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Prologue

SADIE

Life has always been a struggle for me. From what I could tell, it wasn’t daisies for everyone else, either. But I never let go of the fantasy that one day I wouldn’t feel so alone and isolated from the rest of the normal world. My dream was what kept me going many nights when I fought the desire to just disappear. It would be easier if I’d never been born.

I’m positive my mother sees things the same way. I know what you’re thinking, and no, she never said those words, but my entrance into the world dramatically changed the course of her life.

My mother had been a beauty queen in the small Arkansas town where she’d grown up. Everyone said she would make it big someday. Maybe her beauty and charm somehow would have opened those doors if she hadn’t met the man who helped give me life. The fact is, she ran off to become a star and fell in love with a very married man. A man who didn’t acknowledge me or help her for fear of tarnishing his social standing in the big city of Nashville, Tennessee.

A one-room shack in the hills of Tennessee is where my mother and I spent the first part of my life. Until the day she up and decided life would be easier in Alabama. On the southern coast, my mother—who I now call Jessica—could find work. And the sunshine would be good for us, or so she said. I knew she needed an escape, or maybe just a place to start over. If anyone could be a magnet for losers, Jessica fit the profile. Unfortunately, she was about to bring another child into the unstable life she managed to lead, where she greatly relied on someone else—me—to handle things. If only she had let me make her decisions for her in the dating world, like she did with the rest of her life. But, alas, we were headed to southern Alabama, where the sun is supposed to shine bright and wash away all our worries . . . . Yeah, right.



Chapter One

JAX

This was it. Finally. The last stop on my tour. I shoved open the door to my private suite, and Kane, my bodyguard, closed it firmly behind me. The screaming on the other side of the door had only made my head hurt. This had been fun once. Now all I could think about was getting away from it. The girls. The relentless schedule. The lack of sleep and the pressure. I wanted to be someone else. Anywhere else.

The door opened and quickly closed behind me. I sank down onto the black leather sectional sofa and watched my younger brother, Jason, as he grinned at me with two beers in his hands.

“It’s over,” he announced. Only Jason understood my feelings lately. He’d been with me through this crazy ride. He saw my parents’ need to push me and my need to push back. He was my best friend. My only friend, really. I gave up trying to figure out who liked me for my money and fame a long time ago. It was pointless.

Jason handed me a beer and sat down on the sofa. “You killed it out there. The place was insane. No one would ever guess you were looking forward to running off to Alabama in the morning to hide away all summer.”

My agent, Marco, had told my parents about the private island on the Alabama coast. They were so ready to have somewhere other than our house in LA that they’d jumped at the idea.

Going back to my hometown—Austin, Texas—hadn’t been something they wanted to do. Too many people knew who we were.

The security Sea Breeze offered had always allowed me the freedom I’d lost when the world had embraced me. For a few weeks every summer we were a family again. I was just another guy, and I could walk out to the water and enjoy it without cameras and fans. No autographs. Just peace. Tomorrow we were headed back there. It was our summer break. But this year I was staying the whole damn summer. I didn’t care what my mother or my agent thought I should do. I was hiding out for three months, and they could all kiss Marco’s ass. What had started as my mother’s insistence that we spend the summers together in Alabama had become mine. I needed time with just them. I rarely saw them the rest of the year. It was the only house we had to call ours. I had my house in LA, and my parents and Jason had theirs.

“You’re coming down, right?” I asked him.

Jason nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be there, but not tomorrow. I need a few days. Mom and I had an argument about college. I want to give it a few days before I face her again. She’s driving me crazy.”

Our mother was a micromanager when it came to our lives. “Good idea. I’ll talk to her. Maybe I can get her to back off.”

Jason laid his head back on the leather. “Good luck. She’s on a mission to make me miserable.”

Lately I felt like she was doing the same to me. I no longer lived with her. I lived independently. I was the one who paid her bills. Why she thought she could still tell me what to do was beyond me. But she did. She always thought she knew what was best. I was done with that, and so was Jason. I’d talk to her, all right. She needed to remember who was actually in control here and back off.

“Take a few days. Enjoy yourself. Let me prep Mom for the fact that I’m not going to allow her to control your life. Then come south,” I told him before taking a long drink of my beer.

SADIE

“Mom, are you going to work today?” I rolled my eyes at my very pregnant mother, who lay sprawled out on her bed in her panties and bra. Pregnancy made Jessica an even bigger drama queen than before having unsafe sex with another loser.

She moaned and covered her head with a pillow. “I feel awful, Sadie. You just go on without me.”

I’d seen this coming a mile away before school even let out. The last day of school landed yesterday, but instead of being able to go out and be a normal teenager, I was expected to make the money for us. It was almost as if Jessica had planned on me working in her place all along.

“I can’t just go to your workplace and take your position. Haven’t you explained the situation to them? They won’t be okay with your seventeen-year-old daughter doing your job.”

She pulled the pillow from her face and tossed me a sulk she’d perfected years ago. “Sadie, I can’t continue cleaning house with my stomach the size of a beach ball. I’m so hot and tired. I need you to help me. You can do it. You always figure stuff out.”

I walked over to the air conditioner and turned it off. “If you’d stop running it at a continuous sixty-eight degrees, we might be able to get by on less money. Do you have any idea how much it costs to run a window unit all day long?” I knew she didn’t know, nor did she care, but I still asked.

She grimaced and sat up. “Do you have any idea how hot I am with all this extra weight?” she shot back at me.

It took all my restraint to keep from reminding her that she got this way because she hadn’t used a condom. I bought them for her and made sure her purse always contained several. I even reminded her before she went out on dates.

Remembering who the adult was in our relationship could be difficult at times. Most of the time it seemed to me our roles were reversed. Being the adult, however, did not mean she made smart decisions, because Jessica simply did not know how to be responsible.

“I know you’re hot, but we can’t spend every dime we make on the air conditioner,” I reminded her.

She sighed and flopped back down on the bed. “Whatever,” she grumbled.

I walked over to her purse and opened it up. “All right, I’m going to go to your job today, by myself, and I hope they allow me inside the gate. If this doesn’t work, don’t say I didn’t warn you. All I am qualified for is minimum-wage jobs, which won’t pay our bills. If you would come with me, I would have a better chance of landing this position.” I knew as I spoke the words that I’d already been tuned out. At least she had managed to keep the job for two months.

“Sadie, you and I both know you can handle it by yourself.”

I sighed in defeat and left her there. She would go back to sleep as soon as I left. I wanted to be mad at her, but seeing her so big made me pity her instead. She wasn’t the best mom in the world, but she did belong to me. After I got my clothes on, I walked past her room and peeked through the door. She softly snored with the window unit once again cranked to sixty-eight degrees. I thought about turning it off, but changed my mind. The apartment already felt warm, and the day would only get hotter.

I stepped outside and got on my bike. It took me thirty minutes to get to the bridge. The bridge would take me from Sea Breeze, Alabama, onto the exclusive island that was connected to it. The island wasn’t where the locals lived, but where the wealthy came for the summer. Jessica had managed to snag a job as a domestic servant at one of the houses that employed full staffs. The pay was twelve dollars an hour. I prayed I would be able to take over her position without a hitch.

I found the address on her employee card I’d retrieved from her purse. My chances of getting this job were slim. The farther I pedaled onto the island, the larger and more extravagant the houses became. The address of my mother’s place of employment was coming up. She, of course, had to work at the most extravagant house on the block, not to mention the very last one before the beach. I pulled up to a large ornate iron gate and handed Jessica’s ID card to the guy working admittance. He frowned and gazed down at me. I handed him my driver’s license.

“I’m Jessica’s White’s daughter. She’s sick, and I’m supposed to work for her today.”

He continued to frown while he picked up a phone and called someone. That wasn’t a good thing, considering no one here knew I was coming in her place. For good. Two large men appeared and walked up to me. Both sported dark sunglasses and looked like they should be wearing football uniforms and playing on NFL teams instead of black suits.

“Miss White, can we see your bag, please,” one of them said, rather than asked, while the other one took it off my shoulder.

I swallowed and fought the urge to shudder. They were big and intimidating and didn’t appear to trust me. I wondered if I seemed dangerous to them, all five feet six inches of me. I glanced down at my skimpy white shorts and purple tank top and wondered if they’d considered the fact that it would be impossible to hide weapons in this outfit. I thought it somewhat strange that the two big guys were reluctant to let me in. Even if I happened to be a threat, I do believe either one of them could have taken me blindfolded with his hands tied behind his back. The image popped into my mind and made me want to laugh. I bit my bottom lip and waited to see if dangerous little me would be allowed entrance through the bigger-than-life iron gates.

“You’re free to enter, Miss White. Please take the servants’ entrance to the left of the stone wall and report to the kitchen, where you will be instructed how to proceed.”

Who were these people who needed two men the size of Goliath to guard their entrance? I got back on my bike and rode through the now open gates. Once I made it around the corner, past lush palm trees and tropical gardens, I saw the house. It reminded me of houses on MTV Cribs. I never would’ve guessed houses like this even existed in Alabama. I’d been to Nashville once and seen houses similar in size, but nothing quite this spectacular.

I composed myself and pushed my bike around the corner, trying to not stop and stare at the massive size of everything. I leaned my bike against a wall, out of sight. The entrance for the servants was designed to impress. At least twelve feet tall, the door was adorned with a beautifully engraved letter S. Not just tall, the door was really heavy, causing me to use all my strength to pull it open. I peeked inside the large entry hall and stepped into a small area with three different arched doorways ahead of me to choose from. Since I’d never been here before, I didn’t know where the kitchen might be located. I walked up to the first door on the right and looked through the opening. It appeared to be a large gathering room, but nothing fancy and no kitchen appliances, so I moved on to door number two, peeked inside, and found a large round table with people sitting around it. A large older lady stood in front of a stove unlike any I’d ever seen in a house. It was something you’d find in a restaurant.

This had to be the place. I stepped through the arched opening.

The lady standing noticed me and frowned. “Can I help you?” she asked in a sharp, authoritative tone, though she kind of reminded me of Aunt Bee from The Andy Griffith Show.

I smiled, and the heat rose, threatening to spike out the top of my head as I watched all the people in the room turn to face me. I hated attention and did whatever I could to draw little to myself. Even though it seemed to be getting harder the older I got. As much as possible, I tried to avoid situations that encouraged other people to speak to me. It’s not that I’m a recluse; it’s just the fact that I have a lot of responsibility. I figured out early in life that friendships would never work for me. I’m too busy taking care of my mom. So I’ve perfected the art of being uninteresting.

“Um, uh, yes, I was told to report to the kitchen for further instructions.” I quietly cleared my voice and waited.

I didn’t like the once-over the lady gave me, but since I was here, I had no choice but to stay.

“I know I sure didn’t hire you. Who told you to come here?”

I hated all those eyes on me and wished Jessica hadn’t been so stubborn. I needed her here, at least for today. Why did she always do these things to me?

“I’m Sadie White, Jessica White’s daughter. She . . . uh . . . wasn’t well today, so I am here to work for her. I’m . . . uh . . . supposed to be working with her this summer.”

I wished I didn’t sound so nervous, but the people stared. The lady up front frowned much like the way Aunt Bee looked when someone made her angry. It was tempting to turn and run.

“Jessica didn’t ask about you helping her this summer, and I don’t hire kids. It ain’t a good idea with the family comin’ down for the whole summer. Maybe during the fall when they leave we can give you a try.”

My nervousness from being the center of attention immediately disappeared, and I panicked at the thought of our losing this income we so desperately needed. If my mom found out I couldn’t work for her, she would quit. I pulled my grown-up voice out of the closet and decided I needed to show this lady I could do the job better than anyone else.

“I can understand your concern. However, if you would give me a chance, I can and will show you I’m an asset. I’ll never be late to work and will always complete the jobs assigned to me. Please, just a chance.”

