“Let’s try this again, shall we? Hi, Easton.”


“Who the fuck are you?”


“If you give me a chance to tell you—”


“Cut the shit. How did you get the information?”


“It’s my job.”


“Fucking press.” Though he’s speaking low, his timbre reeks of mildly reserved disgust, like he’s holding himself back from doing real damage to me. “I’m not talking to you unless you tell me who the fuck you are.”


“My name is Natalie Hearst. I work for Austin Speak.”


I’m met by another telltale silence, which only confirms he’s aware his mother used to work here. It’s then I cling to the hope that he may know something that might help me fill in the why of the secrecy. Intuition tells me to follow my gut, just as fresh venom snakes over the line.


“What the hell do you want?”


“My father and your mother used to date. I didn’t know if you were aware of that—”


“If this is some ploy to get to my parents—”


“If I wanted your mother’s audience, I’m pretty sure I could get it considering . . . Look, I’ll be frank since that seems to be your love language, and I’m fluent. I’m only interested in interviewing you on your upcoming debut album.” Lie. “I have to say, in the spirit of full disclosure, I’m a huge fan of your mother’s work and the Sergeants.” Truth. “But I’d love to get an exclusive with you before you release.”


“You have no basis—”


“You’ve already confirmed it’s true by calling me back.” I go all in. “Maybe we can even do a sidebar with you and your dad and his involvement in producing it.”


More silence, and it’s damning.


“None of this is public fucking information.”


“Look, I know you don’t want it out, but it’s happening, and it’s my job to fish out the details. Although help from your father isn’t exactly newsworthy, considering it would be expected support. But if you’re so adamant about it, we can leave that part out. Either way, we’re reporting you’re releasing a debut album because apparently, you won’t, and I think it’s only fair that we hear from you, especially regarding your reasoning behind—”


“This is blackmail.”


“Hardly. It’s a chance to get your view in print.”


“It’s fucking blackmail to grant an interview.”


“Tomato, toe-mah-toe.”


“Tell me this, how is an exclusive in a regional fucking paper going to help promote my album?”


“First of all, your mother’s illustrious career started with this regional paper, and it’s about to celebrate thirty years in print, so a modicum of respect would be appreciated. A paper, by the way, which was ad-based and is now owned by a major media company that reports nationally and makes your point even more moot. I’m assuming the reason for your silence is that you don’t want the media’s help, but—”


“Doesn’t seem I have a fucking choice in the matter anymore, does it?” he snaps furiously.


“No. This is going to print with or without your say, so it would probably be in your best interest to put yourself on record with a viewpoint for your reasoning—speaking of which, we have a common goal. While you’re adamant about keeping your own father’s involvement with your career out of the story, I feel the same way. So, if you agree not to breathe a word of this to your parents, I’ll leave your father’s involvement in producing out of it altogether.”


“Pretty ridiculous, considering your fucking name will be on it.”


“That’s my cross to bear and my issue to deal with after the fact. However, this is my offer, and it expires in exactly one minute.”


This is where it gets tricky. If Easton disagrees, the lead ends here because if Dad catches wind, I’ll have to explain to him I was fact-checking for Rosie—after I found the emails. He won’t be happy, but he’ll be far less furious with me. I eye Dad over my monitor, hating myself briefly for the deception before pushing all my chips in.


“Easton, I really don’t want—”


Easton’s resigned sigh cuts me off before I can get any assuring sentiment out. “How soon can you get to Seattle?”


“How about tomorrow?”


“Don’t expect a fucking warm reception.”


My victorious smile is only dimmed by the pit growing in my stomach.


“Wouldn’t dream of it. I’ll text you once I lan—”


The line goes dead as I kick back in my seat, listing and mentally ticking off all the ways this can go horribly wrong.


If my father figures out that I am using his paper’s credibility or his past relationship with Stella to gain a false interview, he could very well fire me. Not to mention the damage it will cause to our relationship. My only cover for this is Rosie and will remain Rosie. But my advantage with Easton is I’m the only one who knows it.


But is it worth it?


Easton could be and probably is just as clueless about our parents’ past relationship as I am. The pregnant pause when I mentioned the paper tells me he may know enough to lead me to a missing piece. Do I really want to go this far for it?


Why can’t I just let it go?


Fed up with questions I could already have answers to, I do the unforgivable thing I shouldn’t. I open the emails and again begin to read.
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“Explain this to me again,” Dad says as he thrusts a wooden bowl of my mother’s pasta salad toward me in offering as she lines my plate with garlic Texas Toast. Tonight, Mom has laid out a spread of my favorites on the large oak patio table on the back deck of our expansive ranch home. The patio borders endless acres of perfectly manicured grass. Though I moved out my second year attending UT, I dine with them twice a week. My gaze flicks past my doting parents, who continually fill my plate as I eye the stable full of our horses we never neglect to ride. Though Dad opts out most days, Mom and I share a deep bond in all things equestrian. Nostalgia kicks in as I scan the grounds with appreciation.


When I was young, I knew I was lucky to have the wide-open space in which I acted out my imagination. An imagination that kept me company until my diapers-to-adult best friends Holly and Damon came along, becoming staples in our family. My parents worked long hours to create their combined empire. The tradeoff was that their collective best friends gave me the siblings they didn’t provide. While Mom was born into inheriting her media company from my grandparents, my father worked his way in from the ground up with Austin Speak, becoming editor in chief at only twenty-six. After marrying, they collectively came together and became a reckoning force. Even with the resources, Dad has always kept the paper on a smaller scale. As I stated to Easton, it’s become a nationally recognized news source.


“Earth to Natalie,” Mom muses, drawing me back to them both.


“I’ll only be gone for three, four days tops,” I reiterate, pulling my attention back to and between them. Guilt and a lingering ache in my chest combine, taking my appetite as I push my food around. I’ve already come this far, so I decide to lay out more of my rehearsed excuses.


“I’ve already hit my deadlines,” I report to Dad as he studies me closely, “and honestly, I’m in need of a little R & R. I’m thinking I’ll take a little road trip.”


