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			For a tiny rural town in the middle of Montana, Weck’s Drug has an inexplicably vast selection of pregnancy tests. Not that I need one. It’s my sister, Lacey, who does. Again.

			You would think a smart, capable, grown woman would learn that spending a Friday night drinking cheap beer and flirting shamelessly with guys you went to community college with eight years ago almost always ends in regret. Despite this seemingly obvious fact, my sister has sent me to Weck’s Drug more than once (six times in the last eight years, but who’s counting) on this particular errand. Old Mrs. Weck probably thought I was a complete doorknob by now. At ninety-seven, she still rings up every sale in our little country drugstore and probably knows more dirty secrets about the fine folks of Crowell than anyone. Thankfully, she has been steadily going deaf for the last ten years and is getting more senile by the day.

			Under the sallow, glaring display lights, I peruse the selection for a kit that seems cheap yet reliable. I can’t count on Lacey to pay me back, even though this seems like the kind of expense you certainly should pay someone back for. Perhaps she could even throw in a little bonus for my efforts and the minor shame that old Mrs. Weck’s quiet tutting would inevitably inspire. 

			As for why my sister can’t perform this little errand herself? Well, she doesn’t want anyone to think she is a harlot, obviously. Because Lacey has always spent far too much time caring what other people think. Even years later, she wants everyone to think she is still a pious good-girl cheerleader: acting appropriately, smiling on cue, and keeping her legs demurely crossed.

			I, on the other hand, was never a cheerleader. I was the teenage girl who read dog-eared copies of Henry Miller and scribbled bad poetry in a composition book. And, in the years since my husband, James, died, I’ve figured out what truly matters in the end. Things like kindness and honesty from a man who really wants to kiss you in the morning before you brush your teeth. Men who grin and watch you when they think you don’t see. The way those kinds of men leave a gaping hole in your heart when they’re gone.

			Everything else is a distraction. In the last three years, I’ve wept and trudged my way through the kind of grief that makes everything pale in its wake. So if old Mrs. Weck thought I was floozying it up all over town, so be it.

			As if anyone really cares, anyway. In a town like Crowell, gossip is barely a passing diversion. Even the most scintillating tales are half-forgotten before the stoplights in town turn flashing red for the night.

			When my cell phone chirps from the back pocket of my jeans, I fully expect Lacey on the other end, whining and moaning to know when I’ll be back.

			“Lacey, buying a pregnancy test is a critical decision. Don’t rush me.” I breathe calmly into the phone.

			“Pregnancy test? What the hell is going on in that shit-hole town of yours, Kate? Finally found a man that would bed you without his spurs on?”

			The voice on the other end bellows with the kind of sarcasm that identifies the caller as my literary agent, Stephen King. No, I’m not kidding. He really is a literary agent named Stephen King, and he doesn’t find it nearly as amusing as I do.

			“Stephen. Hello. Pleasure to hear from you.” I pull a box off the shelf, deciding to relent and spend the long dollar for the brand-name test. She’s my sister, after all. If you can’t break the bank on her, who can you do it for?

			“Seriously, you’re not pregnant, are you? That could potentially fuck up the plans I’m calling you about.”

			Stephen always has a plan of some sort brewing. As much as I usually hate his plans, he did take the book I wrote and sell it. He turned my novel into more than a literary homage to the small town I grew up in: he made it into a bestseller. He even managed to option the movie rights to an indie wunderkind celebrity’s production company, who insisted they would “bring the book to life with beauty, integrity, and passion.” They sounded so damn earnestly excited about the whole thing that, for a second, even I wanted to dress in vintage jeans and ride a fixie bike to work while drinking kombucha out of a mason jar.

			I understand, acutely, that Stephen is a big reason my quiet little book has become successful. In much the same way, I know that had my husband not died, I never would have buried myself so deeply into the thousands of words that eventually became a novel. It’s strange how the sucky, terrible, heartbreaking things in life can sometimes sprout surprisingly positive things over time.

			I roll my eyes and tilt my head back, then all I can see is the bank of fluorescent lights above me. Staring, I focus my gaze until small black spots begin to cloud my vision. “Of course I’m not pregnant. Last time I checked, I’d need to have sex for that to be a concern. It’s for my charming, lovable, and dimwitted sister.” Then I let my eyes close and give a sigh. “What’s up, Stephen?”

			Waiting for his response, I silently brace myself before he inevitably roars into the phone again. It always seems like he’s yelling, which he probably is compared to most people, given that Stephen’s version of an appropriate noise level is drastically off the mark. He also loves to use his speakerphone, which never helps. He’s a big deal. Just ask him.

			“Kate, my darling, we are about to make some real money.”

			I can almost see his toothy, eager grin in front of me. When I originally tried to find an agent, I figured it would be someone quiet and bookish who liked to watch Colin Firth movies in the dark. Yet somehow I ended up with a guy who is like a caricature of a Hollywood celebrity agent, brash and borderline insane. Our relationship works for reasons that still elude me. Although a mutual appreciation of mockery seems to help.

			“Are we going to start smuggling drugs inside my books?”

			“No, smartass. Ever heard of The Evelyn Summers Show? Or Hal Abrahms?”

			“She’s on cable, right? That overwrought women’s channel? The other guy is a late-night show on after my bedtime.”

			“You got it.”

			“Isn’t she the one who used to be on some soap opera?”

			“Yeah, that’s the one. Used to play Alicia on The Bel Air Belles.”

			“Christ, what a name. What does this have to do with me?”

			“They want you for both shows. One will be a daytime slot; they have a book segment every other Thursday, in between the casserole cooking segment and pointless weight-loss tips. She’s all about tapping into the Iowa housewife’s inner goddess, crap like that. The show’s got a huge following and a great time slot. Right after that horribly irritating decorator guy that makes centerpieces out of other people’s trash.”