The lady glanced down at someone at the table as if to get an opinion. She moved her eyes back up to me, and I could see I’d broken through her resolve. “I’m Ms. Mary, and I’m in charge of the household staff and I run the kitchen. You impress me and you have the job. Okay, Sadie White, your chance starts now. I’m gonna team you up with Fran here, who has been working in this home as long as I have. She’ll instruct you and report back to me. I will have you an answer at the end of the day. Here is your trial, Miss White. I suggest you don’t blow it.”

I nodded and smiled over at Fran, who was now standing.

“Follow me,” the tall, skinny redhead who appeared to be at least sixty-five years old said before she turned and left the room.

I did as instructed without making eye contact with any of the others. I had a job to save.

Fran walked me down a hallway and past several doors. We stopped, opened one, and stepped inside. The room contained shelves of books from the floor to the ceiling. Large dark-brown leather chairs were scattered around the room. None faced any of the others or looked to be used for any type of visiting or socializing. The room was clearly set up to be a library. A place where people could come, find a book, and lose themselves in one of the large cushy chairs.

Fran swung her arm out in front of her, gesturing to the room with a bit of flair. It surprised me coming from an older lady. “This is Mrs. Stone’s favorite spot. It’s been closed off all year. You will dust the books and shelves, clean the leather with the special cleaner, and clean the windows. Vacuum the drapes; clean and wax the floors. This room must shine. Mrs. Stone likes things perfect in her sanctuary. I will come get you at lunchtime, and we will dine in the kitchen.”

She walked to the door, and I heard her thank someone. She stepped back inside, pulling a cart full of cleaning supplies. “This will have everything you need. Be careful with all framed artwork and sculptures. I warn you, everything in this house is very valuable and must be treated with the utmost care. Now, I expect you to work hard and not waste any time with foolishness.” The tight-faced Fran left the room.

I circled around, taking in the extravagance of my surroundings. The room wasn’t really big; it just seemed full. I could clean this. I hadn’t been asked to do anything impossible. I went for the dusting supplies and headed to the ladder connected to the bookshelves. I might as well start at the top, since dust falls.

I managed to get everything dusted and the windows cleaned before Fran returned to get me for lunch. I needed a break and some food. Her frowning face was a welcome sight. She moved her gaze around the room and nodded before leading me in silence back down the same path I’d taken this morning. The smell of fresh-baked bread hit me as we rounded the corner and stepped into the large, bright kitchen. Ms. Mary stood over the stove, pointing to a younger lady, who wore her hair in a bun covered with a hairnet just like Ms. Mary’s.

“Smells good, Henrietta. I believe you’ve got it. We will test this batch out on the help today, and if everyone likes it, you can take over the bread baking for the family’s meals.” Ms. Mary turned, wiping her hands on her apron. “Ah, here is our new employee now. How are things going?”

Ms. Fran nodded and said, “Fine.”

Either this lady didn’t smile much or she just didn’t like me.

“Sit, sit. We have much to get done before the family arrives.”

I sat down after Fran did, and Ms. Mary set trays of food in front of us. I must have been doing something right since Fran directed her words in my direction. “All the help eat at this table. We all come at different shifts for lunch. You may choose what you want to eat.”

I nodded and reached for the tray of sandwiches and took one. I took some fresh fruit from a platter.

“The drinks are over there on the bar. You may go choose from what’s there or fix something yourself.”

I went over and poured some lemonade. I ate in silence while I listened to Ms. Mary direct Henrietta as they baked bread. Neither Fran nor I made any attempt at conversation.

After we were done, I followed Fran to the sink, where we rinsed our plates and loaded them into the large dishwasher ourselves. Just as silent, we returned to the library. I was a little less nervous now and more interested in my surroundings. I noticed the portraits as we walked down the hallway. There were portraits of two very cute little boys. The farther I walked, the older they seemed to get. Toward the arched entrance that led to the hallway where the library was located, an oddly familiar face smiled down at me from a life-size painting. A face I’d seen many times on television and in magazines. Just last night during dinner he had been on television. Jessica watched Entertainment Daily during our meal. Teen rocker and heartthrob Jax Stone was one of their favorite topics. Last night he’d had on his arm a girl rumored to be in his new music video. Fran stopped behind me. I turned to her, and she seemed focused on the portrait.

“This is his summer home. He will be arriving with his parents and brother tomorrow. Can you handle this?”

I simply nodded, unable to form words from the shock of seeing Jax Stone’s face on the wall.

Fran moved again, and I followed her into the library. “He’s the reason teenagers are not hired. This is a private escape for him. When he was younger, his parents insisted he take a break each summer and spend time with them away from the bright lights of Hollywood. Now he’s older and still comes here for the summer. He leaves now and then to go to different events, but for the most part, this is his getaway. He brings his family with him since they don’t see each other much during the year.” Fran paused dramatically and then continued. “If you can’t handle it, you will be fired immediately. His privacy is of the utmost importance. It’s why this is such a high-paying job.”

I straightened and grabbed the bucket I’d been using. “I can handle anything. This job is more important to me than a teenage rock star.”

Fran nodded, but from her frown, I could see she didn’t believe me.

I focused more energy into my work. At the end of a long day, I listened while the quiet, frowning Fran reported to Ms. Mary. She believed I would be a good worker and I should be given a chance. I thanked her and Ms. Mary. I figured I should be able to save enough money for the fall, when my mom would have the baby and not work, and I would be back in school. I could do this.

Yes, Jax Stone was famous, had incredible steel-blue eyes, and happened to be one of the most beautiful creations known to man. I made myself admit that much. However, everyone knows beauty is only skin deep. I assumed the shallowness radiating off of him would be so revolting I wouldn’t care that I cleaned his house and passed him in the halls.

Besides, guys were a species I knew nothing about. I never took the time to talk to one even when they did their best to talk to me. I’ve always had bigger problems in life, like making sure we ate and my mom remembered to pay our bills.

When I thought of all the money I’d wasted on the condoms I’d shoved into Jessica’s hands and purse before she went out with the countless men who flocked to her, I really had a hard time not getting angry with her. Even in thrift-store clothing, she looked gorgeous. One of her many disgusting men told me I’d inherited the cursed looks. From her curly blond hair to her clear blue eyes and heavy black lashes, I somehow managed to get it all. However, I had the one thing I knew would save me from certain disaster: My personality came across as rather dull. It was something my mother loved to remind me of, yet instead of being upset by it, I held on to it for dear life. What she thought of as a character defect, I liked to think of as my lifeline. I didn’t want to be like her. If having a dull personality kept me from following in her footsteps, then I would embrace it.

•  •  •

The apartment we lived in for almost five hundred a month sat underneath a huge old house. I walked in after my first day of work to find that Jessica wasn’t inside. With only four rooms, she couldn’t have gotten far.

“Mom?” I got no answer.

The sun was setting, so I stepped out onto what Jessica referred to as a patio. If you ask me, it was really more like a small piece of slab. She loved coming out here to look out over the water. She stood out in the yard with her increasing stomach on view for all to see, in a bikini I’d bought at a thrift store a few weeks ago. She turned and smiled. The facade of sickness from this morning no longer appeared on her face. Instead, she seemed to be glowing.

“Sadie, how did it go? Did ol’ Ms. Mary give you a hard time? If she did, I sure hope you were nice. We need this job, and you can be so rude and unsociable.”

I listened to her blabber on about my lack of social skills and waited until she finished before I spoke. “I got the job for the summer if I want it.”

Jessica sighed dramatically in relief. “Wonderful. I really need to rest these next few months. The baby is taking so much out of me. You just don’t understand how hard it is to be pregnant.”

I wanted to remind her I’d tried to keep her from getting pregnant by sacrificing food money to buy her some stupid condoms, which didn’t help at all! However, I nodded and walked inside with her.

“I’m starving, Sadie. Is there anything you can fix up real fast? I’m eating for two these days.”

I’d already planned what we would eat for dinner before I got home. I knew Mom was helpless in the kitchen. I’d somehow survived the early years of my life on peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Somewhere around the time I turned eight, I realized my mother needed help, and I began growing up quicker than normal children. The more I offered to take on, the more she gave me. By the time I turned eleven, I did it all.

With the noodles boiling and the meat sauce simmering, I went to my room. I slipped out of my work clothes and into a pair of thrift-store cutoff jean shorts, which happen to be the core of my wardrobe, and a T-shirt. My wardrobe was simple.

The timer for the noodles went off, letting me know the food needed to be checked. Jessica wasn’t going to get up and help out anytime soon. I hurried back into the small kitchen, took out a spaghetti noodle on a fork, and slung it at the wall behind the stove. It stuck. It was ready.

“Really, Sadie, why you toss noodles on the wall is beyond me. Where did you get such an insane idea?”

I flipped my gaze up and over at Jessica. She was kicked back on the faded pastel couch, which had come with the apartment, in my bikini.

“I saw it on the television once when I was younger. It has stuck with me ever since. Besides, it works.”

“It’s disgusting, is what it is,” Jessica mumbled from her spot on the couch.

She couldn’t boil water if she wanted to, but I decided to bite my tongue and finish with dinner.

“It’s ready, Mom,” I said as I scooped a pile of spaghetti onto a plate, knowing she would ask me to bring her one.

“Bring me a plate, will ya, honey?”

I smirked. I was a step ahead of her. She rarely got up these days unless she absolutely had to. I slipped a fork and spoon onto the plate and took it to her. She didn’t even sit up. Instead, she placed it on the shelf of a belly she’d developed, and ate. I placed a glass of sweet iced tea down beside her and went back to fix my own plate. I’d worked up an appetite today. I needed food.



Chapter Two

JAX

Ms. Mary had the staff waiting when the limo pulled up in front of the house. I didn’t wait for the driver to open my door. I was free to not worry about impressions here. I could do what I damn well pleased. I stepped out of the limo and stretched, smiling up at the house that represented freedom to me.

There was no threat of girls gone crazy beating down my door. I didn’t have any places I needed to be. No interviews. Nothing. I could go lay out on that beach all damn day and no one would bother me. Life was good in south Alabama. My mom wasn’t here yet, so I had time to go in and see Ms. Mary. Get some sweet iced tea and a buttered biscuit before dealing with her.

Ms. Mary came bustling out the door before I made it up the steps. “Master Jax, you look like you’ve lost ten pounds since I seen you last. Come on in here and get yourself some good food. Growing boys don’t need to be so skinny.”

I’d actually put on ten pounds since she’d last seen me, thanks to my new trainer. But I wasn’t going to argue with her. You didn’t argue with Ms. Mary. Even my mom knew that. “Hello, Ms. Mary. You’re looking more beautiful than the last time I saw you.” It was something I’d been telling her every year for the past five years. Her wrinkled cheeks would turn a bright pink from the compliment.

“Hush now, boy. We both know that ain’t true. But my biscuits, them’s something you can gush over.” She was proud of her culinary abilities, and I was pretty damn addicted to them myself. It was why I paid her well to stay on all year even when I wasn’t in residence. I liked knowing I could come here whenever I wanted. Having it kept up during the year gave not only Ms. Mary a job, but some of the staff as well. Ms. Mary only had to hire on extra help for the summers.

SADIE

Things went much smoother the next day. I didn’t have to be searched, and I was even given a card to show at the gate when I arrived from here on out. Fran even smiled at me once. After lunch Ms. Mary sent me to the third floor, which housed most of the bedrooms. It was easy to forget whose house I cleaned. I had no friends to tell about the job. And the fact that I stood in the rooms where the hottest teen star in the world would be sleeping all summer wasn’t really so big of a deal.

I stepped into Jax’s bedroom and spun around. This wasn’t a typical celebrity’s room. It seemed so old-fashioned, and it struck me as odd. I had to take a closer look.

One wall displayed bats and balls autographed by different players while some just looked well used. Jerseys he must have worn during childhood hung on the walls proudly. I could easily picture the little boy I’d seen in the portraits wearing these and playing Little League just like an ordinary kid. I went in for a closer inspection of the team pictures hanging under each of the jerseys. In the earliest ones, I struggled to figure out which little boy was the now famous rock star. After he appeared to be ten or eleven, I identified him easily. The jerseys and pictures were in year order from about kindergarten until age thirteen, and then they stopped. A year or so later was when I remembered first hearing his name on the radio. He seemed to have led a normal life up until the time a record label discovered him.