“Holly can’t go with you?” Mom asks as I sip my beer and shake my head.


“No, she’s got finals coming up.” Truth. But I didn’t ask her. This is a secret I plan to take to my grave. As close as Holly and I are, there’s not a chance in hell she’ll understand why I’m going. Truth be known, I don’t really understand it myself.


“Alone,” Dad repeats, his suspicion and concern dueling.


“Journalists do it all the time,” I admonish.


“For work,” he drags out as he calls bullshit. “Does this have anything to do with our conversation yesterday?”


“What conversation?” Mom asks, looking between us just as warily.


Shit.


“I think our daughter is seeing someone,” Dad speculates.


Thank God.


“No, I’m not,” I correct defensively, which sadly only makes me look more guilty. “I’m just steps ahead of everything at the office right now, and I want some me time. I haven’t taken any off since graduating,” I point out.


“True,” Mom says.


“I’m already narrowing down my articles for the thirtieth anniversary,” I turn to Dad as he mulls over my words.


“You seem confident.”


“It’s inherited.” That remark earns me a dazzling grin from him. “Besides, I’ve been reading Speak since I was five. Memory alone has served me well in picking out the majority of articles to highlight already, and we still have months before it goes to print.”


“Something’s up,” Mom weighs in, aiding Dad’s suspicions as I make peace with the fact there’s no chance of an acting career in my future. I’ll have to up my game tomorrow when I come face-to-face with Easton, or I’ll be screwed.


“Nothing is up. I’m just a little burnt out. I need . . . something.” Dumping more pasta onto my plate to keep my hands busy, I let a little fake annoyance through. “I don’t see anything wrong with that.”


“All right, baby, if that’s what you need,” Dad acquiesces as he and Mom do that freaky silent communication thing and collectively decide to drop it.


Considering my emotions are all over the place from the latest emails I inhaled before I arrived, I decide I’m doing an okay job because inwardly, I’m freaking out. I’m set to board a red-eye halfway across the country in a few hours and feel relieved they haven’t grilled me so much on the where but mainly on the why. Thankful I pay my own AmEx bill, I look over to my father as he pops a beer and reaffirms my decision that he’ll never know. Even if I have been granted the first and only interview with Easton Crowne—which would no doubt boost circulation—I’ll never use a word of it. That’s the only way I’ll ever live with myself for doing something so deceptive.


With a raw heart and hellfire gnawing my conscience, I drain my beer and look between my parents, only to catch more of their conspiratorial expressions. Though they’re still in silent communication mode, there’s a pride in their eyes as they both turn to look back at me.


“What?” I roll my eyes. “It’s freaky when you do that, you know.”


“What?” Dad asks, his grin growing.


“Talk without speaking.”


Dad gives Mom a smug smirk. “When you’re married to someone nearly a quarter of a century—or the right person—it comes naturally, trust me.”


My parents have always been considered the ‘it’ couple amongst their friends, not that they care. Mom was right in saying I knew the details of how they met—a media conference in Chicago. The way Mom tells it, she took one look at my dad and lost the sense God gave her.


Mom always jokingly calls him her longest one-night stand.


Dad calls her the one that will never get away.


Sadly, I get that part of it now and no longer find it romantic.


After a whirlwind romance, they married just shy of a year of dating, and neither looked back.


Or have they?


There’s been maybe one month of my life where I wasn’t sure if I’d become another statistic of divorce. I was seven. During that time, Mom took me to stay with my grandparents for a week. When we got home, something had changed. They put on a good front for me, but more weeks passed before things truly got back to normal. There was a second shift, and they’ve been fine ever since. I’ve never spent much time thinking about it, but now I’m curious as to why.


“Where is your head tonight, daughter of mine?” Mom asks, a grin on her face as she glances back at my dad with bulging quizzical eyes. With the lift of a shoulder, he pops the top of another beer before reaching down to scratch the ears of our ancient basset hound, Sparky. Forcing myself back into the moment, I scrutinize the two of them.


“Who made the first move?” I ask, tipping my own beer to start a dangerous line of questioning.


They each point their bottles at the other with a smile, like it’s some inside joke.


“Seriously,” I ask. “Who started it?” Inside I pray for satisfaction. Everything inside me wants it to be my father. Much to my dismay, he points the neck of his bottle toward Mom.


“The hell I did, Butler. I couldn’t get away from you fast enough,” she sasses with an exaggerated eyeroll. “Smug, arrogant,” she ticks off before turning to me, “your father was a true jackass.”


“We didn’t like each other much,” Dad adds, “at first, but I damn sure liked what I saw at that party.”


“Until I shot him down,” Mom quips, tabling her empty beer and snatching his for a sip.


“We went toe to toe for weeks until I shut her up,” Dad continues.


Mom smiles in reply. “Not a bad way to be silenced.”


“This stays PG-13,” I remind them both through a forced grin.


“Let’s just say Nate didn’t like answering to me.”


My smile grows authentic as I grin between them. “So, Daddy, you didn’t know she was your new boss when you met at the party?”


“When he hit on me at the party,” Mom corrects. “Only to get shot down and shown up by his new boss the next day.”


“You knew?” I ask Mom.


“Oh yeah, once he introduced himself. So, I just let him run his game.”


“Let’s get this straight,” Dad spouts, taking his beer back, “you were never my boss. You only had me by the balls because the ad company you purchased bankrolled the controlling interest in my paper at that time.”


“Either way, you were completely misogynistic.” Mom widens her eyes at me. “Yep, baby. Hate to break it to you, but your father was a pig.”


“Horseshit,” he grins. “I just loved seeing you riled up. Especially in that red dress—which you only wore twice in two weeks because you saw my eyes dropping inappropriately when you did.”


“So, it was hate to love?” I ask between them.


“Not at first,” Mom says softly. “I had just jumped out of fresh hell with an ex, and your father had just endured the same not long before we met.”