			“I draw the line at participating in any on-camera cooking demonstrations or makeover segments.” As I start toward the cash register, old Mrs. Weck is already giving me a serious stink-eye for talking on my cell phone in the store.

			“Calm down. No cooking, no mascara. All you have to do is go and be the Kate the world will love. Smile and do that wink thing you do. The Bible Belt won’t know what hit them.”

			“What about the other thing?”

			“After Hours with Hal Abrahms. He’s on after the big guys. LA in two weeks. Then Evelyn’s show ten days after that.”

			“Why would the Hal Abrahms people want me on their show? Aren’t they usually about surgically enhanced actresses and pop stars?”

			I cringe a little at the idea of being on display again, trying to seem normal in front of an audience, just as I have for the last six months at the endless book signings, web chats, and appearances Stephen has arranged. But these are the opportunities I, like every other aspiring novelist, fantasize about. So even when my country-girl fretting tries to get the best of me, I remember all those times I sat in front of my laptop, bleary-eyed but imagining, what if?

			“Let’s not overthink the ‘why’ of it, just do it. Shit like this doesn’t usually happen to people who aren’t named J. K. Rowling. All I know is some producer’s wife read the book and has been raving about it. She met you at a signing with a bunch of other urbanites harboring city-slicker fantasies about a bucolic country existence.”

			Stephen laces each word with disdain and fascination. As a man who believes that New York is the epicenter of the universe, and Los Angeles its close and only second, the idea that anyone would want to step one foot in rural America leaves him completely mystified.

			“Somebody will call me with the rest of the details?”

			I toss the pregnancy test down on the counter and look old Mrs. Weck straight in the eye, practically begging her to tut under her breath just so I can say something off-color about my loose ways with so many, many men. Before she can take the bait, Stephen starts in again.

			“Would it kill you to muster some enthusiasm?”

			“You’re not the one who has to get on television and appeal to the masses. You’re not the one who’s going to have to answer questions about characters and motive and inspiration. I mean, I know the tragic young widow thing makes for great television, but it’s also my life. Do I have to let every housewife in America in on that?”

			Stephen picks up the phone handset. I hear the distinct click and know I’ve hit a nerve—no more speakerphone. He is going to yell straight into my ear.

			“Yeah, you do, because it’s the truth. You’ve been stuck in that crappy little town for so long and everybody knows you as the little newspaper girl. But you’re a writer. The women that watch these shows want to be you, even with your baggage. They dream every day of waking up and having half the fucking talent you do!”

			He’s breathing heavily now and I have to pull the phone away from my ear. Mrs. Weck is holding her hand out for some money. I dig a twenty out of my back pocket and hand it to her with a smile, then turn my attention back to Stephen.

			“OK, jeez, you don’t have to yell. Calm down.”

			“Sometimes, Kate, I just gotta yell to get my point across. I’ll have them call you with the details. Get your nails done and a haircut. If I know you, you haven’t gotten it cut since I saw you last.”

			Before I can respond, Stephen hangs up. I mutter a few descriptive words under my breath to feel like I’ve gotten the last word in. Mrs. Weck is looking at me expectantly, holding my paltry change in her hand.

			“Would you like a bag, dear?”

			Propriety would suggest that I should say yes, but instead, I decline. Proudly. Strolling out into the sunshine on Main Street, I toss my reckless baby sister’s pregnancy test in the air and catch it, again and again.
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			In the bathroom at The Beauty Barn, where my sister works, she sighs heavily and acts as if she hasn’t done this all before. Lacey is the classic overly dramatic prom queen, beautiful in a way I never quite understood, with bottle-blonde hair, full curves, and a lightly freckled nose that is almost too tiny for her face. She is the girl who should have moved away from town but never did. Graduation day was the worst day of her life. She cried for hours, not because she would yearn for Crowell High, but because she didn’t know who she was without it. Junior college in Langston lasted two semesters before she came back. The Beauty Barn was thrilled because nobody can handle the high school prom season rush as well as Lacey.

			She isn’t pregnant (never has been, for the record), and once I smooth her hair back from her frazzled face and gently admonish her for being so stupid, I walk back to my office. At the Crowell Times, my official title is assistant editor, although I’m also the office manager, former owner, current mortgage holder, and head writer.

			For three generations, our family held court as owners of the local paper. When my father died, Lacey got the life insurance money and I got the paper. When my husband died, I hated everything for a while, including the paper. I sold it out of grief and confusion, yet without regret. It was the right decision, no matter how many people told me otherwise. Because I sold the paper to Herm Stein, my father’s best friend and longtime editor, all I lost was my name at the top of the masthead, which I never cared much about anyway.

			Lacey never wanted to work at the newspaper; she worried the press ink would stain her clothes or that one of her friends might see her in the office with Dad dressed in his dorky press apron and green visor cap. I spent every day I could there, loving the smell of fresh ink and relishing the bustling noise of fingers tapping on keys. I liked nothing more than my father smiling at me in the most genuine way on those days, as if he could see the future so clearly, just by looking at my face.
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			After finishing my day at the paper, formatting some obituaries and trying to fix the copier for the hundredth time this week, I head out, the evening sky rich and dark above. The heady scent of a Montana spring fills the air, signaling impending rain that will likely last only long enough to dampen the dust on the dirt roads. As I drive, the distinct pull of a low tire on my car begins to tug the steering wheel, followed by a loud popping noise that means I’m about to take a long, lonely walk on a country road.