The wall space above his bed set the room apart from an ordinary teenage boy’s room. Guitars of every shape, size, and color hung on the walls. Many were autographed; some sparkled with newness. One appeared to have real gold on it, which wouldn’t be surprising at all. I got on my toes and examined it more closely. It said FENDER on it. I continued examining the signatures on the more expensive guitars. I ran my finger over the name Jon Bon Jovi and smiled. Apparently, even rock stars have idols. In the center of them all hung a small worn guitar. The fact that it hung in the center of this collection made it obvious this must have been the first and most loved.

I peeked back at the open door to make sure no one was outside, then went to stand under the small guitar I imagined had started it all. I wasn’t a crazy fan, but seeing something responsible for spurring a dream seemed almost holy in a way.

My cleaning cart sat untouched in the doorway, and I knew I needed to get busy. I didn’t want to learn new, personal things about him. I wanted him to stay shallow and untouchable in my eyes. Knowing he once was a cute little boy with dark brown curls and a smile that would one day cause a frenzy made him seem more real and not so godlike. I needed to keep my interest in him to a minimum. I quickly went about the room dusting and sweeping, and then I mopped the expensive hardwood floors. I decided I’d better get through with this room quickly before I came across anything else too personal. I focused my thoughts on my future and blocked out all thoughts of Jax Stone.

“Sadie, are you finished yet? The family has arrived, and we need to exit to the servants’ quarters,” Fran said from the doorway.

I walked out into the hallway, where a very nervous Fran stood, and placed my cleaning supplies back on the cart. “Sure, just finished up.”

Fran nodded and headed toward the back elevator, in which house staff traveled from floor to floor without being seen by the family. Fran hurried inside as it opened, and I started to follow when a bottle of glass cleaner fell off the cart and spilled a little. I reached for a small rag and picked the bottle up from the floor. I wiped up the spill the best I could.

“Hurry, please,” Fran called in an anxious tone from inside the elevator. The family must have been headed upstairs.

As I started pushing my cart toward the elevator, a tingling sensation raised the hairs on my neck. Startled, I turned and saw him standing there watching me. It wasn’t the cute little curly headed boy, but instead the famous rock star. I froze, unsure of what to do since my presence here becoming known this soon wasn’t something Ms. Mary wanted. A smile broke across his ridiculously sexy face, and heat burned through my cheeks as I glanced away and entered the elevator.

He didn’t appear to be angry that a teenage girl worked in his home. His smile seemed more amused. Fran frowned when I glanced at her, but she said nothing. I put my cart away and went to report to the kitchen. Ms. Mary stood with her hands on her hips, waiting on our arrival. A silent conversation seemed to take place between Fran and Ms. Mary. After Ms. Mary nodded, she reached for something on the table and handed me folded black clothing.

“Everyone wears uniforms while the family is in residence. Also, you won’t be cleaning the house anymore, but you will help me in the kitchen and help Mr. Greg in the gardens. And tonight I need you to serve supper. Mrs. Stone has requested that all servers seen by family and guests are attractive in appearance. William, the young man I hired to assist Marcus in serving the family, called in sick about ten minutes ago, and you are all I got. You’ve proved to be a hard worker, and you seem to be serious about this job. Your age concerns me since the master of the house is around your age and is an idol in most girls’ eyes. My gut tells me that is not an issue for you. I hope you continue to show such maturity.”

I didn’t really know what to say after that mouthful from her, so I only nodded.

“Good. Now, you’re to wear this every day when you work in the house. I’ll have two more made in your size, and they are to be left here each night to be washed and pressed. Make sure you continue to enter at the same location and immediately change in the laundry room. When you’re working outside you’ll need to change into the shorts that match this. They will also be kept in the laundry room. Now I need you to help me begin preparing for the evenin’ meal before you put these on. You gotta be tidy and clean when you serve.”

For the next two hours, I chopped, sliced, stirred, and stuffed all types of meats and vegetables. By the time Ms. Mary told me to get changed and tidy up my hair, exhaustion already filled my body. I changed into the black skirt, which hit right above my knees, and the white buttoned shirt with a round collar. I put a black apron on over my shirt and skirt. Pulling my hair loose, I piled the curls up high on my head. I washed my face and hands and sighed at the face mirrored back at me. My mother’s face had landed me a job as server tonight, but my reserved personality had gained me Ms. Mary’s trust. Where my mother’s eyes sparkled with mischief, mine stayed serious and guarded.

Jax Stone’s smile had dazzled me in person as much as it did in the millions of pictures I’d seen in magazines and on posters. However, it didn’t mean I would be silly enough to be attracted to him like the rest of the world. With a deep breath, I opened the door and went back to the kitchen where Ms. Mary stood waiting.

“Okay, now remember, you set this in front of Master Jax at the exact moment Marcus here”—she waved to a tall young guy with sandy blond hair I’d not met yet—“places Mrs. Stone’s in front of her. They will be the only two at the table tonight. Mr. Stone and their son Jason will be arriving in a few days. So tonight you two will be the only two serving.

“Make sure you stand back quietly behind Master Jax while he eats, and follow Marcus’s lead. He’ll help you with anythin’ you aren’t sure about.”

I turned my full gaze on Marcus, who seemed to be only a few years older than I was, probably college age. His smiling green eyes immediately relaxed me.

He held out his tanned hand and grinned. “Marcus Hardy.”

I slipped my hand into his, and he shook it. “Sadie White.”

He nodded, still grinning, and reached for his tray. “I saw your brave performance yesterday as you secured your job here. It amazed me how your eyes went from nervous to determined in less than a second.” He picked up the tray in front of him, and I smiled and lifted the tray set before me.

“You’ll follow me . . . since I’ll be serving Mrs. Stone’s food.” He gave me a wink before turning and heading down the hall toward the entrance to the dining room.

The large room wasn’t new to me. I’d scrubbed the floors in there that morning. Marcus took his place behind Mrs. Stone, who sat with her back to the entrance. I walked around to stand behind Jax, who sat at the head of the table. I looked to Marcus to guide me. He nodded, and we set the salads down at the exact same time. I stepped back. Marcus nodded for me to stand beside him, so I did.

“I still don’t see why Dad is making Jason go to the interview at Yale if he doesn’t want to go there.” Jax’s voice sounded so smooth it seemed almost unreal.

I felt as if I’d walked into a movie, and I stood watching the scene before me.

“Your brother doesn’t know what is best for him. He has the brains to be more than just Jax Stone’s younger brother. He can make a name for himself if he will just focus on it instead of spending so much time fiddling with the stock market. His head for numbers is being wasted. He needs to decide what he wants to do with his future and do it. Stop messing around with things. If he wants to be successful in the stock market, fine. But don’t play at it like it’s a game.”

Jax’s eyes gazed up at me and seemed to smile before he directed them back down at his mother. “You both are going to push him away. You’re right; he is smart. And he doesn’t need you to think for him.”

Mrs. Stone let out a short, hard laugh. “And you wouldn’t be where you are today if I hadn’t pushed you so hard. All you wanted to do was play baseball with your buddies and play in a silly garage band that had absolutely no talent other than you.”

Jax sighed, took a drink of his ice water, and turned to his mother. “Enough, Mom. Don’t start talking bad about the only real friends I’ve ever had.”

Mrs. Stone leaned back, and Marcus touched my hand to draw my attention back to him and the reason we were in here. We stepped forward and, at the same time, removed the salad plates from in front of the Stones.

“May we get you something other than water to drink with your meal?” Marcus asked with a charming southern drawl.

I felt eyes once again watching me. I fought the urge to allow my eyes to shift back in Jax’s direction and to those eyes.

Mrs. Stone sighed. “I suppose one glass of wine won’t hurt me.” She glanced over at her son and straightened her napkin in her lap as if trying to decide. “Bring me a glass of the best merlot we have in the cellar.”

Jax leaned back, and I could see he still watched me. So I took a calming breath and looked at him.

“If I could have some of Ms. Mary’s sweet iced tea, please.”

I nodded and kept myself from returning his smile.

“Yes, sir,” Marcus replied. He stepped back and waved his hand so I would lead the way back to the kitchen.

I exited the large dining room and immediately took a deep breath. I hadn’t realized how nerve-racking this would be. As soon as we entered the kitchen, Marcus smiled at me.

“What? Did I screw up?”

Marcus shook his head, and a blond lock of hair fell into his eyes. “No, you were great. Now let’s get the crab bisque out there before Ms. Mary has a fit.” He turned toward the housekeeper. “Ms. Mary, we need merlot from the cellar.”

Ms. Mary handed him the already opened bottle along with a glass. “I figured as much, and here’s Jax’s sweet tea.”

“I’ll deal with the drinks,” Marcus said.

I was too grateful to ask why. I just nodded and followed him back down the hall toward the dining room. Right before we reentered, Marcus glanced back at me. “Ignore his watching you. You’re a treat to the eyes. I can’t blame him, but if you want to keep this job, try to become invisible.” He winked, then opened the door.

My goal in life was to become invisible. I thought I’d been attempting to do just that. Apparently, I needed to try harder.

“I intend to get in a lot of time just relaxing on the beach. I like the private beach access we have here, and the thought of being able to chill on the beach with no one wanting to speak to me, meet me, or get me to sign an autograph is what I’ve been craving all year. I need a break. I know Marco hates the idea of me being unavailable for three months, but I need this for my sanity.” Jax glanced up at me as I set the bowl of bisque in front of him. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“I want you to have a break too. Gregory thinks a little time in front of your fans this summer would be great PR. Maybe you could do a beach concert, or just do a few movie premieres.”

Jax shook his head. “Mom, I refuse to make my presence here known. I chose Alabama because it’s not a highly populated area. Better yet, this little island here is private. I’ll consider a few movie premieres, but nothing else. No concerts.”

Mrs. Stone shrugged. “Well, I told Gregory I would try, and I did. He can deal with you. You’re an adult. I’m not going to pressure you anymore.”

Jax continued to eat, and I stood beside Marcus, staring out the window and back at Jax’s bowl, waiting for the moment when I would need to remove it. I glanced up at Marcus, and he met my eyes with a smile. He was all business, and I could tell he wanted me to do well here. I’d made a friend. Marcus lightly touched my arm and stepped forward. I immediately followed, and we removed their bowls.

“More sweet tea, sir?”

Jax glanced at me and flicked his gaze toward Marcus. “Yes, please.”

Mrs. Stone’s glass of wine was only missing a sip at most. Marcus once again stepped back and allowed me to lead the way out. We did the same routine as before, with Marcus carrying the tray of dirty dishes.

Once in the kitchen, Marcus picked up the tray already prepared with the most rich, exotic foods I had ever seen.

“Wow, they sure eat a bunch.”

“Mrs. Stone has only tasted her food so far, and my guess is she will barely touch this as well.”

“He eats all of his.”

“Yep, but then, he’s a growing boy.”

I laughed at Marcus’s imitation of Ms. Mary and followed him back down the now familiar hall. Once inside, I placed the food in front of Jax again, and Marcus handled the sweet tea for me.

Jax and his mother ate in silence this time. Occasionally I sensed him watching me and felt a brief touch from Marcus’s hand, no doubt reminding me I needed to become invisible. I never acknowledged the curious steel-blue eyes. Mother and son exchanged a few casual words, but for the most part, they continued to eat in silence. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I inspected Jax to see if he’d finished, and our eyes met.

I tried to tear my gaze away, but his eyes held a hint of laughter. I stared down at my feet, and Marcus squeezed my arm. It startled me. I looked up at him, and he nodded for us to take their plates. We cleared the places in front of them at the same time. Then I walked toward the door, already in the routine.

“I won’t be having dessert,” Mrs. Stone said to Marcus. “I hate to leave you to eat alone, Jax, but I’m exhausted. I’ll be in my room if you need me.”