Whipping my attention back and forth, I do my best to gauge their expressions for any bitterness, lingering sadness, or resentment—especially in my father’s eyes. Thankfully, I come up empty.


Be satisfied, Natalie. Be satisfied. Cancel your trip and move on with your life.


“So, you didn’t like each other, and then?”


“Then we did,” Mom says, her eyes meeting Dad’s for a loaded pause.


“Who broke first?”


“Baby, you’re rather inquisitive tonight,” Mom says, her brows drawing as she breaks her stare off with Dad. “Why such an interest?”


“You were getting to the sex part, weren’t you?” I divert, palming my forehead.


“Well, you weren’t immaculately conceived,” Dad delivers bluntly.


“No shit,” I say as Mom narrows her eyes. She doesn’t like me cursing but allows it because my father has the foulest of mouths. Not that I didn’t taste my fair share of soap or get grounded for PMS-induced emotional lash-outs by both.


“When did you know, Daddy? That it was Mom?”


He tilts his head, studying my mother, who stares back at him unabashedly. The answer settled somewhere in her chest. She knows it, and I’m the only clueless one. Dad grips my mother’s left hand, her large diamond glittering due to the candle burning at the center of the table as he slides his thumb along the back of it.


“I can’t wait until you get to figure that out for yourself,” Dad replies softly before turning to me, his blue eyes glowing with sentiment, “because it’s one of the best parts of living.”


“You aren’t going to tell me?”


“No,” Mom answers in reply, getting lost in the moment with my father.


They love each other, still, and it’s clear. They’ve spent my entire existence loving each other, so why am I so determined to dig into my father’s past?


Be satisfied, Natalie!


But I can’t, especially after living the first year of Dad’s old relationship—line by line—until I was forced away from my desk by Mom’s summons to dinner. I spent the entire ride to my childhood home in stunned silence, the truth evident. My father might have been madly in love with Stella Emerson, but Stella Emerson reciprocated that love fully, in black and white.


Even so, I’ve already gone too far.


This has to stop here.


One day I’ll summon the courage to ask, but for now, I need to let it go. If I back out of my half-baked plan now, good karma might give me a break for warning Easton that his secret was coming out. At least now he can prepare himself for the media shitstorm the announcement is sure to toss his way. I’ll just shoot him a text and cancel, assuring him of my word to keep Reid out of it, which will buy his silence.


Just as I reach for my cell to shoot him a text and refund my ticket, my phone lights up with an incoming text . . . from Easton.




EC: 415 Cedar Street @3





Guilt batters me as my parents begin to clear the table, their eyes lingering a bit longer on the other, no doubt from the reminiscence I drew out of them both with my prompting. Hands full of plates, Dad pauses behind Mom as she opens the sliding door. He leans in and kisses her shoulder, the look in his eye when he withdraws clearly not meant for me to see. Feeling sick, I avert my attention back to the Texas sun just as it dips below the horizon, coloring the sky a violent red.


What the hell are you doing, Natalie?


Just as I bring the question up, my phone lights up with a gate change announcement for my flight leaving for Washington in a few hours, and I’m not sure I’ll be on it.









FOUR
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“Bette Davis Eyes”


Kim Carnes


Easton


Sitting in the last booth—which runs adjacent to the bar—I dart my gaze out the windows between my truck parked a few spaces to the right of the entrance and those outside scurrying along the crosswalk. Others congregate at a small cluster of tables next to the front door, soaking up what little warmth they can get from the afternoon sun.


Flipping my cardboard coaster on the tabletop, I sink farther into the heavily worn seat, hating the fact that I’m early. I should have made her wait, questioning if I would show. One thing I do know is she’s not getting a single fucking quotable syllable from me until I feel her out.


I’m educated enough in what Mom calls her ‘past life’ in Texas to know there may be some truth to her claim our parents dated. Although why she mentioned it remains a mystery, especially since she made it clear she wants them kept out of this. If anything, that useless information was a display in poor taste, the definition of classless.


If she’d shown a little of that, I might not be sitting here ready to rip into her. With respect to my mother’s profession, there’s a big difference between hungry mass media and good journalism. There’s also a fine line in how to approach someone with a request to pry into their personal life—and she crossed a dozen lines in minute one. Her father might own Speak, and her mother might have inherited a media empire, but it’s obvious growing up surrounded by seasoned professionals has done fuck all for her. I’m willing to bet she’s newly graduated and hungry to make worthy headlines to compete with her parents’ legacy. If so, she’s going about it all wrong. Especially if I’m her first stop in making a real effort.


Anger resurfaces as I mentally run through the list of those who could have sold me out—my suspects limited to a few. Even with that list, I can’t think of one who would benefit by uttering a word about me releasing my album. It’s that she mentioned Dad playing the role of producer that’s really thrown me.


Acidic irritation runs through me as music begins to blare from the digital jukebox in the corner of the bar opposite me, accompanying the background noise of scattered conversations and clinking glasses.


No matter how hellbent Dad is on me seeing this through, he would never compromise my need to do this my way or our relationship in this capacity. Both my parents have spent my entire existence trying to protect me from the information-hungry masses, more so, bloodthirsty predators like Natalie Hearst. I’m positive Dad would never do so much to shield me, only to toss me straight into the lion’s den—even with us at odds about how I chose to go about this. This source—whoever the fuck they are—can’t possibly be on my shortlist. Sadly, the only way I’ll find out who is, is by getting it from her. This means, temporarily, I’ll have to play amicable enough while keeping my temper at bay. This is an ask that, at the moment, is too fucking much.


I’ve been without the need of my parents’ protection for far longer than either of them would admit, but have yet to relinquish their rights in doing so. Their need to believe—especially my mother—has kept me silent, but not for much longer.


Anger simmering close to boiling, I do my best to sink into the easy rhythm of the music, mimicking the pluck of guitar strings with the fingers wrapped around my pint glass.