			Involuntarily, I make a high-pitched guttural noise like a Saturday-morning cartoon. Think Yosemite Sam muttering, yelling, and groaning. Slamming the car door helps, but I know I’ll still have to walk because I’m on my own, without a spare to change, even if I could remember how. The spare is sitting in my garage, leaning against the wall where I left it a year ago, right after I discovered it was flat. Procrastination at its finest.

			The rain starts in as soon I begin walking, before I can even finish cussing about the blown tire. Ducking under a large tree, I crouch down at the base and lean back into the trunk, realizing this is one of those moments when husbands come in so handy. Quiet except for the spattering rain and the sky so murky gray it looks like a tornado might appear out of nowhere, I lay my head against the bark and try to avoid the tears that might escape if I let them. Because if I do, then the sensation of being abundantly alone will be all there is.
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			Two weeks later, trying desperately to leave the house on time and hoping to avoid missing my flight to LA, I head out the door while awkwardly dragging my heavy suitcase behind me. I’m running on less than two hours of sleep because I couldn’t shut my brain off last night, and despite how a few more minutes in bed might have been justified, I want to drop by my neighbors’ place before I leave town.

			A small makeshift road runs between the home James and I bought seven years ago and the neighboring ranch just south of us. The day we moved in, somewhere in the middle of unloading endless truckloads of boxes and belongings, Tom and Sharon appeared on our doorstep, bearing a twelve-pack of cold beer and a bag of potato chips. Before the beer was even half gone, Tom had helped James fix all the squeaky kitchen cabinet doors and Sharon had made me laugh enough times that my cheeks ached a little. After that, the road between our homes grew more rutted because of the near-daily coffee breaks Sharon and I shared. Over time, our words grew so honest and easy that it sometimes felt like Sharon was actually my sister and Lacey was merely my cousin, nine times removed.

			I let myself in through the kitchen door of their farmhouse, which has been on this acreage for eighty years. Occasionally, when I put my hand over the tarnished black doorknob, I can feel the energy of all those years of backbreaking work, pain, and joy. Tom and Sharon are merely the latest in a long line of eponymous Montana ranching couples who have worked this land, the sort of people who grew up their whole lives knowing what the future held and never spent a second regretting or resenting it. In their reality, there are no weekends off, no holidays, and certainly no 401(k)s.

			Inside, Sharon is at the sink chopping stew meat for the slow cooker and petting the cat with her foot. Her sandy brown hair is pulled back into a loose ponytail and the early morning light through the window makes her tawny complexion look almost angelic, like she is starring in a coffee commercial.

			“Hey, sweetie, are you headed for the big bad world of California?”

			“Yup. My Denver flight leaves at two o’clock,” I say, bending down to pick up the cat. “Hello, Mr. Kitty.”

			Sharon pauses from her chopping and looks back at me from the sink. “Are you OK? You look like you can barely keep your eyes open.”

			Letting my shoulders fall a little, I muster a half smile. “I was up most of the night worrying about forgetting to pack something important. Like underwear. Or toothpaste. Or my sense of humor.”

			Sharon turns and leans back against the counter, cocking her head to get my full attention. “Is this what you want?”

			I sit down at the kitchen table and let the cat nestle into my lap. “No.”

			I sigh rather dramatically, and the sound of it in my own ears reminds me of the absurdity in acting overwrought about having some success. Every amazing what if I imagined is happening, and every satisfying validation of being a real writer is waiting for me. Those things just happen to be a world away, in the strange land of LA, a place where people remain convinced dreams do come true, even for widows and wannabes. I take a deep breath and focus on the good stuff, then silently repeat all the wise atta girl mantras I sometimes depend on.

			“I just never really expected any of this to happen. TV shows and stuff. I’ll be fine once I get there.”

			Sharon looks at me like a mother hen, worried and proud at the same time. When James died, Sharon was at the house every single day, making sure I hadn’t killed myself overnight and trying to get me to eat something. She helped me to the shower when I could barely get out of bed because of the exhaustion from crying all night. She watched me grieve like my heart was hanging out of my chest and the house itself practically heaved on its foundation when I sobbed. After someone sees you like that, there isn’t much you can hide behind.

			Quiet overtakes the room and only the noise from the clock ticking and the cat purring breaks the heavy weight of waiting for Sharon to say something that will remind me why this is OK. Why I belong out in the world, where James isn’t but I remain. Why living a full, successful life without him isn’t a betrayal.

			“Kate, this is a good thing. Embrace it. Heck, enjoy it if you can. Maybe even just a little.” She raises her eyebrows and waits to turn her gaze until I nod, signaling that I’m listening.

			Stroking the cat once more, I look at the clock. “I better go.”

			The cat jumps off my lap to amble into the living room, while I shove the kitchen chair under the table and move to hug Sharon. Grasping tightly for a moment more than necessary, she squeezes around my waist with her thick arms and mumbles something about staying safe in the big city before pulling back and finally releasing me. In the seconds just before I turn to leave the room, I want nothing more than to believe she’s right.

			This is a good thing.

			Embrace it.
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			The Stratton County Airport is nothing more than a landing strip that serves a handful of small independent pilots and their planes. There are no gates and no boarding passes. Most of us are here only to make our way to Denver, where one can board a real flight on an actual plane. Today, it’s just me and my luggage plus a few bags of mail piled in the back of Sam Graff’s old Cessna. I crawl in and wave good-bye to Montana for a few days, already missing the way the sun glints off the Blackfoot River in the early evening light. It always reminds me of James, casting his fly rod with a sensual grace that inevitably tore my heart into tiny shards of desire. Even nearly three years later, I miss his body in a way that weakens my breath.
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			LA is balmy and bordering on too warm when I arrive; even inside the airport terminal, the air feels thicker on my skin. Drastically different from home, where the perpetually dry air does nothing but skim over everyone in dusty gusts. Grabbing my luggage off the carousel, I scan the terminal for the driver the production company promised.