Jax stood as his mother left the table. Once she had exited, he sat back down. “I would love dessert,” he assured us . . . or he assured me.

Marcus nodded. “Yes, sir,” he said in his businesslike tone, and we left.

Once back in the kitchen, Marcus set down his tray. “Okay, this is sticky. You’re supposed to take him his plate, and since his mother has left, I have no reason to return. I could go in your place, which would be the best idea, but I am afraid it could anger him. He may think I don’t trust him with you alone. He has obviously noticed you, which I knew would be pretty unavoidable. But I’d hoped since he is famous, he wouldn’t pay attention to another pretty face.” Marcus sighed, leaned his hip against the table, and crossed his long legs. “I’m leaving this up to you.”

“Me?”

“What do you want to do, Sadie? It isn’t about your job; it is about mine. If you don’t go back, I could lose mine for taking your spot. I think he has already picked up on my protecting you. If you go or not, your job is secure . . . for now.”

I sighed and reached for the tray holding the dessert. I wouldn’t jeopardize someone else’s job to help myself out. “I’ll do it.”

Without another word, I headed back down the hall all by myself.

Once I entered, his steel-blue eyes met mine, and he smiled. “Ah, so he did let you come alone. I wondered if I would be seeing him instead.”

I didn’t want to smile at his comment, but I did. I set his dessert down in front of him and took my place.

“Do you speak?” he asked.

“Yes.” Marcus had spoken for me all night.

“We don’t normally have young female employees. How did you get through Mary?”

“I’m mature for my age.”

He only nodded and took a bite of some sort of chocolate cake with more chocolate oozing out of the inside. After he chewed and swallowed, he looked back at me. I turned to stare out the window at the waves crashing against the shore.

“How old are you?”

“Seventeen.” I hoped my simple reply would end his interrogation.

“How did you know I lived here?”

His question caught me off guard, and I met his gaze. “It’s hard to miss the photos of you as I dust and mop.”

He frowned. “You applied for this job not knowing I lived here?”

I realized he assumed a fan had squeezed through the cracks of his security, and he wanted to know how I did it.

“My mother has been cleaning here for two months. However, her pregnancy has progressed and she sent me in her place. I proved my worth, and Ms. Mary kept me. My being here has nothing to do with you, sir, but has everything to do with the fact that I want to eat and pay the rent.” I knew I sounded annoyed, but I was annoyed, and I couldn’t help it.

He nodded and stood up. “I’m sorry. When I saw you, and you are young and, well . . . attractive, I thought the only reason someone like you would be working here would be to get close to me. I deal with girls quite a bit, and my assuming you were working here to get near me wasn’t fair. Forgive me.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. I felt this job slipping out of my hands, but I would not cry. “I understand,” I managed to get out.

A boyish smile tugged at his lips, and he nodded toward the door. “I guess I should have figured you were taken, from the possessiveness of the other server tonight. I stared at you more than I should’ve, but I kept waiting for you to ask for my autograph or slip your number to me on a napkin.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise.

He shrugged. “Those things are a way of life for me. I just expect it.”

I smiled back at him this time. He wasn’t as bad as I’d anticipated. He wasn’t about to fire me. “I’m here to do my job, sir, and nothing more.”

“Do me a favor and don’t call me ‘sir.’ I am just two years older than you.”

I took the plate, careful not to touch his hands, and stepped back.

“Okay,” I replied, hoping I could leave.

“So, is he your boyfriend?”

He caught me off guard with his question, and I halted in my tracks. “Who? Marcus?”

A crooked grin appeared on his face. He was hard not to stare at. “If Marcus is the guy who seemed quite determined to make sure you made no mistakes tonight, then yes.”

“No, he is . . . he is a friend.” It was strange saying those words. I’d never called anyone a friend in my life.

Jax smiled and leaned down to whisper close to my ear. “I hope someday soon you will consider me a friend as well. I don’t have very many of those.”

My face grew hot, and my skin tingled at his nearness. His warm breath on my skin made it hard to form words. I swallowed hard, trying to focus on his comment and not swoon at his feet like some crazy lunatic. “I only have one,” I blurted out like an idiot.

Jax frowned. “I find that hard to believe.”

I shrugged. “I don’t have time for friends.”

Jax stepped forward, opened the door for me, and smiled.

“Well, I hope we can find some time in your busy schedule, because I happen to be in need of a friend myself . . . . Someone who doesn’t care who I am . . . . Someone who doesn’t laugh at my jokes when they’re not funny. If I’m not mistaken, you couldn’t care less about the fact that I’m on the cover of Rolling Stone magazine this month and on the bedroom walls of every teenage girl in America.”

His comment seemed to ease my momentary lapse of common sense from his nearness, and I shook my head. “Not every teenage girl in America. You’ve never been on my walls. So I guess you’re right—I don’t care.” I walked away, leaving him standing behind me.



Chapter Three

JAX

I forgot to get her name. Damn. I’d been so fascinated with her and her responses I hadn’t gotten her name. I knew the guy’s name was Mark or Matt or Marcus. Hell, I couldn’t remember. I was just glad she wasn’t with him. Not that it mattered. It wasn’t like I was going to make a move on her.

When I’d seen her earlier outside my room, I’d thought she was going to have to go. I’d hated the idea of it even then because she was gorgeous, but I’d been with enough gorgeous girls to know that they could also be crazy as hell. This one didn’t want me. I was pretty sure she didn’t even like me. That was a . . . strange, yet refreshing, change.

For the first time in years I wanted a girl to like me. My brother would tell me I was losing my mind when he got here. The sexy slant to those blue eyes of hers and the body that the outfit she was wearing hadn’t been able to conceal wouldn’t get to Jason. When it came to girls, he didn’t trust many. He was cautious with who he chose to date. It wasn’t just a pretty face that got his attention. He needed reassurance they weren’t after him just to get to me.

When I walked into my bedroom, I made my way over to the window overlooking the front yard. I didn’t want to think I was looking to see if she was leaving . . . but I was. Admitting it or not, I was looking for the girl.

SADIE

Marcus was standing in the kitchen, drinking sweet tea and talking to Ms. Mary. He stood when he saw me. “Well, how did it go?”

“He thought I was a fan who slid in through the cracks, and he wanted to know how I did it. I informed him that I had replaced my mother because of her pregnancy, I wasn’t a fan, and I didn’t realize this house belonged to him when I took the job.”

Marcus frowned. “How did he take your explanation?”

“I don’t think there will be any problem now that he knows I’m not a crazy fan about to slip him my number on a dinner napkin. I doubt he notices my existence from now on.”

Marcus raised his eyebrows as if he didn’t believe me.

Ms. Mary walked forward and took the tray from my hands. “Good. I knew you were gonna work out just fine. Now go change out of your uniform and head on home. You won’t be expected in until seven in the morning.”

I hurried to the laundry room. Once I’d changed back into my own clothing, I headed for the door. Ms. Mary hummed while she cleaned, and Marcus stood leaning against the door, waiting.

“It’s late. Did you drive or walk?” he asked when I got to the door.

“I rode my bike.”

He opened the door, and we walked out into the night together. “Let me put it in the bed of my truck and take you home.” He genuinely seemed worried about me.

“Okay, thank you.”

•  •  •

Once we were both in the truck, I relaxed and leaned back on the worn leather seat. “So, how long have you worked at the Stone mansion?”

He looked over at me. “I just started last summer. I only work summers here. I’m a local, but I’m currently attending the University of Alabama. This is a summer job for me.”

“It’s obviously just a summer job for me, too. I will begin my senior year this fall. We just moved here from Tennessee.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes, and I watched out the window as families walked down the sidewalks, still in their beach clothing. I’d never seen the beach before we moved here. I couldn’t help but be fascinated, catching glimpses of the waves crashing on the sandy shore.

“You seem so much older than a senior in high school. In fact, you’re more mature than most girls I go to school with.”

I smiled to myself. If he only knew. But tonight wasn’t the night to unload my life story on someone who just might turn out to be a real friend. “I know. I have always been an old woman in a kid’s body. It drives my mother crazy.”

“I wouldn’t call you an old woman, just more mature than the average seventeen-year-old girl.”

The normal teenage girls laughed and flirted on the side of the street. Summer romance wasn’t something I understood, but apparently it was a very big thing around here. The girls here referred to the tourists as the summer boys. I didn’t really get it or understand it, but then again, I wasn’t normal.

Marcus turned to me. “Did I hurt your feelings? I didn’t mean to if I did. It was a compliment, really. I get tired of the silliness and shallowness of girls. You’re like a breath of fresh air.”

I turned my head back in his direction and smiled. He really was a nice guy. I wished my insides got all warm and tingly when he stared at me, but apparently my body reserved that response for teen rock stars, and the thought that I might be shallow made me feel sick inside.

“Thank you. I’ve never been complimented on my strange personality before.”

He frowned and shook his head. “I wouldn’t call you strange . . . more refreshingly unique.”

I laughed at his attempt to make it sound better. “Thanks. ‘Refreshingly unique’ sounds much more appealing. Turn right at the next light, and it’s two houses down on the left.”

We remained silent the rest of the way to the apartment.

“Pull over to the side. We’re not allowed to use the owner’s drive. They own the house. We rent the small apartment below.”

Marcus pulled up in front of the house.

“Thank you again for bringing me home.”

He opened his door, jumped out, and got my bike from the bed of his truck. I watched as he lifted it down. “Anytime. If you leave the same time I do, I can always give you a lift.” I thanked him again. He shuffled his feet and glanced up at me. “Since you’re new here, and we are working together this summer, why don’t I take you out one night after work, or on Sunday during the day when we are both off? I can show you what’s fun around here and introduce you to some people. You know, just as friends.”

“It sounds like fun,” I said. “I would love to go enjoy this area with someone who knows where to go.”

He grinned and ran his hand through his blond hair. “Great. I’ll make plans this week and let you know what we are doing.”

We said our good-byes, and I watched him get back into his truck. I waved and turned to go face Jessica and her doubtless twenty questions as to what took me so long.

The apartment was silent and dark. I peeked into Jessica’s room and found her asleep on top of the covers with the window unit cranking nonstop. I grabbed a quilt and covered her up before going back to my room and getting ready for my shower. She’d gone to sleep early. No twenty questions, and no having to cook dinner. I smiled and headed toward the bathroom. I needed to be clean and needed sleep. Today I managed to get past my biggest hurdle. Tomorrow should be easier. No more encounters with Jax. Having a friend would make things even more enjoyable.

•  •  •

The next week I fell into a routine. I arrived at work and went straight to the kitchen. Ms. Mary talked much more than Fran, and her stories were entertaining. She told me all about her two daughters and seven grandchildren. One daughter lived in Michigan and had five daughters of her own. The other daughter lived in Georgia, and she had a nine-year-old girl and one little boy, who was loved immensely by a family full of girls. Hearing about her life raising her daughters made me realize just how dysfunctional my life with Jessica would sound. I imagined my life being as full and normal as Ms. Mary’s. I knew I could one day make a life just as full of family and love as she seemed to have. I often daydreamed of a life like the one she told me about.

My first afternoons with Mr. Greg began a little tense since he wasn’t real fond of having a teenage girl helping him, but after a day of not having to get on his arthritic knees, he seemed to appreciate my being there. After my fourth day working with him, Mr. Greg and I would sit and play chess out in the gazebo when our workday ended. He beat me each time, but I was learning the game and promised him that my skills would improve and one day I would beat him.

I saw Marcus in the evenings when we all sat around the table and enjoyed a bowl of soup and salad. Ms. Mary always sent a plate of food home for Jessica, and I suspected she sent it for my sake. Somehow, without my telling her, she seemed to understand how my life at home functioned. After Marcus got off work, he always drove me and my bike home. William was back at work to help Marcus serve, and things seemed to run smoothly with the staff and family.