Glancing up at the plastic, ketchup-splattered clock hanging above the bar, I decide if she’s a second late, she gets nothing. As the clock ticks past 2:59, I start to count down the seconds, willing it to run out. I watch it tick down to fifteen and go to get up when I catch sight of her. Strawberry blonde hair whips around her face disrupting the view as she takes confident strides toward the bar. Her long, toned legs are covered in tight-fitting black denim and matching plain Uggs. The rest of her is swallowed in layers of colorful shirts, a sweater, and a thick scarf. It’s as if she put everything in her suitcase on. Opening the door, she steps in and searches the bar. Her eyes find me easily as she zeroes in and walks my way. Her lips lift slightly in greeting as her eyes fix on me, her gaze not meeting mine fully until she comes to a stop at the foot of the table.


It’s then she lifts them fully to peer down at me as she starts to unwrap her scarf, her plump, glossy lips upturning. The initial hit of indigo eyes feels like the strike of a crowbar being leveraged against my chest. Tightening my grip on my pint, I kick back in the booth, resolved that she’s a snake. A beautiful snake, but a snake just the same.


“You’ve already decided you don’t like me,” she says, a barely perceptible Texas lilt curling the end of each word. “I can’t really say that I blame you right now.” She slides into the opposite side of the booth before signaling to the bartender, pointing to my beer before lifting two fingers. I remain silent. It’s her shitshow.


She casts her eyes down briefly before lifting them back to mine to thoroughly inspect me. “Look, Easton,” she sighs, “I’m sorry. That phone call was,” she shakes her head, “to put it bluntly, it was an asshole way to approach this and get an interview, though I’m sure you’re used to it.”


I give her a dead stare in return.


“I reconsidered coming,” she lifts her head to the bartender, who summons her with the flick of his wrist to pick up her own fucking beers.


Yeah, princess, this isn’t that kind of place.


If I hadn’t researched enough to know that she is an heir to a media empire, I would assume she was a pageant princess of some sort. She’s beautiful, polite enough, obviously educated, and proper when speaking as if she’s ready for the next spelling question. Nothing about her sticks out as extraordinary, except the eyes. They have a depth I wasn’t expecting, probably intelligence. Either way, I flick that aside as she fetches her beer and rejoins me, pushing a fresh dark draft my way. I push it back toward her to decline while tilting my own up. She sits back, taking a large sip of brew while glancing around, no doubt to sum up the place with a few sentences for her article.


“Describe it,” I order.


“Sorry?”


“Describe the bar,” I lean forward, bracing my forearms on the table. “How would you write it?”


“Sticky,” she says with a light laugh, peeling the menu off the side of her palm.


“Fuck this,” I say, unable to believe I entertained her in the first place as I move to stand. She grips my arm to stop me, and I sneer at her, my shoulders locking up as my anger spikes. I shouldn’t have agreed to this. Showing up gave her too much leverage.


“Jesus, okay.” She licks her gloss-slicked lower lip. “Dark and dank, clearly in need of a deep clean . . . but perfectly necessary. If there were a list of the lost art of bars, this would rank high.”


“Why?”


“The jukebox, for one,” she adds quickly, “the selection itself is a nostalgic trip down memory lane. I’ve been here two minutes, and I can feel it already.” She sweeps the room with her gaze before bringing it back to me. “This is what bars used to be. Shots and beer, nothing to grind or garnish with an herb. The definition of a classic dive bar . . .” She keeps her gaze pinned on me as the crowbar digs further into my chest. “Black walls, matching but worn comfortable leather booths, checkered tile floors.” She glances to our left and grins. “Bumper sticker slogans plastered at eye level.” She clears her throat, projecting her voice in presentation. “Bathed in a symphony of neon light the second you step inside, you can picture the bloody, loose molars from desperation-laced bar fights. The atmosphere alone screams, ‘welcome all those who are lost. We offer nothing but spirits to wash your confusion down with.’”


Momentarily settling back in, I sip my beer as her eyes flare in irritation.


“So, did I pass?” She shakes her head, her posture weary but not from our battle. I haven’t even given her a tenth of what I had prepared.


“What the hell is with you anyway, Easton? You can’t be that jaded already. You haven’t been weighed by the true critics, yet. Is your contempt for the media real, or is this,” she gestures between us, “contrived especially for me because of how I approached this?”


I lift a brow.


“I mean, sure, I can only assume paparazzi made life difficult as you grew up. I can’t imagine it was easy to maintain privacy with celebrity parents. Still, you’re literally repainting a bullseye on your back by releasing a debut album with your father being who he is. If you hate the press, interviews, media in general, you chose the wrong fucking career.”


“I didn’t choose it,” I snap instantly, and she jumps slightly at the aggression in my tone, though I’m surprised a little by her own blunt delivery.


Annoyed I’ve instilled the wrong fear in her, I rip off my beanie and run my fingers through my hair. She fixes her purplish-blue gaze on their task and my hair before lowering her eyes to my chest, and lower to the beer in my hand before she darts her focus away. “Anything I say to you is off the record until I say so, understood?”


She nods slowly before firing a question anyway. “So, you’re claiming it’s a blood thing?”


“I’m not claiming shit. That’s a fact. I grew up in a whirlwind of notes, tuned by melody, shaped by lyrics. My parents’ obsession with music and their love for it was the seed that I stemmed from. There hasn’t been a day of my life where I haven’t been entangled in the purity of some sort of melody, either someone else’s or my own. Music is as necessary for me as the air I breathe.” She couldn’t possibly understand the extent of it, but she doesn’t miss a beat.


“Fair enough. Did it come easily?”


I hesitate because there’s no easy answer for that. From the time I was able, I was working on becoming a part of it all. I’m just not sure if my talent is natural or earned, or if it’s enough. “I’ve been playing for as far back as I can remember, so I’m not entirely sure. That would be a question for my parents.”