			“Ms. Mosely?” A tall college-age kid appears in front of me, holding a set of car keys in one hand and a bottle of water in the other.

			Pulling my shoulders back to take him in, I tip my head to the side. “Yes?”

			“I’m Gavin, your driver. I’ve got a car to get you to the hotel.” When he hands me the bottle of water and drops a full smile, there is nothing to see but his teeth. So straight and white I wonder if he does commercial work on the side. “May I get your bags?”

			Apparently, this is how the world works when Hal Abrahms wants you on their show. Pretty men with perfect teeth show up and hand you unanticipated bottles of water while simultaneously anticipating that you may need help with your bags. It’s splendid and slightly baffling.

			He leads me out to a large black sedan, shiny and clean like it just came off an assembly line. After loading my bags into the trunk, he holds open the back door and I have to drive my gaze away from his beautiful mouth and the way the sleeves are rolled up on his cheap white dress shirt revealing his forearms, where sinewy muscles run enticingly down to his wrists and hands.

			I have a thing for arms. Not biceps, although those are nice, too, but strong forearms are enough to do me in. It doesn’t take much, I guess, for a woman who has been alone for a few years and can count on one hand the times she’s had sex in those same years.

			But these forearms are attached to a kid. I force a depressing calculation to consider the age difference. I’m thirty years old, and he looks young enough to need a fake ID. The kind of advanced math required to figure that out makes it easier to focus all of a sudden.

			Gavin smiles and tries to make polite conversation during the ride. While I can only see his eyes and the top curve of his mouth in the rearview mirror, the polite grin is still evident from the turn of his upper lip. Before he can tip his head up enough so that I might see his full mouth in the reflection of the mirror, I turn to stare out the window and try to ignore how much I miss these things. Strong forearms. The curve of his mouth when he grins. A man who smiles when you walk into a room.
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			The hotel they put me up in is hip and overpriced. Gray granite and brushed chrome cover the hotel lobby, along with floral arrangements with flowers in them that look so exotic they are possibly poisonous. A bellman clad in black wool slacks, polished shoes, and a gray cashmere sweater stiffly escorts me to a room, where he casually points out the espresso machine and the in-room sushi menu. Once he leaves, I strip off the casual wrap dress I wore on the plane and pull on sweatpants and a T-shirt. A basket of fancy snacks is on the side table, along with a letter from After Hours with Hal Abrahms, written on the softest stationary I’ve ever felt in my hands. Ripping open a bag of tamari-roasted soy nuts, I toss a few in my mouth while checking my cell. My voice mail notification vibrates with a message from Stephen.

			“Kate, tomorrow be in the lobby at ten. I set up for a stylist to meet you and take you out shopping. Go ahead and drop some of that fat advance on a decent outfit. We can’t have you wearing a prairie skirt or flannel on Hal Abrahms.”

			I roll my eyes, imagining a chic blonde bombshell in the lobby tomorrow, looking at me aghast and hoping for a miracle.
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			The next morning, following a rude awakening by the clock radio, a hotel gym workout, and a shower, I hunker down in one of the black leather lobby chairs to wait for the stylist. The hotel is clearly an upstart hot spot, the kind where young industry types hole up while working on big deals or recovering from their latest bender. Those young hipsters who worked deals late into the night at trendy bars are still asleep, so the lobby remains quiet. It’s strange: people in Crowell would already have drunk their coffee, eaten breakfast, and been at work for hours by the time some of these people roll themselves out of bed.

			Blowing through the lobby doors, a tall man sweeps in, wearing retro sunglasses meant for James Dean, a pink suit jacket, dark eggplant slim trousers that appear a few inches too short, and a pair of shiny black loafers on his feet—with no socks. I can’t quite get past the no-socks thing, as if the bold color choices aren’t striking enough, but I know his feet must be sweaty and on the verge of blistering.

			He stops in the center of the room, a place he is likely accustomed to being, and scans it swiftly before his gaze lands on me. Pulling his sunglasses down to peer in my direction over them, he squints before smiling in a way that makes me want to look over my shoulder for the real object of his attention.

			Only a few quick strides and he lands gracefully in front of me before whipping off the shades.

			“Dear Lord in heaven, please tell me your name is Kate Mosely.”

			“Your prayers have been answered. I am Kate Mosely,” I deadpan.

			He fists his hands into the air. “Yes! Sweet Jesus, I needed another pudgy, mousy, mole-covered makeover like a hole in the head! Stand up, girl, so I can see exactly how easy this is going to be.”

			Dropping the newspaper I was reading on one of the side tables, I stand up in front of him as he makes a swirling gesture with his index finger over my head, prompting me to make a complete turn for his inspection. I pull and straighten my white tank top over my jeans before turning slowly around like an idiot. When I return to center, he whistles slowly and grins.

			“Tight body, that shiny chocolate hair, perfect skin, and blue eyes that knock men to their knees. You’re like nine different fantasies all rolled into one.” He sizes me up again and then shakes his head before winking at me. “For a straight man, of course.”

			Before I can utter a single protest or inquiry, he grabs my hand to pull us toward the doors. “I’m Kellan, by the way, your stylist, truth-teller, dream-maker, and local sexpert. Ask me anything.”
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			Within five minutes, I fall for all of Kellan’s audacious cheek and I wish I could take him home with me, both for my own amusement and for the pure shock value he would bring to Crowell. He is hilarious and forthright, as if he was born without a filter or fear.