Sunday morning arrived before I knew it. I lay in bed, covering my face from the bright sunlight streaming in the windows. It was good not to have to jump up and get ready. I enjoyed my job, but I also enjoyed sleeping late. I yawned and stretched. Today I would be going out with a friend. I was more excited than the normal person would be, but I couldn’t help it. I sat up and rubbed my face, trying to wake up enough to go eat breakfast. It was still really quiet in the house, but Jessica normally slept till eleven every day. I went to the kitchen and fixed myself a bowl of Peanut Butter Crunch, then went to sit on the piece of slab outside our back door. The sun glistened off the water, and it warmed me as I enjoyed my bowl of cereal. Today felt like my first real day of summer. Today I would be able to go do something a seventeen-year-old would do.

“What are you eating?” Jessica asked as she walked out the door—or more like waddled out the door.

“Peanut Butter Crunch cereal,” I replied, and took another bite.

She sank down in the lawn chair beside me and sighed. “Do you love me?”

I rolled my eyes, knowing what words would be next. “Yes,” I replied, and took another bite.

“Then will you have pity on me and my enormous stomach and go fix me a bowl when you’re done?”

This was an old game. She thought it cute to ask if I loved her before she asked me to go get her something. I ate the rest of my cereal and drank all my milk before I stood up.

“Going to get your cereal,” I said as I walked back in the door.

“Thanks, honey,” she replied, not opening her eyes.

I fixed her a large bowl so I wouldn’t have to fix her a second one, and took it to her. I needed to tell her about Marcus before he got here. I gave her the bowl, and she sat back up from her reclined position in a chair that did not recline and took the bowl from me.

“Thanks a bunch,” she said, smiling.

I sat back down. “I have made a friend at work, and he is coming to get me today to show me around and hang out.”

Jessica put the spoon full of cereal back down. “A boy! You?”

“He isn’t a boy I am dating. He is just a friend. He is from around here and wants to hang out today.”

She smiled and took a bite of cereal. She’d barely swallowed when she said, “I can’t believe you talked to someone enough to make a friend. Or is he a recluse too?”

I stood up, not in the mood for my mom’s teasing. She loved to remind me how I lacked social skills.

I started back inside, and she laughed. “I’m just teasing, Sadie. Don’t get so upset. I’m glad you’ve got a friend. Just don’t forget about me and stay gone all day. It gets lonely around here.”

I hated it when she laid on a guilt trip. “You have a car. Go somewhere and do something.”

She gave a melodramatic sigh. “I do need to go get a pedicure since I can’t see my toes anymore.

I shook my head. “No, something where no money is required. Like go for a walk down the beach.”

She rolled her eyes this time, and I went inside. I made a beeline for the stashed money I’d saved for bills and hid it somewhere else. I didn’t need to come home and find she’d spent all our money. After the cash was secured, I went to get ready for my day with Marcus. I needed to wash my hair and coat myself with sunblock. The sun here could be brutal. But first I needed to find a swimsuit and something to wear. I checked the time. I had thirty minutes until he would arrive to pick me up. I needed to be ready so Jessica wouldn’t answer the door and find some way to embarrass me.

•  •  •

“Good morning,” Marcus said when I opened the door.

“Good morning to you, too! Hold on just a sec and I’ll grab my purse.” I turned, went back into the living room, and picked up the purse I’d left on the coffee table.

“I’m gone. Get out and go do something,” I said to my mom before I walked back to the door.

“What, you’re not bringing him in?” She was still dressed in her black nightgown, which stretched over her stomach.

“No, Mom, not with you dressed in your nightgown.”

She laughed, and I rushed back to the door.

“You ready to see this place through a local’s eyes?” he asked, grinning.

I nodded, excited. “Yes, I am.”

He opened the truck door for me, and I climbed in. He ran around, jumped in, and slid on a pair of dark sunglasses. “Do you eat raw oysters?”

“No way!”

He grinned. “I should have guessed—you’re a Tennessee girl. But it’s all right, they are also grilling burgers, corn on the cob, and ribs.”

“I love burgers, corn, and ribs.”

“Ah, good. Well, we’re going to a friend’s house. They’re grilling out today, with raw oysters on the half shell as the appetizers.”

I grimaced at the thought of raw, squishy, slimy blobs on a shell people were actually going to put in their mouths.

He laughed at my face. “I guess when you grow up around here, it doesn’t seem so bad.”

I didn’t respond, because I wasn’t sure how anyone could get used to eating slime.

“Rock has been my best friend since elementary school. You’ll like the bunch over at his house. We’re going to grill out and then go waterskiing. Rock has a boat, and we’re going to go launch it at the marina. Ever been waterskiing?”

“I’m afraid not, but I would love to try.” It seemed to be the thing to say, because a huge grin broke across his face.

“I can teach you. You’ll be skiing before the day’s over.”

We pulled up to a single-story house on stilts, like most of the houses around here. It wasn’t fancy, and it appeared to have survived a few hurricanes. The siding had been patched up quite a few times.

Marcus met me as I got out of the truck and slid a pair of sunglasses on my face. “You’re gonna need these. Without them, the sun will give you a headache.”

“Do you carry around women’s sunglasses on a regular basis?” I asked teasingly.

He laughed. “No, I have a sister.”

I didn’t know anything about his family. I liked knowing something about him other than the obvious.

“Please tell me you put on sunblock. Even the best tanners get burned in this sun.”

“Yes, I’m slathered up.”

“Come this way,” he said, pulling me behind him through some really tall grass, which grew in the sand. A simple rectangular in-ground pool stood in the center of the yard, surrounded by guys in swim trunks and girls in bikinis. They were slinging back slime from a shell, and I reminded myself not to grimace when they talked to me and ate those things. Marcus squeezed my hand and pulled me into the party.

“Marcus, it’s about time you got here. All the shells are almost empty,” called a guy with long brown dreadlocks.

Marcus smiled down at me and whispered, “I won’t eat any in front of you, I promise.”

I shook my head. “No, really, it’s fine.”

He laughed and pulled me over to the group of guys standing with the dreadlock guy. Several people called out to Marcus, and he waved and nodded. My stomach churned with nervousness when I realized the majority of the people here were staring at me.

“Hey, guys, this is Sadie. Sadie, this is Rock,” he said, indicating a rather large muscular guy with a shaved head, “Preston,” who was what I considered a beach bum, with long blond hair and dark tanned skin, “and Dewayne,” the dreadlock guy, who also happened to have several tattoos and piercings. “We’ve all been friends since second grade.”

Dwayne flicked the dreadlocks out of his eyes and grinned. “Ever since Rock beat the shit out of Preston and ol’ Marcus here jumped in to take up for him, and then started getting pummeled by Rock until I jumped in, and about that time we all got suspended from school.” The four of them laughed at the memory, and I tried to picture them all as little boys fighting.

“Our parents were all so proud. They had elementary school delinquents.” Dewayne grinned and tipped back an oyster.

“Dewayne will reminisce all day if you let him. Don’t act like you enjoy his stories. He won’t stop,” Marcus said, smiling.

The friendship among these four made me feel warm inside. It wasn’t something I could relate to.

“So, Sadie, how did ugly-butt Marcus here find a beautiful blind girl?” Rock asked as he flipped a burger.

I glanced at Marcus to see him smiling at me. “We work together,” I said. “He came to my rescue on my second day there, and my eyesight is twenty/twenty.”

One of them let out a low whistle, and another laughed wickedly.

“Marcus is a regular ol’ knight in shining armor, I tell ya,” Dewayne said with a flick of his dreadlocks. Marcus shoved him playfully, and Dewayne burst into laughter.

“I’m going to take her to meet other people if you three can’t behave.”

“What did I do?”

Marcus sent him a mock glare before turning to me. “Are you thirsty?”

Dewayne reached into a cooler behind him and held out a soda. I took it, thanked him, and listened to the four of them talk about a beach volleyball game going on next weekend between them and a rival team. They would ask me questions or bring me into the conversation occasionally, but mostly they just planned and strategized. I had no idea beach volleyball was such a serious sport.

A platinum blonde in a hot-pink bikini that barely covered the important stuff, walked up behind Rock, wrapped her arms around his waist, and kissed his neck.

“Sadie, this is Trisha, Rock’s fiancée, and Trisha, this is Sadie, a friend of mine.”

Trisha smiled at me and ran her hand over Rock’s head. “If you get bored with this bunch’s conversation, you are welcome to come lay out with me and the girls.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

“Are you bored? Want to go in for a swim and cool off?” Marcus asked.

I wasn’t really sure I wanted to take off my sundress in front of all these people. My hand-me-down red bikini wasn’t nearly as skimpy as the ones the other girls were wearing, and I didn’t fill one out like they did either. I thought of my long skinny legs and compared myself to the curvy, large-chested girls lying out, and I wanted to keep my clothes on. However, I also wanted to make friends and not let Marcus down, so I needed to lay out or swim. Since swimming kept me covered most of the time, I decided it would be the best option. “Swimming sounds good.”

He grinned and pulled his T-shirt off to reveal a very tanned and muscular chest. I swallowed hard and wished I didn’t have to do this, but I knew I would have to sooner or later. So I slipped the sundress off and laid it beside Marcus’s shirt. I didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone and wished I could just go jump into the water without having to actually walk calmly over to it and get in.

A low whistle from behind startled me, and I heard an “Ouch.” I turned to see Marcus glaring at Dewayne and Preston.

“Sorry, Sadie, these two have no manners.” He took my hand again. As before, he held my hand casually. It hadn’t bothered me before, but being half naked made it uncomfortable.

“Come on. Let’s go swim.” He grinned at me and didn’t even pay attention to my body.

It relieved and embarrassed me at the same time. I didn’t want Marcus to like me as anything more than a friend, but I also didn’t want to be so boyish in my bathing suit that he didn’t notice me at all. I decided to stop thinking about everything so much, and I followed him into the water via the stairs. We joined in on a game of basketball with a floating hoop in the middle of the pool. I stank at it, but no one other than Marcus and a guy name Rick seemed to be any good, so I didn’t worry too much.

After I raced Marcus the length of the pool and won one out of three times, we got out to get something to eat. I walked over to my sundress at the same time Marcus came up behind me and wrapped a towel around me.

“Thank you,” I told him.

He smiled. Our friendship was working out nicely, and it made me smile a little brighter. Maybe my personality wasn’t as bad as Jessica said.

Marcus leaned down and whispered into my ear, “Burger, ribs, or both?”

I thought of the mess ribs make and all the people in the small backyard. “Burger,” I whispered back.

He nodded and made his way to the grill. He got me a burger and took a slab of ribs for himself.

We walked over to a table set up with stuff to put on the burger, and I added a little ketchup and cheese. Marcus grabbed us both a drink, and we headed over to an unoccupied shaded area. We sat down and ate in silence for a few minutes. I watched him go through at least fifteen napkins and laughed when he reached for more and all the clean ones were gone.

“You think my mess is funny, huh?”

I shrugged and let out another laugh I couldn’t hold back. I reached under my plate and handed him my napkin.

“Thanks.” He took the napkin and cleaned himself up. “Are you having fun?” he asked after he cleaned the barbecue off his face.

“Yes, I am. I feel like the youngest one here, but I am having fun.”

Marcus nodded. “You are the youngest one here. I forget my old crowd has all aged just like me.”

“No, I have really enjoyed myself.”

Preston, whose attention seemed to be focused our way, shook his head.

“I’m afraid my friend over there likes you. You’re going to have to just ignore him. He’s a bit of a ladies’ man.”

I frowned. “He likes me! With all these older, more attractive women around?”

Marcus cut his eyes back at me and studied my face a minute, and he smiled. “You really believe that, don’t you?”

“Believe what?”

“You believe the other girls here are better looking than you.”

I laughed and shrugged. “I’m not blind, Marcus.”

Marcus raised his eyebrows. “Either you are blind, or you don’t have a mirror at home. Keep doing stuff as sweet as blushing, and you’re going to have Preston singing love ballads outside your window.”

I laughed and shook my head. “I seriously hope not.”

Marcus looked at Preston. “He really likes legs, and you happen to be attached to the best pair I’ve seen in a really long time. But I think you hooked him when you batted your baby-blue eyes at him and smiled.”