I study her fingers while she keeps them wrapped around her pint. Long, delicate. My eyes flick up to her face—pink-tinged pale skin, a few light, barely-there freckles dart along the side of her nose. Up close, her hair is more blonde than red, slightly on the coppery side. Briefly, I wonder what the rest of her would look like without the layers of clothing she’s wrapped in. It’s obvious she spent mere minutes on her appearance before she got here. The thin layer of makeup she put on is unable to conceal the pale blue half-moons beneath her eyes. She either isn’t trying or is too tired to care. I find myself wondering why I give a fuck as she fires off another question.


“So, would you say you’re a prodigy or just a byproduct of your environment?”


I’m unable to guard the surprise in my eyes, but I shut it down quickly.


“That’s not for me to decide.”


“Can I hear it?”


I give her a firm shake of my head.


“That’s going to make this hard.”


“Then let’s wrap this up. I’m sure there’s a return flight to Austin sometime today.”


“Jesus.” She takes a hearty sip of beer. “I’m not here to stunt your growth.”


“Why the fuck are you here, and why did you bring up our parents dating?”


Casting her eyes down, she sets her beer on the table. There’s obvious guilt there, and I’m clearly missing something important.


“I shouldn’t have mentioned that. Can you just forget I did?”


I remain quiet, my question still demanding an answer.


She traces the rim of her glass. “I’m not expecting to bond over it, if that’s what you’re insinuating.”


“You like to be the one to ask the questions,” I say in a blanket statement, knowing it’s the truth.


“I do. I chose this.”


“It’s an obvious choice. You’re a media princess.”


Her eyes narrow. “And you’re rock royalty. We both have legacies to try and live up to.”


“We won’t be bonding over that, either,” I state, finishing my beer. She pushes the beer she bought over to my side of the table in offering, and I ignore it.


“So, what’s it going to take to get a proper interview with you?”


“I’m here.”


“No, you’re not.”


I give her honesty. “A friendship I’m not offering. Take care, Natalie, and if you print a word of anything I just said, I’ll make it hurt.”


This time I do stand with every intention to leave, because fuck it, if she carries through with her threat, I’ll deal. I always do.









FIVE
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“Got You (Where I Want You)”


The Flys


Natalie


This is a lost cause. It’s clear I just wasted eleven hundred dollars on a last-minute plane ticket, maxing out my AmEx for unjustifiable reasons. Nothing could have prepared me for the unsurmountable wrath behind his eyes, or Easton Crowne in general. For a millisecond, I thought his persona might’ve been contrived, but he’s clearly disgusted by anything disingenuous. He also seems to have zero patience for anyone not delivering the truth in the raw. Even if I saw the expression he’s given me a thousand times on the web—which, with the amount of research I did, I probably have—nothing could have prepared me for the punch it packs face-to-face. He’s already raging against the world. While I was ready to face some major resistance, I wasn’t at all prepared for his beauty or his raw presence.


After packing at breakneck speed, I only slept a handful of hours since I landed, and everything about Seattle feels foreign to me. Nothing at all like his mother’s experience of being enveloped in warmth. My parents planned expensive trips overseas for our family vacations and did their best to expose me to various cultures and other walks of life. Though we had some stateside adventures, the Pacific Northwest was never included in them. I’m convinced I now know why. To my father, Washington was probably considered Stella and Reid’s designated corner of the universe, the rest of the world their playground. I’m sure Dad—much like the rest of the world—was always aware in which grounds the Crowne family were stomping and made sure to steer us clear. The question is, who was he protecting? Himself, my mother, Stella?


Glaring down at me, Easton takes a large swallow of the beer I bought before tossing ten bucks on the table to ensure I know my place with him. Nowhere.


“I don’t need to be your friend.”


“No danger there. Admit defeat and go home, Natalie. You’re not ready for this.”


“You don’t know me.”


“I know you came underprepared, and you’re grasping at straws already.”


“You don’t know shit,” I snap, exasperated.


“Then fire away.”


He doesn’t give me longer than a second to form a response.


“Either come with decent questions or grant me my freedom.”


I sit stunned at his audacity as he looms over me, six feet and inches of venomous contempt.


“That’s what I thought.”


Before I can blink, he’s stalking away. He’s already on the sidewalk when I catch up to him and keep my voice low. “Why are you so against promoting your album or word getting out that your father is helping produce it?”


“Lame start, and we both know why,” he says, clear irritation in his voice as he pulls keys from his pocket, stops at the door of his classic Chevy, and unlocks it. I manage to catch the door before he slams it.


“Look, asshole, I traveled halfway across the country for this interview, and I don’t have enough to print a full page.”


“Not my problem,” he snaps, reaching for the handle to close himself inside the cab just as I wedge myself between his driver’s seat and the door he’s intent on slamming me out with.


“Yeah, well, I’m making it your problem,” I say, gripping the wheel and boxing myself farther in by stepping up into the cab and hovering above him.


He cants his head up at me as my hair is whipped continuously around my face by the freezing wind. Ducking farther into the truck, ass in the air, catcalls sound out around me from the occupied tables outside the bar. Briefly, I swear I see Easton’s lips lift, but it’s gone before I can properly gauge it as my hair repeatedly slaps my face. “Are you hesitant because you don’t want your father’s status in any way adding to your possible success, or is it because you’re afraid your work won’t be viewed as your own?”


“Are you seriously going to try to conduct this interview with your ass hanging out of my truck?”


I inch closer for some reprieve from the wind, hovering above him as he stares up at me, his expression unreadable.


“Yeah, I am. I blame lack of sleep. So, is that it?” He mulls the question over as I study his face. Perfection. His father’s perfect bone structure, his mother’s dark hair and olive skin tone, which is much deeper in person than pictured. “And if so, why allow him to participate at all?”


He harrumphs, his lips lifting slightly at the corners. “For that answer, you’d have to meet Reid fucking Crowne.”


I bite my lip to keep from smiling and fail as the wind whips into the cabin, and I shudder from the chill. I’m rewarded with the sharpening of his hazel return stare, another gift from his father.