			At Kitson, he pulls a handful of dresses, which all look flawless. Even though we should stop there, because all I planned on buying was one outfit for Hal Abrahms’s show, Kellan insists we keep shopping. I try to explain that I live in a town of eight hundred in the middle of nowhere Montana, where fashion falls just below everything in our social hierarchy. Then he tosses eight pairs of jeans over the dressing room door at Fred Segal, and each pair makes my ass look so good I start checking myself out in the three-way mirror. After that, I get a little hooked. We even end up at Agent Provocateur, where he hands me lingerie that seems downright naughty, but everything fits like perfection. Almost a waste, since no one will see any of it except me.

			By the time he finally leaves me at my hotel’s posh salon and day spa, I’m exhausted, but quickly understand why people love these places. Everyone speaks quietly and delicately, offering water flavored with orange slices and herbal teas with raw sugar. I don’t have to do a thing for myself, wandering around in a bathrobe waiting for someone to tell me what to do next. The staff massages, plucks, waxes, cleanses, moisturizes, and scrubs until I feel both raw and renewed. When they finish, the woman in the mirror looks a lot like a fantastical version of me. My hair is shinier yet still dark, my eyes are smoky, with ebony-colored shadow and dark eyeliner, and my lips are burgundy and glossy. Between that and the fancy clothes, not to mention the extravagant lingerie, I almost start to enjoy it. But only when I think of James, the pleased and ardent look he would have given me in this moment, can I embrace it.
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			When Gavin, that delicious eye candy of a driver, returns to pick me up on taping day, I’m quite sure he doesn’t recognize me at first. In his defense, I don’t look much like the woman he picked up at the airport. Strolling into the hotel lobby wearing an impossibly tight coffee-colored wool pencil skirt and a fitted ivory cashmere sweater, the only thing I’m vaguely regretting is the stilettos, since they are already starting to hurt my feet. This time, when Gavin opens the car door for me, he offers his hand and looks me over in the least subtle way possible. For a split second, it feels like the world is at my feet.

			The Hal Abrahms staff sequesters me in a small dressing room with only an offhand muttering that someone will be back in thirty minutes to send me to makeup. Tossing my heels on the floor, I curl up on the couch to wait. The knock comes exactly a half hour later, a testament to the military precision of Hollywood’s attention to timing.

			In the greenroom, I snag a bottle of water and a handful of boring pretzels, avoiding the trays of figs, artisanal honey, and funky-smelling fromages, then hunker down on another leather couch. Nearly half an hour remains until taping, which means I can kick off the shoes again and savor every second of my feet not aching.

			When I first started doing publicity for the book, I usually had to steel myself against the anxiety and the way that my hands shook like a drying-out drunk. Now, my hands probably still shake more than I want them to, but that’s it. I’ve learned to be someone else, someone who watches from the corner of the room and admires the Kate Mosely, for all her right answers, smart smiles, and glimmering confidence.

			Granted, this is different; before it had just been book signings and a few cable access shows or regional morning news shows. How I got precisely in this greenroom, where the snacks are more expensive and the bottled water seems European or something, that part is a bit baffling. But, like Stephen said, don’t overthink it.

			The troops begin assembling, with more scurrying in the hallway and voices rising in pitch over the momentum. Grabbing a magazine off the table, I start to flip through it, scrutinizing the paparazzi pictures of reality starlets in tiny dresses and B-list actors outside nightclubs that litter the pages. Down the hall, the noise level ratchets up suddenly and then a mass of testosterone comes sauntering through the doorway.

			There are six of them, guys in their mid to late twenties, looking like they stumbled into the wrong building, since this isn’t a tattoo shop or a dive bar. The first four cluster together, bellowing a bunch of nonsensical bullshit. They shove at each other a few times, in the playful and territorial way boys seem to do when desperate to display their full plumage.

			Behind the first group, two other men follow. Perhaps it’s because they appear to be having an actual conversation with each other, sans the shoving and chest-puffing the others engaged in, but these two seem a bit older. The first man is tall, wide in a strong way, dressed in a sharp charcoal suit with a fitted pinstripe vest and an eggplant-colored tie that makes his dark skin somehow more vivid than it already is.

			The guy next to him is just a few inches shorter, blond haired and fair skinned, dressed in Dickies pants, a white T-shirt, a worn-out black hoodie, and a knit skullcap. Within a few seconds, I’m sure I should know who he is, which forces my stare longer than I planned on. Feeling my eyes narrow and my brow furrow, I try to place his name, drawing nothing but a blank.

			Famous, that’s for sure. Musician, I’m almost positive. Hot, without question. He catches my stare for a quick moment, just before I feel the couch cushions next to me move.

			“Well, well, well. What kind of sweetness do we have here?”

			One of the original four Neanderthals has sniffed me out. He is sitting far too close, draping his arm over the back of the couch so near to me that if I move an inch, his hand might brush the skin on my neck or—blech—my cheek. Between the obscene amount of cheap cologne he is drenched in and the way he wets his lips before smiling at me, I can’t think of another man I wish would leave me alone more than this one. While he’s equally as hot as the famous one, albeit in a more aren’t my juvenile charms and impish eyes adorable sort of way, the problem is his efforts ooze insincerity. The whole charade is about him looking like he is the one who can make me giggle and blush right out of my clothes.

			Instead of responding to his little question, mostly because I can’t think of anything witty or biting enough to say, I just raise my eyebrows and smirk from the corner of my mouth.

			“Cat got your tongue, baby? I won’t bite.” In my head, I count the three beats I know he needs before delivering the final corny line. “Not hard anyway.” He grins again, this time with all his teeth, and I decide to end his misery. Or, what will be misery, if I let him keep going merely for my own amusement.

