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   “If you stay with me baby you and me will change the game.”
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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   I thought I had seen my fair share of drama go down in an elevator, especially after J.T. Hawkins, the lead singer of the Grimm Brother’s Band, announced to the world that he ‘preferred blondes’. So I can’t say that being in an elevator brought back any fond memories for me as I tugged at the flaming red halter top I was wearing that sucked to my chest like a pair of Spanxs. Leave it to Lizzie to own something so suffocating and uncomfortable I sighed to myself when the doors to the elevator dinged open half way through its ascent to the top.  
 
   A blonde (I mean a real blonde, with hair that was kissed by the sun and not straight out of a bottle like Lizzie’s) stepped onto the elevator. She was dressed in an understated outfit that I might have preferred if I wanted to look put together without trying too hard. She had on a loose white top which verged on what some might call hippie, paired with khaki shorts and brown leather Birkenstock sandals. When she looked me up and down with a flash of scrutiny in her gray-blue eyes, it reminded me how ridiculous I looked, and I found myself fidgeting with my top again. 
 
   “Getting out?” She sounded hopeful. 
 
   “No,” I answered flatly, and instantly dropped my arms to my sides. I literally had made a living out of denying I was with the band when I really was, so it was crazy that I now wanted to rub it in this girl’s face for whatever reason. Maybe it was the patronizing look she was still directing my way. 
 
   “So I take it you’re here for the band?” The blonde managed to sound pretty condescending for someone who appeared to be heading up to the penthouse, where the rest of the band was staying as well. 
 
   I was just about to say, ‘I don’t see how that’s any of your business’ when she sighed, “Warren,” and shook her head with almost a laugh. Glancing down at my fire engine red top, I understood all too well why she assumed the bass player of the band, who had a thing for trashy girls, had invited me up. But according to Lizzie, ‘if I was going to date the lead singer of a notoriously famous band, I was going to have get out of my sweats eventually’.
 
   “Will he ever learn?” the blonde added under her breath almost as an afterthought.  
 
   “Excuse you?” I cocked my head back, because I didn’t let anyone get away with talking to me like that, when the elevator doors suddenly flung open again. 
 
   I waited for an apology, or at the very least an explanation, but the girl looked like she had completely forgotten about the rude side comments with the arrival of someone quickly approaching the front of the elevator. 
 
   Following her gaze, I turned to see Hawkins’ piercing blue eyes dart back and forth between the seriously deceiving angelic face of the girl, and me, like he had been blindsided by the sight of the two of us together. I couldn’t speak for the girl, but I knew he had at least texted me to visit. We were supposed to have dinner together before meeting up with the rest of the band at the venue. Though I could tell something about the situation had literally rendered him speechless, as he leaned back on the heels of his solid 6’3 frame. His expression was growing tenser by the second and I felt my face pinch when Hawkins finally asked gruffly, “What are you doing here?” 
 
   The girl turned to look at me as if also waiting for an explanation, and for a second the self-conscious, irrational part of my mind thought, ‘Was he talking to me?’
 
   He then added icily, “Gwyneth?” 
 
   “Me?” The mysterious blonde repeated, clearly surprised to have the tables turned on her as she pointed to herself. “What am I doing here?”
 
   “Yeah,” Hawkins nodded curtly as he rammed back one of the elevator doors before it could close on us again. 
 
   “Wow”—the blonde let out an uncomfortable laugh. “That’s what you say to me, after two years of not seeing each other,” she smiled in utter amazement. 
 
   “Real nice, Joshua.” Said the rude blonde next to me.
 
   Glancing at her again, I realized that there was no way she could be old enough to be his mother, but no one called Hawkins by his first name, not even me. Judging by his harsh reaction, when I knew him to be incredibly kind to his fans and people in general, it made me start to wonder who this girl was to him.  
 
   And just as the thought popped up in my mind, she continued, “Is that anyway to talk to your fiancé?”
 
   “You’re what?” My mouth dropped open wide in astonishment as my eyes snapped from her to him. 
 