Easton Crowne is dangerously attractive, but not in the traditional sense, and appears untouchable. After the reception he gave me, I have zero doubt he views me as some polished princess who exists galaxies out of his realm. I can only imagine the caliber of human beings he’s been surrounded by in his lifetime. I assume many of them established musicians, movie stars, gurus of every sort, you name it. He’s grown up in a kaleidoscope world, and to him, I’m probably just some southern belle as annoying as a gnat landing in his dark beer.


“Jesus, you don’t even consider me worth a minute of your life, do you? You hate the media, but you’ve gathered conclusions about me in a few minutes, making you the worst kind of hypocrite. It’s what I know that’s bothering you.”


We stare off for silent seconds, and I know I still have his attention for that reason alone.


“What I want to know is how you fucking found out,” he bites out bitterly.


“Never reveal a source,” I snap. “That’s Journalism 101.”


Tension rolls off both of us as I stay put, in his space, doing my best to keep what little shred of confidence I have left. He glares at me with a mix of ‘you’re crazy’ while weighing whether or not I’ll carry out my threat.


Exhaling, I step down, still blocking him from shutting the door but giving him space to make his decision.


“Look, my father is my editor, so I get it. It’s not the same, but I do get it.”


The buzz from the hearty sips of beer I took on an empty stomach hits harder as I straighten my posture and come to my senses. It’s as if the entirety of my education went out the window when he threatened to walk. When he sees I have the good sense to be a little embarrassed about it, amusement wins with the slight tilt of his lips. That’s two almost smiles I’ve drawn from him. Maybe there’s a chance to turn this around.


“Freshly graduated?”


“Shut up,” I snap, unable to help my smile. “I’m well aware of my behavior at all times.”


“All I’m saying is that I’ve been singing and playing instruments since I was two. We’re not in the same ballpark.”


“Again, so quick to condemn. My father didn’t read me bedtime stories, Easton. He read me news articles starting with the Roosevelt administration all the way up to Anthrax before I started reading them myself. I wrote my first column when I was seven. It was about my horses. Hi, kettle, nice to meet you. I’m pot.”


As to the question of why I’m here? The truth is I really don’t know . . . I maxed out my AmEx, and on a whim, came here for what? To be ridiculed by a beautiful asshole who seems to be able to see right through my ruse.


“Look, I’ll admit I’m slightly off my game. I’ve barely slept in two days. I’m fucking exhausted and running on fumes and misplaced emotions, and definitely didn’t plan on—”


On what, Natalie? Being attracted to your father’s ex-girlfriend’s son?


Heat coats my neck, and I feel the flush traveling up. I’m thankful for the rapid wind stinging my face to disguise it as more catcalls sound from the tables outside the pub.


A smug smirk graces Easton’s features, and somehow, I know he recognizes everything I’m not saying. Instead of shying away, I switch gears and palm the top of his truck, my dark beer-bred brass balls on full display.


“My legitimacy as a reporter aside, what’s the worst that can happen? Maybe your success can’t touch the Sergeants’ legacy.” Annoyed, I wrestle the hair obstructing my view and secure it inside my fist hoisting it atop my head to see his eyes intent on mine. “But you’re not doing it for that, Easton. You said it yourself. You’re doing it because you have no choice. Maybe that’s why you don’t give a damn about promoting it or trying to sell it because we both know your father—no matter who he is—can’t make you a success. Either way, your reasons are your own. Just let me relay that one truth to them, so you don’t come across as a pretentious douche bag.”


Why are you giving him a pep talk while offering him something you can’t deliver!? You have a paper to earn and inherit. Go home!


An electric current begins to thrum through my veins from the intensity of his gaze. I exhale harshly as he remains mute, and all hopes of salvaging this trip dissipate while I battle to keep the rest of my sanity.


“Obviously, I’m nowhere near the caliber of reporter of my dad or your mother . . . yet. But I’m too fucking intelligent to let inexperience or shaky confidence be the reason I tap out. It will have to be something far more substantial than that to tear me away from my own aspirations, and from what I’ve gathered, I think it’s the same for you. Stick to that, and good luck,” I exhale sincerely. “I wish you well, I really do, and again I’m sorry for the way I approached you. I mean that. I’m not . . . I haven’t been myself lately, and you’re right, it’s not your problem. Take care, Easton.” I step back and palm the door closed for him. He keeps my gaze through the window as he turns the truck over. Defeated but refusing to let him see it, I decide to give him space to make his exit.


His window lowers an inch just as I step back on the curb. “Get in.”


Turning, he slides on the bench seat and pulls up the lock, which sits in the window frame of the ‘80s model truck. As I round the hood, a roar of cheers sounds from the tables. Rolling my eyes, I playfully give them the one-finger salute before sliding onto the bench seat and shutting myself in the truck.


“You have to slam it.”


I do, and before I can get a word in, Easton pulls the gearshift next to the large steering wheel down and gasses us out of the parking lot.
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In a matter of minutes, we’re parked just outside a closed storefront. Easton eases his key out of the ignition and reaches into the small space behind the bench seat producing an army-style faded green jacket. He hands it to me before wordlessly exiting the truck. While packing, I hadn’t at all prepared for Seattle’s spring temperatures versus Texas’s. I blame my lack of sleep caused by the spell I’ve been under since I opened the email chain between our parents. Before I left Austin, I transferred the file to my laptop, and by the time I landed in Seattle, I had read through nearly two and a half years of their relationship—which only drew me further into confusion as to why they split up.


The love between them was so there, so evident, that I found myself tearing up multiple times due to loss alone.


I’ve been so completely immersed in their world that I barely remember checking into my hotel. Without so much as glancing around my room, I dumped my suitcase and stared up at the ceiling before managing to get a few restless hours of sleep. Feeling as insane as the acts I’m committing, I decided after waking I had no choice but to see my emotionally induced, half-baked scheme through. Just as out of sorts now—jet lag kicking in fully—I slide on the offered jacket with a soft “thank you,” meeting Easton at the tailgate of his truck. As we start a silent walk, the material of his jacket blankets me in warmth as an earthy, birchwood scent drifts from the collar. The smell is both divine and comforting.