			“This is adorable and all, but . . .” I give my best it’s me, not you smile and prepare to make up something about my wonderful (yet imaginary) husband, our nine adorable children, and the picket fence of a life we have together.

			“Simon. She ain’t interested. Take a hint and get your dumb ass over here.”

			The words come from across the room, where the famous one stands with the rest of the group huddled around him. He looks unfazed, if mildly annoyed, and when his eyes meet mine, they soften in some kind of silent apology. Somehow, it seems he might have done this before, corralling the misdirected hormones of his entourage, and offering a merciful out to those women in the line of fire. Admittedly, there are probably very few who don’t fall willingly and nakedly into Simon’s coal-colored eyes, tattooed arms, and skinny jeans.

			Simon leaps from the couch in an almost Pavlovian response, waving at me and grinning goofily as if he thinks I might come to my senses if just given the chance. I return to the gossip magazine in my hand and try not to listen as the famous one, speaking like a general preparing them for whatever their next tactical war might entail, begins issuing directives that everyone occasionally grunts their understanding at.

			Standing, I let my limbs unfurl from under me, legs tingling a bit as I slip into the stilettos again. Without enough time to walk around and shake out my legs sufficiently, I settle for walking across the room to the snack spread and grabbing another handful of pretzels.

			“Hey.” The famous one sidles up right next to me, so close I can smell him. Unlike Simon, he seems to understand the concept of less is more when it comes to cologne or aftershave, so the experience of him this close is nothing but unexpectedly enjoyable. Pulling his knit skullcap off, he holds it awkwardly. “Sorry about Simon. He’s kind of a jackass sometimes.”

			“No worries.” I shake my head and smile, hoping Simon is watching us, seeing how I’m not a frigid bitch to everyone. “He’s young, and I’m sure he’s used to having all that AXE body spray work for him. But if you’re not eighteen and you can buy your own wine coolers, his shtick isn’t all that charming.”

			He lets out a sputtering laugh, rocking back on his heels a bit, and then starts to act like he has something else to say. Dear me, this one is handsome. Those shiny hazel eyes make it hard not to stare at him and smile like a daft adolescent girl. The eyes, the smile, and a quiet mischief in his body language make for a disarming package.

			“Ms. Mosely? We’ve got about five minutes until we’re ready for you; can you do a final mirror check and come with me?”

			The producer waves to me from the stage door at the other end of the room, holding a clipboard close to his body like it is surgically attached to his arm. When that man gets home at night, he probably has phantom limb experiences tied to that clipboard.

			The famous one looks at the producer and then back at me.

			“Oh, shit. Sorry, I didn’t realize you were a guest. I thought you worked here. That makes Simon’s bullshit even worse.” He knits his brows together and watches as I toss the last few pretzels in my mouth and shrug my shoulders. “No offense, but who are you?”

			“None taken. Evidently, I’m just the boring filler guest booked to make the viewers wait out the show for you.”

			Walking backward toward the stage door while answering him, I offer up a small wink and a smile. A grin covers the famous one’s face, before he pulls his knit cap back over his head and then proceeds to bite his lip a little sheepishly. The move is utterly distracting, so much that I hope I don’t trip over my feet accidentally.

			The producer escorts me down a short hallway and around to the stage entrance area. As we wait for my entrance, I lower my voice and ask him what the famous one’s name is. The producer gawks for a second, then answers as if I just asked him who the current president happens to be.

			“That’s Trax.”

			I let out a pent-up breath and toss my head back. “Trax! Yes. I can’t believe I couldn’t remember that! Thank you, that was going to drive me crazy.”

			Even I fall victim to reading a gossip rag now and then. Whether it’s because the dentist’s office only has that or Sports Illustrated to choose from, or because I’m stuck waiting for Lacey to finish curling her hair and she doesn’t have anything but trashy magazines in her living room, I’ve read just enough about Trax to know he’s a golden goose in the entertainment world. His brand of overplayed rap-rock-punk music makes him both a publicist’s dream and nightmare. Because if he isn’t selling a gazillion copies of a new record, he’s mixing it up in a bar fight or trashing the requisite hotel room.

			The producer continues to look at me as if I just emerged from a decades-long nap in a hyperbaric chamber. While Hal Abrahms begins my intro, I offer something that sounds like an apology.

			“I’m from Montana.”

			With that, I wander out onstage to an audience filled with people who have absolutely no idea who I am, and probably don’t care. My best hope is to look good on camera and come off as clever and charming. I shake hands with Hal, nodding at the politely clapping audience, which appears to be disproportionately comprised of women, and try to sit down gracefully while keeping my knees together.

			“Kate, it’s a pleasure to have you here. Your book, The Last Rancher, has torn up bestseller lists, and yet it isn’t about vampires or zombies, so how did you manage to build such major buzz?”

			“Well, I don’t know if it has torn up the bestseller lists, but I’m sure my publisher is giddy that a little book about Montana is actually selling.” There is a small ripple of laughter. I can only assume it’s a pity laugh, but at least they’re giving me that. “As for the buzz, I got lucky. Plain and simple. How my ass got here, I still don’t know.”

			Using the word “ass” suddenly seems all sorts of wrong. When the crowd chuckles almost awkwardly, I realize exactly how out of my depth I am here. All I can do is silently resolve to clean up my act for the rest of the show.

			“Tell us about the book. My wife read it and she wanted to tell me all about it, but all I heard was a droning noise in my ears.”

			The crowd laughs at this, not in that pity way, but in the way that means all those women in the audience are in on a stupid old joke about men who don’t listen when you talk. I smile with all my teeth, reconsidering my previous resolution, but let a restrained fake laugh emerge instead.

			“It’s the story of a Montana ranching family in the 1960s, narrated by three generations of matriarchs. The struggles each woman goes through, the roles they play, the decisions about the future of the land, the question of whether a woman can be a true rancher in a man’s world.”