   “Ex-fiancé,” he sighed as he ran a hand over his face in disbelief. 
 
   “You never told me that you were engaged to be married,” I squealed in protest wishing, I didn’t sound nearly as childish as I did.
 
   “I didn’t see a reason too,” his blue eyes pleaded with me to understand.
 
   “So this is Joie,” the blonde said coolly, and I didn’t like her tone any more than when she assumed I was just a trashy fan here for Warren. My eyes darted over to her as if egging her to open her mouth one more time, when I noticed she was still wearing what looked like a two carat diamond ring on her ring finger. The girl didn’t seem like someone who just put on airs for no reason. If she was still wearing the ring; she probably thought she had a reason too. 
 
   “So you’re the reason his reputation has been dragged through the mud.” She stabbed the last painful blow. 
 
   My mind was swarming with too many thoughts to think rationally, let alone justify that comment with an answer. All I wanted to do now was flee to the safety of my hotel room, where I knew Riley, my best friend, was waiting for me, but the blonde didn’t look like she had any intention of leaving the elevator any time soon, or the penthouse for that matter. Shaking my head, I rounded the entrance to the elevator and made a beeline for the nearby stairwell. 
 
   “Joie, wait—” Hawkins chased after me. “I can explain.”
 
   “Just give me time to think,” I exhaled as I pushed through the door to the steps. “Joshua.” 
 
   Running down thirty-something flights of stairs was more strenuous than I had prepared myself for, but what I lacked in oxygen I made up for in pure determination fueled by rage. I stormed through the door to my three bedroom suite and proceeded to rip the leech like top off of me so I could do a serious I-hate-you-mfer-shirt-from-hell dance on top of it. 
 
   “Hey, hey, hey,” Lizzie moved in to intervene by yanking the material from underneath my feet. “That’s knock-off Versace.” She hissed like that really meant something as she shook out the shirt. 
 
   “Well I’m glad that it doesn’t sound cheap,” I sighed as I grabbed up my usual white tank-top and pink rolled up Victoria Secret sweatpants and got dressed. 
 
   “Some of us aren’t dating millionaires anymore,” she informed me like I didn’t already know that she dumped Warren, the bass player of Hawkins’ band, who had a thing for trashy girls (a particular sore spot for me at the moment). She broke up with him for Ryan the drummer of the opening act; The Larks. 
 
   Though Lizzie didn’t look like trash. More like a breath of fresh air with the kind of Brazilian model looks that stopped men dead in their tracks. Men salivated at the sight of her goddess figure; with her long legs, tight abdomen, and enough boobs and hips to shake what the god Lord gave her at every concert night after night. It was kind of sickening really, to have Bar Refaeli as your wing girl. That was until she opened her trucker mouth, which some guys found even more endearing, go figure.    
 
   “It went that well, ah?” Riley cracked a grin as he came out from the bathroom dressed in just a towel wrapped around his waist. I took a moment to shamelessly enjoy the view, a kind of weird habit, that I noticed I did less and less now that I was dating Hawkins, but then again who didn’t stop to look at Riley? 
 
   If Lizzie was Barbie then Riley was Ken (with the questionable sexuality included.) His taunt tan chest made girls and women alike salivate. I should start calling him ‘Abercrombie and Fitch’ because he looked just like those guys in the black and white pictures plastered across the store. His sandy blonde hair was slicked back from the recent shower, making his chiseled jaw pop even more.   
 
   I don’t know how I found myself surrounded by such beautiful looking people when I would be described as ‘cute’ at best. Riley liked to say I was the all American looking girl next door. Lizzie liked to say that I was a cross between Victoria Beckham and an alien, which I blamed on my pronounced cheekbones and square jaw passed down by generations of Cherokee blood on my father’s side of the family.  
 
   “Joie,” Riley flashed his megawatt smile as I continued to just stand there and stare at him. “Focus.” 
 
   “Right,” I snapped out of my semi-trance, which I always seemed to succumb to whenever Riley was half-naked. 
 