Allowing Easton to take the lead, I follow him down a small shop-littered street that looks catered to tourists. It’s picturesque, almost romantic in feel as the sun peeks through the flowering blooms, christening the large branches of the towering trees that line both sides of the street.


Easton slows his pace slightly as if taking in the scenery for himself before veering towards a sidewalk leading us past the Mural Amphitheater at Seattle Center, which sits to our left. An extensive view of the Space Needle hovers above the cinema screen-sized mural. Stopping, I take a quick picture with my cell as Easton continues to walk with purpose just ahead of me. It’s then I’m able to fully admire the outline of his build. I guesstimate his height somewhere around six-foot-two, six-foot-three. The cut of his tight jeans outlines both his thick muscular thighs and ample ass. His simple, form-fitting thermal clings to a trim waist, stretching over his muscular back before straining against the width of broad shoulders and bulging biceps.


The man clearly takes care of himself and seems to be in peak condition. If I’m going by looks alone, his genetic makeup will make him an idyllic and mouthwatering front man.


I was momentarily dizzied by the sight of him when he removed his hat at the tavern, and his dark, thick locks fell to rest just below his ears, enhancing his dark lashes and jawline. His presence is more surreal in motion, his chiseled profile and alluring gaze digging into me as he glances my way before I catch up.


After waking and rushing to get ready, I’d only slapped the bare essentials on my face. While he wears the rumpled ‘fresh out of fucks given’ look like he was born to do it, I look like I could use a lesson in self-care, a far, far cry from my put-together, everyday look back home. I can’t exactly hate that I overslept today because I have no doubt if I had arrived at the bar in any sort of business dress, I would have gotten less than the five minutes he originally gave me.


Within a few hurried steps, we’re at the entrance of Chihuly Garden and Glass. Before I have a chance to pull out my card for my ticket, Easton is slipping his wallet back into his jean pocket, two in hand. I mask my confusion as to why we’re here but simply follow him without prompt because I lost control of the day the second I slipped into his truck.


Within minutes, we’re entering a darkened room centered around an illuminated glass work of art. Easton steps out the way of those entering the room behind us, putting a large amount of space between us and those taking photos as he stares at the sea of multicolored blown glass. Standing near the back of the room, I play along during a few uneasy moments of silence before finally speaking up.


“Okay, you’ve made your point. You’re a man of few words,” I whisper. “Why are we here?”


“I haven’t been here since I was a kid,” he says thoughtfully as if he’s speaking first, not answering my question.


“Okay. Why am I here?”


“This is your first time in Seattle.” Not a question and something he shouldn’t know but a fact that I made easy to gather. Right now, I’m a sleep-deprived, directionless, emotional mess due to the revelation of my dad’s past life and my deception. Even so, I’m determined to try and take some control back. As the thought occurs to me to do better, I feel my energy waning further.


“Are we going to the Space Needle too? How about Pike’s Market?” I quip, well aware of the city’s most frequented tourist stops.


He nods toward the glass. “You don’t think seeing this is worth the price of admission?” His eyes are lit with appreciation as he darts them over to me.


“I wouldn’t know. I didn’t pay for it. Thank you for that, by the way . . . and it’s beautiful, but—”


“But?”


“But I’m not writing a puff piece, Easton.”


“You’re not writing anything at the moment, are you?”


I dart my gaze away.


His eyes remain on my profile as I bite my lip and stuff my hands in his jacket pockets. Amongst the contents, I feel a lighter, a safety pin, and pull a package out to see a dual pack of condoms—LELO-HEX-XL. My eyes fly to his, his expression not changing a fraction as I quickly stuff the package back into my pocket.


“Congratulations,” I mutter dryly with an eyeroll before darting my gaze back to the brightly lit piece.


We stand in silence for another few seconds before I speak again.


“You’ve never given an interview,” I whisper.


“No.”


“So why wouldn’t I want to be the first?”


He shakes his head ironically, a clear call of bullshit. He’s sensing an ulterior motive for my visit, and with every passing minute I remain vague, I’m giving him every reason to suspect me. Fleeing his evasive stare, I leave Easton’s side and walk to the edge of the installation. Bright red cornstalk-shaped lightning rods surround a small patch of yellow glass resembling lily pads. Just beyond, green spikes surround and accentuate a portion of the fixture before similar stalks in indigo blue sit in a cluster around a large, red-based, twisted pile of glass, the top of it colored neon yellow. It’s as if the whole installation is developing, reaching for something higher. The more I take in, the more my appreciation grows for the imagination and thought put into the work and the symphony of colors situated in an array of mind-boggling patterns. All of which are fused together in a way that shouldn’t flow but do so effortlessly.


Sensing Easton at my back, I feel a faint tug on the tips of my hair before my whole body erupts in chills.


Did he just touch my hair?


Feeling surrounded by him, I tilt my head toward the collar of his jacket and gather another hit of his scent. It’s intoxicating, knowing he’s at my back, and maybe, he’s just as curious about me as I am about him.


I blow out a breath, feeling a sort of intimate shift between us, the need to explain myself a little more pushing front and center. Hopefully, in doing so, I’ll be able to lower an inch of his seemingly impenetrable guard. His love language seems to consist of honesty, and if I want to grasp any of the insight to the other side I’m seeking, I’m going to have to keep it real with him. Already feeling exposed and in such a short amount of time, owing to his keen perception and invasive gaze, I decide to go in with a personal truth.


“There’s a famous picture,” I rasp out, “called “The Vulture and the Little Girl.” It was taken by a photojournalist named Kevin Carter,” I glance back at Easton, who’s now standing beside me. I see his gaze gliding along my profile, his own dimly lit by the spotlight on the sculpture. “Do you know of it?”


He gently shakes his head as I flit my focus back to the installation.