			“I think we can safely say you have been the first to use the word ‘matriarch’ on our show. You know, we don’t normally have . . . how can I say this . . .”

			Hal searches for a word that won’t offend a slew of previous guests—or the one currently sitting opposite him.

			“Obscure literary geeks?” I offer, one side of my mouth curling up just a bit. The crowd laughs again, waiting for Hal’s response. He mumbles something about my large vocabulary and moves on to other idle questions, mostly about life in Montana.

			Then finally, it’s over. When Hal extends an arm across his fake desk to shake my hand, a hiss of relief seeps into every space in my lungs. From this space in time, I can envision the finish line, the moment when I will walk offstage, head out the studio door, and hole up in my hotel room with something sugar-laden as a reward for surviving it all.

			“Great to have you here, Kate. Everybody, my wife says the book is great. It’s called The Last Rancher, and it’s in bookstores now. We will be right back with a performance from Trax!”

			As the fade-out music cues up, a producer shoos me over to the adjacent love seat, prepping me for what will happen after Trax’s performance. There will be some gabbing, which Hal may or may not involve me in, then they will cut for a commercial, after which I will be done. The crew preps for the megastar’s performance, running from backstage to the set, scurrying to check everyone’s makeup, and finally, escorting Trax out.

			“Here to perform the latest single off of his number one album, please welcome Trax!”

			A roar surges from the crowd, making it clear this is the reason they came, and I suddenly feel lucky they didn’t run me out of the building. He’s an amazing performer, although different from the man who was biting his lip and grinning at me backstage. This guy is what I had heard about: pissed off and raging. The song seems to be about setting a cheating girlfriend out by the curb on trash day, or more specifically, putting her in a trash bag out by the curb. Jesus. Some good old misogyny, anyone?

			The song ends quickly, and the applause and hollering turn almost deafening in the small space as Trax acknowledges the crowd and moves away from the performance area. Before sitting down, he offers his hand to me, and when his fingers trail against the inside of my palm, it feels like heated silk on my skin. I swallow tightly and pull my hand back a bit more quickly than necessary.

			When he finally takes his seat, it feels like we’re all meeting at a surreal cocktail party. The crowd settles down to a murmur, waiting for Trax to speak, like devoted followers in his musical cult. Hal lets out a loud exhale.

			“Trax, great to have you here. You really are a hell of a performer!” The crowd noise kicks in again, yelling and hollering in agreement. “I know that you’ve been busy, getting ready for your tour. Are you ready to hit the road again or is it going to be all work and no play?”

			The women in the audience let out high-pitched squeals at the mention of him “playing,” and I have to restrain myself from another perfunctory eye roll. I sit stock-straight instead, like a good guest, listening intently to the dialogue, hoping they won’t ask me about my taste in music or, frankly, anything about pop culture. Talk about looking like an übergeek in 3.2 seconds.

			Trax waits for the giddy shrieks of the audience to subside before answering. “The road is always work. But, yeah, I’m ready. I mean, I’m not packed or anything.”

			Why a reference to packing would elicit another round of hollering, I really can’t understand. He probably doesn’t even pack his own suitcases. I picture a slew of sexy blondes in French maid costumes sauntering around his house doing mundane things like packing for him and looking sultry while they unload the dishwasher.

			“There’s been a lot of press lately about that, you not wanting to live at the pace you have been for the past few years. Why the change?”

			“I just got tired of living out of a damn suitcase. I finally bought a house, so now I have somewhere to go home to. I can write from there and my family is nearby. I haven’t had a real home for five years, and now that I have one, I’d like to actually be there, you know?”

			Propping his arm up on the side of the chair, Trax rests his chin on his fist. Oh God. Forearms. His arms are toned without being bulky, and I can see some of the smaller muscles flexing as he talks.

			“Do you worry about losing your edge? Getting too comfortable, not being at the top of the charts anymore?”

			Trax shrugs his shoulders. “I think about it, but I’m starting to figure out there’s more to life than selling records.”

			“I admire that, I really do. But you still have your critics, calling you a poor role model. What about that?” Hal turns his tone toward seriousness, bordering on intense. As intense as it gets on a show with a laugh track and a house band.

			“I stopped trying to explain myself a long time ago.” Trax shakes his head. “I figure people like that need to have someone to hate on, and right now it’s me.”

			Before the conversation turns even deeper, or we stray into something ghastly like politics or world affairs, Hal angles his head to face me, taking me away from ogling those arms.

			“Kate, you two seem about as opposite as people can get. Are you a fan?”

			Fuck, fuck, fuck. I was just sitting here politely, laughing on cue, minding my own business. Should I mention the fact that I couldn’t remember his name? Before I can fully decide my next move, Trax looks straight at me with a sly smile, which makes it even harder to think clearly. Since I don’t have much to lose anyway—the people in the audience have probably forgotten that I’m even here—I blurt out the first thing I can think of.

			“Honestly, I knew he was someone superfamous when he walked into the greenroom, but I couldn’t remember his name to save my soul. I had to ask your producer who he was.” I smile apologetically and Trax grabs his chest in an exasperated fashion, pretending to be aghast at my stupidity.

			“Get out! I know Montana is quiet, but you do have television, right? Stan, did she really ask you what his name is? Really?” Hal leans back in his chair to see the producer. Stan nods his head and smiles. “So, well, what’s your impression of this guy?”

			I know he’s baiting me because he wants some sort of a sound bite. I hesitate, trying to decide quickly whether to say what I’m really thinking.

			“Well . . .”