I frowned. “I don’t recall batting my eyes at anyone, and my legs are just long and skinny.”

Marcus smiled. “I hope you always stay this way. Sweet and innocent. But I want to be the one to enlighten you. Your legs are sexy as hell, and your eyelashes are so thick and long that when you blink it looks like you’re batting them, and it is very attractive.”

I wasn’t sure I believed him, but I smiled anyway. “You’re a nice guy. Thanks for trying to make me feel better.”

“Is that what I’m doing?” he asked with a teasing grin.

I smiled. “I think so.”

He laughed and shook his head. “Sure, whatever you say, Sadie.”



Chapter Four

JAX

I’d been watching her for days now. It was getting to be a habit. She intrigued me, and I wasn’t able to ignore her even if it would be in both our best interests. It wasn’t like I was going to be able to pursue her. But she sure made that hard to remember.

No one had noticed me bring my notebook and hide out in the gazebo earlier. That was part of the reason I loved this place. Even the staff left me alone. Hearing the blonde talk to Mr. Greg and not appear as if she was helping him out but rather following his instructions just to save his pride was even more eye-opening. When was the last time I’d met a girl who looked like her who was so damn thoughtful of an old man? I’d even heard Mr. Greg call her Sadie. Knowing her name made me smile. I’d wanted to ask Ms. Mary her name all week, but I hadn’t. I was trying to keep my distance.

I heard footsteps and tore my gaze off her and toward the guy who served my meals at night. He was watching her too. He was always watching her. It was starting to piss me off. I wasn’t sure why, but it was. It wasn’t like I was jealous of him. That would be ridiculous.

SADIE

Marcus came to find me in the garden. “Hey, Sadie, the Stone family is dining at a friend’s house tonight, so I’m heading out early. How much longer until you get off?”

I glanced over at Mr. Greg, who seemed to be really suffering from his arthritis today, and I knew I couldn’t leave early. It wouldn’t hurt me to ride my bike home this evening. “You go on ahead. I have some work left here. Besides, I want to stop off at the grocery store and pick up a few things on my way home.”

Marcus frowned at me as if he were trying to decide something. Finally he said, “I really don’t like the idea of you riding home after dark, and then trying to ride a bike with bags of groceries.”

I started to argue with him and assure him that everything would be just fine, but his gaze left mine and landed on something behind me.

I turned and saw Jax Stone coming toward us from inside the gazebo. I hadn’t even seen him go inside it.

“I agree with you on her riding home in the dark with groceries. I’ll supply her with a ride home. You may leave now. She’ll be safe.”

Marcus stared at me with concern. I smiled at him as if to reassure him that I liked this arrangement.

“Uh, um, yeah, sure, Mr. Stone, thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow, Sadie,” he said, a wrinkle between his eyebrows. I could tell he was unsure about this.

“See you tomorrow,” I replied, and watched him reluctantly turn and walk away. Not because I wanted to stare at him longer, but because I needed to compose myself before I faced Jax. Somehow I’d become as pathetic as the rest of the teenage world. I’d caught glimpses of Jax outside, and every time he glanced my way, he smiled at me. My traitorous heart did a little flip. Before I knew it, I would have a stupid poster of Jax on my wall.

“Thank you,” I managed to say without tripping over my tongue.

He gave me one of those grins meant to melt girls’ hearts everywhere. “If I’d known you were riding a bike to get to and from work, I would have done something about it sooner. I’m glad I have such thoughtful employees. But then again, he is your friend, isn’t he?”

I smiled at him. “Marcus is a nice guy.”

Jax leaned in and said quietly, “And what about me? Am I a nice guy?”

I wasn’t sure what to say to this, so I decided to just be honest. “I don’t know you, really, but I do know you sign my paycheck, so I’m not exactly sure how to answer this.”

Jax threw back his head and laughed. I caught myself smiling. He seemed almost touchable when he laughed. He offered his arm for me to hook my hand through.

“Well then, Sadie White, why don’t you do me the honor of a stroll down by the beach so we can talk? Then maybe you can decide for yourself if I’m a nice guy or not.”

The fact he knew my name surprised me. He’d asked someone because he had never asked me the night we spoke in the dining room. I didn’t want the fact he had taken time to find out my name to affect me, but it did. Much more than it should. I glanced over at Mr. Greg. “I don’t know if I can. You see, Mr. Greg has arthritis, and he needs me for the weeding, whether he wants to admit it or not. Getting down on his knees is not easy for him, and very painful.”

“Really?” he asked with concern on his face, and he turned and went over to where Mr. Greg stood pretending to work, though I knew he’d been watching Jax and me.

I couldn’t hear what Jax said, but Mr. Greg seemed to like what he heard, and nodded, shook Jax’s hand, and appeared to be putting away his things.

Jax walked back over to where I stood. “Mr. Greg has decided to take the afternoon off and rest up his bad knees. He also wanted me to tell you he could wait until tomorrow for your chess game.”

I grinned at the older man, whom I’d come to care about. He winked, and I shook my head at him. Jax once again offered his arm, and I hesitated before I slipped my hand inside his bent elbow.

“Okay.” I wasn’t sure what to say, and I wondered if he could hear my heart racing in my chest.

“Let’s see, you not only worry over old men’s knees, but you also play chess with them in the evenings.”

I stiffened and stopped walking. Being teased about my relationship with Mr. Greg bothered me.

“Easy there, tiger.” He patted my hand. “I wasn’t making fun of you. I’m actually impressed. I haven’t met a girl with compassion before, and I’m intrigued.”

I relaxed. “I would imagine in your world, girls are much different from here in the real world. I’m sure if you spent some time with the everyday girl, you would find I am not unique.”

He grinned at me. “The everyday girls are who write me fan mail and buy out my concerts. They are the girls who yell my name and run after me like crazed animals. You’ve not even tried to sneak into my room and squirt your perfume on my pillow.”

I hesitated, my jaw dropping in shock. “Please tell me those last two haven’t happened before and you made them up.”

Jax shrugged and shook his head. “I’m afraid they have. They’re only a few examples. I left out the ones not suitable for a young girl’s ears. You don’t even want to know the extent girls go to in order to get my attention. It’s one of the reasons I need this summer getaway. If I didn’t have this, I would have gotten out of the business a long time ago.”

We reached the shoreline and stopped.

He waved a hand over the white sand at our feet. “Want to sit down?”

I sank down cross-legged. He sat down in such a smooth way it made me feel clumsy. Why did I care? I’ve never thought about the way I sat down before. I didn’t need to start thinking of him as more than just a guy. A guy who signed my paycheck.

“So, tell me about yourself.” He leaned back on his hands and stretched his long legs out in front of him.

I shrugged, not sure what to say. “What do you want to know? I’m not very interesting.”

He chuckled. “I disagree, but we won’t argue. Tell me about your family.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks at his request, but I forced myself to talk instead of blushing like an idiot. “Well, I live with my mom, and it has always been just me and her. However, she is pregnant right now, so our two will soon be three. We just moved here two months ago from Tennessee. I love the ocean much more than the mountains, so the move has been a good one.”

Jax watched me as I spoke, and I focused on staring at my hands.

“I don’t want to be getting into your personal space, so tell me if I ask something you feel is none of my business. Where’s the baby’s dad?”

I laughed at his question because, yes, it was personal, and the answer was sordid, but something about him made me relax and tell him things I didn’t normally talk about. “My mother is beautiful, but unfortunately she has no common sense. She likes the attention she gets from men and picks the worst ones.” I gave a small smile I knew wouldn’t reach my eyes. “When I say the worst ones, I mean the worst! They are married or engaged, or so worthless they would never consider settling down. The man who donated to my conception was married, and I even know who he is and where he lives, but I never intend to go introduce myself. This baby’s father is also a loser. He isn’t married, but he doesn’t have any intention of helping out or contributing to the raising of this child.”

I was airing too much dirty laundry, so I stopped talking and stared out over the ocean waves. He sat up, and his arm brushed against mine. Warmth rushed through my body.

“So, you’re the grown-up at home, aren’t you?”

I tensed at his correct description. I nodded since I could feel his breath close to my neck.

“No wonder you’re so different. You’ve got too much on your shoulders to even consider hanging posters of some shallow teenage rock star on your walls.”

I smiled at his humor. “You’re not shallow. Granted, I thought you would be in the beginning, but you surprised me.”

Long fingers slid across my thigh and took my hand. “Is this job what pays the bills, then? When you mentioned it paid for your food the first night we met, I thought maybe you were joking or being melodramatic, but now . . .” He stopped.

I picked up where he left off. “She’s too far into her pregnancy, and it’s too difficult for her to work. She doesn’t hold down jobs well. During the school year, she struggles from job to job. She worked here until my first day out of school.”

He didn’t say anything, and neither did I. We just sat there holding hands and watching the sun set over the water. Just before it sank, Jax stood up.

He held out his hand for me to take. “We’d better head back before the sun sets completely.”

His fingers never left mine as we walked back to the house. The only way to explain it is to say it was very close to an out-of-body experience. Holding hands with Jax Stone and feeling like we connected. He didn’t seem like a rock star anymore. He wasn’t the guy I saw on posters and in magazines. He wasn’t the hottie I’d seen on MTV. He was just Jax. I thought about the times Marcus had held my hand, and how casual it had seemed. But the warmth from Jax’s hand sent a tingling sensation up my arms. He was a rock star and I was his maid, for crying out loud. I cleaned his vegetables!

We stopped outside the servants’ entrance.

“Thanks for the walk today.” He smiled down at me again, and my insides went to mush.

I was in trouble. I liked this guy, and that was bad.

“You’re welcome.” I know it sounded stupid, but I really didn’t know what else to say.

“When do you need a ride home?”

I shook my head. I’d almost forgotten about his promise to supply me with a ride home. “I will be fine, honestly. I have been to the store a million times on my bike. Marcus just doesn’t realize it is very manageable.”

“Out of the question. I’ll have a car waiting for you at the front entrance. Whenever you’re ready to leave, it’s there. The driver will take you wherever you need to go.” I started to argue, and he placed one of his very talented fingers over my lips. “Don’t argue. I don’t like the idea any more than Marcus. He’s right. It isn’t safe.”

I knew it would be fine, but I didn’t want to stand out here arguing over his doing exactly what he’d promised Marcus he would do. “Okay. I’ll go see if Ms. Mary needs any help before I leave.”

Jax smiled, apparently pleased that I wasn’t going to argue. “Thanks for the walk,” he said again, and turned to leave.

I wanted to watch him walk away, but I knew it wouldn’t do me any good. No matter how insane the idea of a friendship with Jax Stone seemed, I really believed we were in the beginning of one.

I helped Ms. Mary finish up the dishes, then went back to the laundry room to change. I wanted to get home, lie in bed, and think about my time down by the water with Jax. I wanted to memorize each word and glance. I wanted to slap myself because my reaction bordered on ridiculous. I needed to be hoping he would keep his distance and not pursue a friendship with me, because I feared I just might become one of those crazed girls with a crush.

I said good-bye to Ms. Mary and exited through the servants’ door. I walked around to the front of the house and stopped short at the very expensive silver Hummer limo waiting on me. I should have expected extravagance since I doubted Jax owned anything normal. I walked toward the car. A man dressed in black stood beside the machine. He stepped forward with a serious expression on his face and opened the door. I remembered him as one of the large men who’d been here the first day I arrived. “Marcus took your bike when he left. It should be at your home when you arrive.”

I hadn’t realized Marcus was taking my bike for me. I had actually forgotten all about needing to get my bike home. Jax had me completely flustered. “Thanks,” I said, and stepped inside. I hadn’t been expecting anyone else.

“My intention was to let you go home alone, but I didn’t like that idea. I hope you don’t mind the company.” Jax sat in the seat directly across from me, drinking an expensive bottle of water and watching a baseball game. He held a remote in his hands and clicked off the baseball game showing on the television above my head.