“In this picture, a Sudanese girl is starving to death.” The image I stared at for endless days appears in my mind with little prompt. “The way she’s postured, on her knees, hunched over, it’s as if she’s in the midst of desperate prayer.” I draw upon the memory of the image, and the details become clearer. “She’s got nothing but a necklace on, her outline skin and bones, clearly on the verge of death. She looks so small, so tiny, so helpless, and it’s easy to conclude her time is running out. And, Jesus,” I say, unable to help the tremble in my voice as Easton inches toward me. “Just behind her sits a vulture who’s close to the size of her. His presence is menacing because you know it’s just waiting for the chance to pick her apart.” I swallow, trying desperately to reel my emotion in.


“Anyway, the photo appeared in the New York Times, and Carter won a Pulitzer for it. But the only question I had after seeing it was what action he took to protect her after he snapped that photo.” Anger surfaces at my initial reaction and the mixed reports I read on the web just after. “And I wasn’t the only one. Soon after, the paper and Kevin were put under fire regarding the fate of the girl and what Kevin did personally for her after he snapped the photo. You see, by industry standards, Kevin did his job. He reported the truth of the situation with a powerful image bringing awareness about the famine. Still, the fact that his actions after were put into question is another thing entirely.”


The image again flits through my mind, forever burned in my brain. “In my eyes, there should never have been a muddled story behind what happened after he took that photo. One report stated he was standing near a waiting plane and used a long lens to take the shot and had no way of helping.” I shake my head. “An excuse I found inexcusable. How could any human being walk away from a dying child who was about to be picked apart by a bird?” I close my eyes in disgust. “Not only that, it was a separate team of people altogether who investigated what happened to that starving girl—who turned out to be a boy—after the photo was taken. Initially, there were so many conflicting reports, facts seemed impossible to come by.”


Silence stretches for a few seconds before Easton speaks up. “What happened to him?”


“He didn’t die that day, and according to Kevin’s recount, he chased the bird away, and the “girl” managed to make it to camp where they were unloading food. What still infuriated me is that Kevin received the greatest of honors for the shot but never once investigated her fate for himself. It was the concern of others and the criticism he received for not knowing after taking that shot that became a defining moment for me. Then and there, I decided exactly what type of truth-seeker and journalist I wanted to be and that I would never aspire to be Kevin Carter.”


I look over to Easton. “And I won’t be the vulture, either.” His eyes bore into mine. “Nor will I be the one to feed them. If you don’t understand or care to know anything else, please know that about me.”


I look back at the sculpture. “But that’s the thing about perception. I initially hated Kevin for his lack of action and the vague reports about the after and fed into the negative beliefs about his judgment and character . . . until I found out he committed suicide months later due to depression. Clearly, his work was affecting him on a massive scale. His empathy for having witnessed far too much in his career had taken a significant toll on his mental health.


“In his suicide note, he stated he couldn’t handle the amount of pain in the world. I assume the backlash he took from having shot that picture added to that. Even though it was taken almost two decades before I was born, I was just as guilty, so quick to condemn him like everyone else. Maybe he did lie to save face, or perhaps he’d already become so ill from what he’d witnessed that he wasn’t in the right frame of mind to step in because he was too busy trying to find reasons to continue his own life. Maybe he saw himself in that little girl, and in turn, those who judged him became the vultures. That’s when I became obsessed with getting the whole story, gathering all the facts before I put out any human-interest piece. Sadly, his suicide isn’t even mentioned in some of the articles, and I have no doubt it’s because people are so quick to villainize someone and keep negative perceptions prominent in the world we live in. The day I read about Kevin’s suicide was the day I realized the true power of the media and what damage an incomplete or biased story is capable of causing. Even now, I don’t think we’ll ever know the facts or complete truth of that story.” I shrug, “Maybe my theory is wrong.”


With the slight tilt of his head, Easton weighs my words.


“Easton, tell me why you’re so hesitant to give an interview for something you’re signing up for.”


He focuses back on the installation as bated silence ensues but surprises me when he finally speaks up. “The most I have to give to anyone is my music. That’s personal enough.”


“But it discredits you as a human being.”


“I don’t want to be human, not for them, because I’ll be crucified no matter what, and you can’t convince me otherwise. I want to—strike that—I have to keep a piece of myself for me and those close to me.”


“But what if your music inspires people so much they can relate and want to know more about you?”


“Then it’s the music they relate to, my feelings, my experiences, maybe my politics or beliefs at the time I was feeling them when I wrote it. I don’t want to be held to some inhuman standard. I want to be able to make mistakes and evolve, just like everyone else. So, no, I’m not signing up for anything. I’m sharing my music. That’s it. I don’t want anything else from it.”


He looks over to me, his voice grave.


“I wasn’t made for this, Natalie. Creating and playing may be the only thing that comes naturally to me—and might be construed as talent—but the fame aspect is not something I’ve ever wanted, and I was born into it. It makes me feel less than human. I feel trapped, imprisoned by it, and for that, yeah, I’m just fucking unappreciative. As selfish as it may seem, I don’t want to be responsible for people that way. If I play, it will be for entertainment. I’m no one’s messiah and don’t strive to be. Kind of like your Kevin Carter. I know exactly what I want and what I don’t. I want my music heard. I want to play it for those who enjoy it. That’s it. I don’t want you to print any of this to paint a picture of another fucking ungrateful rock star’s kid, who already feels trapped by fame before he even releases. It’s my worst nightmare. Pick a different angle, any fucking angle.”


“It’s the truth.”


“It’s part of the truth,” he insists, not giving me anything else.


“We don’t have to be friends, Easton, and I may grill you for the truth, but I can promise you that I won’t sacrifice any part of you for them.”


He remains silent, his jade gaze magnetic as we stare off.


“I know I haven’t given you a single reason to trust me, and I may seem a little out of . . .” my fucking mind, “sorts, but I assure you I am capable of writing an honest story full of whatever your truth may be. If you decide to grant me an interview.”


He nods, unrelenting in his observation of me as more silence ensues.


“Will you at least tell me what you’re thinking right now?”


“I think you’re beautiful,” he rasps out, “and I feel sorry for you.”
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