			“What? I’m dying to know what a woman who uses the word ‘matriarch’ thinks of this guy.” Hal juts his thumb in Trax’s direction and presses on with a grin.

			Trax turns to face me again, cocking his head to the side and waiting intently. Calculating my answer, I consider and deliberate over the next few seconds, then just say it.

			“I mean, it’s pretty obvious, but he’s terribly attractive.” The crowd goes nuts, the women squealing again, the men whistling and hollering. I look out at them, shrugging my shoulders nonchalantly, and grin. When I turn back, Trax is looking at me, and that’s when it happens.

			Everything goes eerily quiet in my head, except a high-pitched buzzing sound in my ears. Trax locks his eyes with mine, mischief dancing there, then pulls his mouth into a delicious smirk. His lips, which are suddenly the center of my focus, pucker a bit together, just enough to taunt me. My heart starts to beat too fast and a long forgotten kind of tension begins brewing deep in my belly. I catch my breath, but remain completely incapable of anything beyond staring back at him like an idiot.

			“Well!” The sharp sound of Hal’s bemused voice breaks the heavy weight of our illicit staring contest and he leans back into his chair with a shit-eating grin covering his face, surely imagining how spectacularly entertaining my quote will sound on the promo teasers they will inevitably broadcast. “Trax, looks like you have a new fan.”

			Trax finally shifts his gaze from mine, then turns toward Hal and shrugs his shoulders with a small grin.

			“Hold on!” Hal beams. “Could it be? Is Trax blushing? You have to be kidding me! Women throw themselves at you all the time; they flash you, propose to you, and you’re blushing now?”

			The crowd begins hollering again, louder it seems. I lean forward to see for myself, and sure enough, his cheeks are rosy. I can’t help wondering what Stephen will think when he watches it. If he thought I was good on cable access, he will be wetting himself over this. He loves this kind of shit.

			“Yeah, I guess.” Trax gestures in my direction. “But I think she could give me a run for my money, you know?” He looks down at his hands for a split second, grinning, and then shifts a little uncomfortably in his chair.

			“Well, Kate, you may need security to escort you out!” The crowd yells, and Hal continues, “Enough of that, we’ve got to go to commercial. We will be right back with another performance from Trax!”

			Thankfully, I’m dragged quickly from the stage while they set up the next performance segment. But I’m exhilarated, feeling like I actually lived up to Stephen’s expectations for once. I even enjoyed watching a real star squirm for a while, instead of looking polished and perfect with his canned answers and smooth hair. And, yes, I’ll admit it, the guy who was sitting next to me is crazy sexy. In an angry, intimidating, eat-you-alive-with-those-eyes kind of way. I shake my head at the acknowledgment of it, feeling like a traitor to my feminist ideals, finding a man of his reputation attractive.

			Before I can make an inspired dash for the nearest exit, the production team grabs me and sits me down to autograph a pile of books for giveaways. I finish them as quickly as possible, employing a hurried scrawl technique that makes my signature look more like a series of indecipherable loops than anything else. Perhaps I’m being dramatic, but I want to clear the room before Trax comes back. To avoid him, his pretty eyes, Simon, or anyone else that might make me uncomfortable. While I’m certain that Trax engages in sexy stares and banter with women every day and probably isn’t one bit rattled by our brief interaction, as my postshow high begins wearing off I’m starting to second-guess my boldness onstage, and would prefer to scurry away before looking too foolish.

			Bent over at the waist in the corner, I’m trying to shove my things into my bag quickly without forgetting anything when the familiar bellows of Simon and company roll through the room. I immediately stand up straight, fully aware that my ass was just on prominent display when they walked in, and then smooth my skirt, facing the wall to compose myself before turning around. Once I tame my breathing and commit to looking cool and collected, I turn to walk determinedly toward the door. Inconveniently, they are blocking the doorway, clustering in the way of my only exit.

			Trax is in the center, of course, blatantly watching me walk toward them. His chin tilts downward a bit, so he’s forced to look up through his eyelashes at me, which makes his gaze almost predatory. I’m suddenly self-conscious, and every sensation against my skin as I walk is nearly unbearable. The way my nipples harden under my sweater, the skin on my belly rubbing against the cashmere, and even the way my skirt grazes against the backs of my thighs, are all too much.

			When I get to the doorway, I have to stop and clear my throat so someone will make a path for me to leave. Simon and another guy back away to make room, both silent, and avert their eyes for a second. I have the distinct feeling our little onstage display has tagged me as Trax’s plaything and I’m now off-limits to the rest of them. Trax remains right next to the doorjamb, leaning against it, still staring at me.

			“It was nice to meet you.” I smile, but can’t fully return his gaze. It was easier onstage, when my head was buzzing, drowning out everything but the two of us.

			“Yeah. See ya later.” He gives a tiny head nod, puckers his tasty lips together again, and smirks. I turn my body away just slightly so I can edge through the doorway without the slightest chance of brushing against any part of him. As I make my way out, I swear I can feel him eyeing my ass as I walk down the hall.

			Of course, I can’t look back to be sure. Either way, it would ruin it. If he is looking, it will be a dead giveaway that I want him to stare at my ass. If he isn’t, I’ll be completely disappointed.

			I find my breath again in the elevator, although my heart is still beating too hard and all I want to do is ride back up to the green room, grab his hand, and find an empty closet somewhere so that he can put those lips on me.

			Shit. It’s official. I’m completely hard up.

			Instead, I wander back to the hotel, draw a bath, and soak in jasmine-scented bubbles until my fingers turn pruney. Later, wrapped in a hotel robe, I order chocolate cake from room service for dinner and watch Roman Holiday on TV. I polish off the cake and finish watching the movie in the darkened room, nestling under the covers. Warm, sleepy, and alone.
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