I sat down on the black leather seat and smiled. My heart thumped in my chest, and I wanted to appear unaffected by his appearance. “Um, no, I don’t mind.”

He grinned and handed me a fancy water. “Thirsty?”

I took the water in the hope it would ease my suddenly dry throat. “Yes, thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Which grocery store do you want to go to?”

I smiled at the thought of Jax Stone asking where I wanted to go buy food. “Sea Breeze Foods will be fine. It’s closer to my apartment.”

He picked up his remote again, and with a click of a button the tinted glass between us and the driver came down. “Sea Breeze Foods, please, Kane.” The giant in the front seat nodded, and Jax slid the glass back up.

“Do you mind if I go inside with you? I’m craving a Reese’s Cup.”

I frowned, remembering his wish to remain hidden. “No, I don’t mind, but won’t it blow your cover if you’re seen walking around Sea Breeze Foods?”

He smirked. “Yeah, it would, but I’m prepared.”

He reached over the seat and opened a compartment. It took all my will power not to lean over and sniff him, he smelled so good. I’d noticed it earlier, but not as much as I did now in such close quarters. He sat back in his seat, and I composed my expression into a curious smile. He slipped a black baseball hat on with the letter A on the front, which I recognized immediately as the University of Alabama’s logo.

“Nice touch,” I said, grinning at his attempt to go incognito.

He then slipped on tinted glasses.

“Isn’t it a little dark for those?”

He grinned. “Actually, these brighten up the nighttime. They’re glasses used for seeing, not to shade the sun. I shouldn’t stick out too much.”

His designer jeans and the black T-shirt clung to his muscular chest and arms, and I frowned. “No, you’re going to attract attention in that shirt.”

He glanced down at himself. “You think so?”

I tried not to stammer from the shock my system took from his grin. “I know so. Any girl in a ten-mile radius is going to stare you down if you wear it. It’s impossible not to.”

A huge grin broke across his face. “So does this mean you like me in this shirt?”

I sighed and sat up a little straighter. “I’m mature for my age, Jax, not blind.”

He laughed and reached back into the compartment over the seat. “As much as I like the idea of you being unable to take your eyes off me, I don’t want to draw attention, so how’s this?” He slipped into an old faded blue jean jacket. It covered up his impressive body.

“Better,” I assured him as the Hummer came to a stop.

Jax slid the glass wall back down. “Kane, go park in the parking lot, and don’t open our doors. I want to appear normal, so just hang out at the car.”

Kane frowned and nodded.

“Let’s go shop.” Jax jumped out and took my hand, and I stepped out behind him. We walked in silence to the grocery store entrance. Suddenly my nerves assaulted me. What if people recognized him and bombarded him? I didn’t want his attempt at being nice to be ruined by crazy teenage fans. We entered the store, and I looked back to see Kane following behind us. He stopped and stood outside the large glass window. Apparently, he would be standing guard in case of a mad rush of fans. I should have figured the large giant doubled as a bodyguard.

“Where to first?” Jax asked, grinning as he pulled out a shopping cart when we walked in.

“You seem really excited about shopping for food,” I whispered, not wanting anyone around us to hear me.

“I haven’t been in a grocery store since I was a kid hanging on my mom’s cart, begging for Big League Chew.”

I pitied the little boy inside who missed things as simple as grocery stores. “Well then, let’s make this memorable. If you’re good, I’ll buy you some Big League Chew.”

“They still make it?”

I shrugged. “Sure, this is the South, Jax. Things don’t change here often. Time kind of stands still.”

He nodded in agreement. “I know, it’s part of the reason I love it here. No one is in a hurry.”

I walked ahead of him, and he followed behind me with the cart. I was a little embarrassed when I realized he would witness my bargain shopping. I hadn’t thought of the fact that he would see me worrying over the cost of bread. I couldn’t get out of this now. I might as well swallow my pride and get what I needed. I reached for the store-brand loaf of bread. I didn’t want to face him, but I knew he was watching me. I walked over to the cold meats and grabbed the deli shredded roast beef Jessica adored. I hated wasting money on such expensive meat, but if I didn’t, I would be forced to hear Jessica whine for a week.

A loud whisper came from behind us. “No, Mama, I know it’s him!” I turned to see a little girl about the age of nine studying Jax.

He smiled at her, and her face lit up. She left her mother’s side, and her mother reached out to grab her arm but missed. “I’m sorry; she’s convinced you’re Jax Stone.”

Jax only smiled and shrugged, and then he squatted down to her level. “Hello,” he said in a voice I swear could melt butter.

“You’re Jax Stone, aren’t you?”

He glanced up at the mom and back down at the girl and put his finger over his mouth. “Yes, I am, but can you keep it our secret?”

Her little face lit up, and she grinned from ear to ear. The mother appeared stunned. Jax reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a card. “Here, this has my contact number and e-mail address on it. Do you have a pen on you, Sadie?”

I was as mesmerized as the little girl. It took me a second to register what he asked. I grabbed my backpack, pulled out a pen, and handed it to him. He signed the card and asked her name.

“Megan Jones,” she replied.

He pulled out another card and wrote her name on it. “Now, Megan, get your mom to call my agent. He’ll be expecting a call from a Megan Jones. I’m going to be stopping in Pensacola, Florida, on my tour this fall, and this will get you a backstage pass and front-row seats.”

The little girl began to squeal, and Jax put his finger over his lips again. She nodded vigorously and covered her mouth.

“Just keep my secret about me being here, all right?”

She nodded, and he kissed her forehead before standing up. The mother’s eyes glistened with tears. I realized tears were filling my eyes too.

The mother smiled through her tears. “Thank you . . . I don’t . . . I mean, I can’t . . .” She took a deep breath and smiled. “Thank you. She loves you. You’re all over her bedroom walls.” More tears started spilling down her face, and she wiped them away. “I’m sorry I am being so silly, but this year hasn’t been easy on her. Her dad was killed overseas, and things have been tough.” A small sob escaped her, and she shook her head, smiling. “Thank you so much.”

The little girl ran over to her mother and handed her the card. She turned back to Jax and put her little finger over her mouth and grinned. He bowed and blew her a kiss. Her small little hand reached out, grabbed the invisible kiss, and placed it on her lips. My heart melted as I watched them walk away, the little girl gazing back and smiling at him until they were out of sight.

I wiped the tears off my face.

“Yeah, that one got to me too.” He wiped a tear off my cheek and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “However, I didn’t mean to make you cry. I just have a soft spot for my younger fans.”

“No, I loved getting to see you with her. It was precious. You were so sweet to her, and I got to see the highlight of her life.”

Jax grinned. “I doubt it’s the highlight.”

I raised my eyebrows and countered, “Well, you’re wrong. When she is thirty years old, she will be telling about the night when she met Jax Stone in a grocery store. ”

Jax smirked wickedly. “If I give you backstage passes and blow you a kiss, will it be the highlight of your life?”

I managed to keep from getting hypnotized by his incredible eyes focused on me so intently. “No, only works on fans.”

He frowned and placed his hand over his heart. “Ouch.”

I laughed and turned toward the cereal aisle, leaving him to follow along behind me.

We managed to get the rest of the things I needed without another spotting. Jax kept his eyes down. To the casual observer he appeared to be really interested in the things in the grocery cart. However, I knew he didn’t want to make eye contact with anyone. He grabbed a large package of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, and I found his Big League Chew at the checkout lane and added it to my cart while he wasn’t paying attention.

Once the groceries were bought, he loaded the bags into the cart and we went outside. Kane stood waiting on us and again walked slowly behind us. The Hummer beeped and the lights came on as we got near it. Jax started to load the groceries into the back of the Hummer, either not noticing or ignoring Kane hovering behind us.

“I’ll do it,” Kane said in a deep, rough voice.

Jax looked back at the giant and smiled. “I can handle it. You just drive.”

Kane nodded, stepped back, and let Jax finish, but he didn’t move until he went to open the door for us. Jax sighed and motioned for me to go in first. He slid in behind me, this time sitting beside me instead of across from me.

“He’s determined not to let me impress you with my chivalry and is taking all the glory.” He smiled.

I no longer saw him as shallow and self-centered. Not after the scene I’d witnessed in the grocery store. For as long as I lived I would never forget the little girl’s face when Jax kissed her head.

“Are you going to share those deep thoughts with me?”

I shrugged. “I’m just remembering the little girl’s face. What you did was really nice. I didn’t picture you like that.”

He frowned. “Like what?”

“Well, I guess I didn’t think you would have acknowledged a little girl, and not only did you speak to her, you made a dream come true for her. I mean, you could have just blown her off and acted like you were not Jax Stone.” I stopped talking and gazed up at him because his mouth had formed a crooked smile. “What?” I asked.

He lightly ran his finger from my ear to my chin. “I think you’re the first girl I have ever met who is impressed by my kindness to kids.”

My heart thudded in my chest from his touch. Drawing breath into my lungs became difficult. “Well, you really need to be pickier about who you spend time with,” I managed to say without sounding breathless.

He threw back his head and laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re right, Sadie. I do, and I think I’ve found someone who I want to spend time with who happens to cry for little girls she doesn’t know who have lost their fathers in the war.”

I didn’t want to think about the sweet little girl being fatherless. If I teared up again, I would seem ridiculous. “You’ll get tired of me quickly. I’m boring,” I admitted out loud before I realized it.

He slipped a finger under my chin and tilted my face up. “Nothing about you is boring. Just watching you think is entertaining.”

I frowned, and he kissed my head much like he did the little girl’s and laughed softly.

“Don’t frown, beautiful. You fascinate me.”

My face grew hot, and my heart pounded so hard in my chest I feared it might burst its way out. It wasn’t fair that he could affect me with so little effort.

The Hummer stopped, and I realized we were sitting outside my apartment. I frowned at him. “I never told you how to get here.”

He grinned and got out to open my door. “You work for me, Sadie. I made it my business to get your address from your file and give it to Kane before we left.”

“I hadn’t thought about that,” I muttered.

He exited the vehicle and held his hand out to me. I slipped my hand in his and stepped out.

“Can I take your bags inside for you?” he asked.

“No!” The thought of Jessica seeing him, or even worse, the thought of what she might be wearing, terrified me. “Um, I . . . It’s just, my mom is not real big on people coming in these days.”

He opened the back. “Well, at least let me carry them to the door.”

“Okay.” I walked with him to the doorway. My bike was propped against the tree closest to the apartment. I needed to thank Marcus for bringing it home for me. That was sweet of him to think about it. I turned back to Jax and took the bags from him, and then I reached in and took out the gum. I didn’t know what to say, so I just handed it to him, and his face lit up. A smile I remembered from the photos of him as a little boy appeared on his face. It wasn’t a smile the world ever got a glimpse of in magazines.

“I take it I was good.”

I nodded. “Thanks again for the ride and the company.”

He bowed teasingly. “Anytime.” I looked at him one more time and went inside. I closed the door and leaned up against it. Jax Stone had just rocked my world, and I wasn’t sure what to do about it.



Chapter Five

JAX

I had to stay away from her. That had been much too close. I wasn’t someone who could do relationships, and Sadie wasn’t the kind of girl who could do a summer fling. Even if I wanted to get a taste of her so damn bad it was driving me crazy.

I stood at the window in my bedroom and looked down into the backyard. I could pretend I was staring out at the ocean, but I wasn’t. I was watching her. I was always watching her. But this time I would keep my distance. I couldn’t spend any more time with her. That would only lead to problems. Maybe I’d be leaving Sea Breeze a few times this summer after all. Even if it was just to take a break from being near something I wanted and couldn’t have.

The door to my room opened, and in stepped Jason without knocking. I glanced back at him, then stepped away from the window. He had called me several times over the past couple of weeks with a different excuse as to why he wasn’t here yet. I knew the real reason was our parents, but I let it slide. When he’d called yesterday he had told me he was flying out this morning. It was good to see him again.

“You made it.”

He nodded and let out a weary sigh. “Yeah. Almost waited a few more days, but I decided you needed to get out of this house and live a little, and if I wasn’t here you’d stay hidden away. All alone.”

He knew me well. I liked being alone. I didn’t get that enough. “I spoke with Mom. Let me know if she starts bothering you.”

Jason smirked and sank down onto the large leather chair that sat in the corner of my room. “You might be a rock star with the world bowing at your feet, but our mother doesn’t care. She won’t shut up for you.”

He was right. But I could throw out enough threats to keep her quiet for short spans of time. “Never underestimate my power,” I replied, grinning. I was glad he was here. Jason was the only friend I had. If it hadn’t been for him keeping me levelheaded, I’d probably be one of those teen rock stars strung out on crack. Jason never let me forget who I was.

“Getting to your head, big brother. Tone it down, would ya? Me and that big ego of yours can’t fit in this room at the same time.”

I laughed and glanced back out the window just in time to see Marcus approach Sadie. He made her laugh. It bugged me. Jerking my gaze back toward my brother, I pushed all thoughts of Sadie away. I needed something else to focus on. “Hey, you want to have a party?” I asked Jason.

“Always,” he replied.

SADIE

Three days had passed since my trip to the grocery store with Jax. I hated that I caught myself searching for glimpses of him. Somewhere, deep down, I really thought he would seek me out again. However, after three days of not laying eyes on him, I knew our night at the grocery store apparently meant much more to me than him. Yes, he’d taken me shopping and then home, but only because of his promise to Marcus. Sure, he’d held my hand for a few minutes, but who was I kidding? Jax Stone probably held hands with a different girl every day. I needed to find the humor in my stupidity for assuming it meant more to him, or I would curl up in a ball and cry. He had said I fascinated him, but he really should have clarified to me that I was just the fascination of the day. I hated to think badly of him for not seeking me out again, because I couldn’t forget the way he’d treated the little girl, and I knew he wasn’t a shallow teen idol. After all, to Jax Stone I was just another girl.

He hadn’t promised his undying love to me, or even told me he would see me again. We’d said our good-byes at my house with no promises. Nothing he’d said told me he would seek me out again. Sure, he’d said he liked spending time with me, but it didn’t appear as if he was going to make good on his words. Thinking about it made me crazy. I needed to focus on other things. I’d turned down Marcus’s invitation to go boating with him and his friends on Sunday. I was skipping out on time with my friend because I chose to sulk over Jax. I needed to move on and let it go. My night with Jax would be a really good memory I’d never forget, just like it was for the little girl.

When I arrived at the Stone mansion, Ms. Mary met me at the door. “Sadie, we’re entertaining tonight. Master Jax is having some friends over, and there is gonna be dancing and an open bar as well as lots of food! Now, I need all my younger employees to serve all night. We got some special uniforms for this. Marcus will be here shortly with William, and they are bringing a few friends who will also be helpin’ out. Don’t worry about changing just yet.”

She turned and grabbed a large bucket of something very unappetizing. “Have you ever peeled and deveined shrimp before?” Words failed me, and apparently my face showed my horror because she laughed out loud. “Of course not. You’re a Tennessee gal. Come here and I’ll teach you how. We have ourselves twenty pounds of fresh shrimp we need to peel and devein for different appetizers.”

I nodded and prayed I would have the stomach of steel I knew I would need for this horrible task. Ms. Mary directed me to a wash sink, pulled out an empty bucket, and placed it inside. She brought over a large stainless steel bowl and put it on the other side of the sink.

“Here.” She handed me a shrimp, which I did not like to see or touch battered and fried, much less uncooked. “First you peel ’em, just like this, and then you take this here deveiner, you slip it into the top right here, and use it to pull out this black string. Throw all the garbage in here, and then put the clean shrimp in the bowl.”

I gave her a small nod, then swallowed the bile in my throat. “What is that black string?” I asked.

She smiled at me. “Girl, from the color of your face, you do not want to know. Now, you just ought to be glad Mr. Greg got here early and beheaded these fellas for you, because if you’re thinking this is gross, you would’ve a fit pinching the heads off.”

I held up my hand in protest. “Please, no more, stop,” I said, my stomach churning.

She patted me on the back. “When you’re done with these, you’ll be a true south Alabama girl.”

I studied the gross creatures in front of me and decided right then and there that if this was what it took to be a true south Alabama girl, I’d much rather stay a true Tennessee mountain chick. Four hours later, after some help from Marcus and even a little help from Mr. Greg, there were twenty pounds of clean shrimp. Now, I will never put one in my mouth, but I sure can peel and devein one “like nobody’s business” . . . or at least, Mr. Greg said I could. Ms. Mary walked over and handed me a bowl of lemon juice and water.

“Here, girl, soak those hands in this. The smell will be gone in about ten minutes.”

I stared in horror at my hands and realized that the smell I’d managed to get used to after hours of working with the nasty little things now clung to my hands. I sank them down into the cleansing concoction as quickly as I could. My face must have expressed my thoughts because Ms. Mary threw back her head and laughed one of her deep belly laughs that always made me smile.

“Girl, you sure keep this place interesting. I don’t know what I did before you came here to make me smile.”

Marcus walked into the kitchen and saw my hands in the lemon juice mixture, then sat down beside me and slipped his in it too.

“I just got a whiff of these fingers outside and realized I needed some help.”

I slid my hands over and gave him plenty of room. “What I don’t understand is why people eat these things willingly. I would think their appearance is all it would take to turn them off. And if the nasty look of them isn’t enough, they should sit and try to peel and devein the little things.”

Marcus grinned and shrugged. “I happen to like them.”

I rolled my eyes. “It is because all you beach people think they are the food of the gods, when they are really just nasty old ocean-floor feeders.”

Marcus wiggled his eyebrows. “Maybe so, but they sure taste good.”

I made a gagging noise, and he laughed.

“Okay, you two, I need you cleaned up and dressed within the hour.” Ms. Mary stood with her hands on her hips. She said to Marcus, “When will William and the others get here?”

Marcus glanced over at the digital clock on the large industrial-size stainless steel refrigerator and then back at Ms. Mary. “In twenty-three-point-four minutes, ma’am.”

She rolled her eyes and turned back toward the stove. “Once they get here, I expect you and William to give them their orders. Sadie, just do as Marcus directs you. He has done this thing before for Master Jax, and he knows the ropes.”

Marcus slipped his hands out and dried them on the towel beside me. I considered taking mine out too but decided I’d touched more shrimp than the rest of them and needed more soaking, so I stayed put.

“It’s not like when you’re feeding the family,” Marcus said. “You’ll be expected to smile and mingle among the guests with food on a tray, and not bump into anyone or drop it.”

His gaze darted to Ms. Mary, whose back was still turned, and then back at me. “One thing I want to warn you about is the fact that there will be guys here tonight. They are not going to find you invisible.” He reached up and tugged at one of the curls falling down out of my ponytail. “This hair and those eyes are hard to miss, and although I have to give it to Jax—he’s a nice guy and not like most guys in his position—some of the guys here tonight will not be so nice.”

I nodded, not sure what he meant by this. “Okay,” I said, hoping he would elaborate.

He leaned down toward my ear. “They will flirt with you heavily, and some may touch you in areas they have no business touching. Tell me if they do. I don’t care who they are or how much money they have, it isn’t all right for them to do those things.”

“Okay,” I said again. I feared my voice would betray my nervousness if I said more.

Marcus stood. “You won’t be alone, so don’t worry. Preston and Rock are coming. Which is another reason you should tell me if someone messes with you. If Preston were to see, I think he might get us all fired.” With a wink, he left the room.

I sat there with my hands in the lemon juice and thought of what flirting heavily might entail, and how I might get out of tonight’s event.

“Girl, the smell left your hands an hour ago. Now you’re just turnin’ them into lemon-scented prunes.”

I took them out of the lemon mixture and dried them off on the same hand towel Marcus used. I sniffed them to ensure their fresh scent and smiled at their lemon aroma. “Ah, much better.”

Ms. Mary laughed and shook her head. I stood and took the bowl to the sink, poured it out, and placed it in the dishwasher. I didn’t have a whole lot of time to get changed before the party started, so I forced myself to get focused and not dwell on what might happen. Besides, I’m pretty tough. Heck, I’d just peeled and deveined twenty pounds of shrimp. I could do this. I couldn’t expect Marcus to sacrifice his job to stand up for my honor. It wouldn’t be the first time a guy made unwanted advances at me. Preston might be a concern, but I wasn’t convinced Marcus was right about Preston’s interest in me. How long could this last, anyway? I could handle anything for a few hours . . . right?

The outfit the girl servers had to wear reminded me of a French maid’s costume with a little more fabric. Marcus seemed so worried about making me comfortable about tonight that I couldn’t let anyone know how nervous I really was. First off, I knew I would see Jax tonight. The fact that he’d made no effort to see or speak to me after our trip to the grocery store stung, but honestly, I shouldn’t have expected more. He was famous, rich, and beautiful, and I worked in his kitchen. It irritated me when I thought of all the things I’d told him. Something about his eyes made me want to spill my soul. I was too mature to stoop to mooning over a teenage rock star. I pulled my hair up into a loose bun on top of my head, which I always thought made me appear older. Right then I needed all the confidence I could muster. If I dwelled on my actual age, I tended to freak out in stressful moments. I would be serving the oysters, nasty little things, and the shrimp cocktail, which I seemed to have formed a weird bond with, so I didn’t mind those as much. Marcus stood in the kitchen talking to Preston and Rock. Trisha and a girl I remembered from the pool were standing over to the side, giggling.

“Hey, guys,” I said, forcing a smile. Despite the butterflies in my stomach, I acted casual.

“Sadie, you can work with me,” Preston offered with a wink, and Marcus elbowed him.

“Stop it, or I’ll send you home without the money.”

Preston sighed and shrugged. “Can’t a guy be nice?”

Marcus rolled his eyes. “Now, everyone, remember what I said. Girls ignore and discourage any advances.” We all nodded.

Ms. Mary cut in. “It’s showtime! I want you all lined up so I can inspect you.” Seeing Ms. Mary get all serious caused me to smile. In the beginning she had seemed intimidating, but now I knew better. Ms. Mary was just the sweet-hearted lady who kept things under control.

“Your trays will always be on the receiving table, lined up and in the same place. You will go to your assigned pickup and get whatever tray I have set out for you. There is no time for breaks, and if you must go to the bathroom, I have to approve it. I hope none of you smoke, ’cause I won’t tolerate you taking a break for a puff.” She wiped her hands on her apron and nodded. “Let’s get moving.”

Everyone stepped forward and took their tray. Marcus led us down the hall and into the dining room. “We will enter through here. When I send you out, I am going to instruct you which way to go first. Do as I’ve instructed and this will be the most interesting cash you’ve ever made.” He grinned at us, and the other girl giggled.

I wanted to roll my eyes at her giddy expression over the fact that she was about to meet Jax, who was at least two years younger than her. I wanted to tell her to grow up, but I remembered the butterflies in my stomach, and as much as I hated to admit it, I knew they were there because of Jax. I really couldn’t cast stones.

My turn arrived, and I stepped up to the door.

Marcus smiled at me and winked. “I’m here. You will be great. Now, head left and work your way around the room in a big circle.”

I took a deep breath, stepped out of the dining room, and made my way directly into the ballroom. A familiar band warmed up on a stage, obviously brought in for the occasion. The guests all reminded me of walking Abercrombie ads. They mingled together, dancing and talking. I tuned out the overload of sight and sound, focused on the oysters on the half shell on my platter, and began my circle. Things were going smoothly. I smiled as I walked up to each group of gorgeous people, some of whom I recognized from television or magazines.

They took the oysters as if I were serving something that actually tasted good, and they slung those nasty things down their throats before placing the shell back on the tray. It ranked high on my chart of one of the grossest things I’d ever seen. I kept my smile in place and watched Marcus and the others out of the corner of my eye. I wanted to make sure I didn’t forget anything. I found Marcus, whom a guest was flirting with openly, and bit back a smile. Warm breath tickled my ear. I froze but didn’t turn to find the source.
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