   “He has a fiancé,” I finally dropped the bomb. 
 
   “Who?” They both asked in unison. 
 
   “Hawkins, you know - my boyfriend,” I nodded like this was the kind of thing that happened every day. “Apparently he’s engaged or was engaged. Though I couldn’t help but notice that blondie is still wearing the ring.” 
 
   “You mean Gweniverie Warren, that was so two years ago.” Lizzie shrugged, but to her dating could be a lot like a clothing fad, so I looked at Riley for support.
 
   “You didn’t know he was once engaged?” Riley looked like he was sure I had that information and must have just forgotten about it. 
 
   I returned the stare, but more in a ‘are you kidding me’ look. As if I could have known Hawkins was engaged but completely forgotten about it over the past several weeks. “No, I didn’t know he was engaged, and yeah, I think one of you should have mentioned this to me!”
 
   “Who do you think he’s singing about when he keeps referring to ‘the one who got away’ or ‘Gwen is Gone?’ I know you have this superiority complex, but you’re not his first muse.” Lizzie rolled her eyes and went back to putting on her face for the night’s concert.
 
   “I can see that this is a shock to you,” Riley noticed. “But does it really matter? He loves you, Joie.” 
 
   “I know,” I said surer than I felt. “Well, at least she’s not in the picture anymore, right?” I asked, but the peanut gallery had gone suddenly silent. “She’s still in the picture?!” I squealed. “How am I supposed to not worry when she is still in the picture?”
 
   “Hawkins can’t help that she’s still in the picture, she is Warren’s sister.” Lizzie said like once again this was not a big deal.
 
   Warren’s sister, great. I couldn’t believe that no one had mentioned this, especially Hawkins. He told me all about his family and his brother, but the fact he was engaged seems like information that should come up in conversation. I had planned on asking him about it, but after feeling stupid I wanted to make sure I had all the facts going into this conversation. Plopping myself down on the white ripped down comforter, I sighed heavily and told the two of them to give me all the dirt. 
 
   “What do you want to know, she’s Warren’s sister,” Lizzie shrugged. “What else do I know, she’s smart.”
 
   “She’s smart? What is that supposed to imply, that I’m dumb?”
 
   “You asked, and no you’re smart, but she’s like Ivy League smart,” she emphasized. 
 
   “Did you hear that Joie?” Riley pretended to be serious as he came to my aid. “She’s Ivy League smart,” he said mockingly. “You know what that means.” He cupped his mouth and whispered, “She’s a nerd. Every rock star’s dream,” he added jokingly, causing both of us to laugh. 
 
   “Yeah—but we’re not talking about just any rock star,” Lizzie countered. “We’re talking about Hawkins. You know deep, introspective, philosophical, boring, yada yada…Hawkins.”
 
   “Ouch,” I slowly sobered up from the laugh. “Tell us how you really feel, Lizzie.” 
 
   “All I’m saying is that you don’t know what you want to do with your life, right? It’s how we managed to get you to follow the band around on the tour in the first place,” she reminded me. 
 
   It wasn’t much of a secret to anyone that I had basically fled from my hometown of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. My mom wanted to know what I was going to do with my life now that I had graduated high school and I didn’t have an answer for her. 
 
   “Well this girl probably went to bed dreaming of saving sick people from third world countries when the rest of us were planning out our fairy tale weddings like those things really exist.” She bugged her eyes out.   
 
   “So you’re saying she’s--”
 
   “She’s a doctor. I mean a straight up, legit doctor.”
 
   Riley’s face suddenly scrunched up like what other kind of doctor was there, but he decided to let this one go by remaining silent. 
 
   “She works with doctors and borders in places like South America and Africa.”
 
   “Doctors without Borders?” I checked with her, but not because I thought it was funny she mispronounced the name. If anything, she was finally starting to get my attention.   
 
   “You know what I mean,” she huffed. “What I’m trying to say, is that this girl knows who she is and what she wants and she doesn’t let anything get in her way. She decided she didn’t want Hawkins so you shouldn’t worry.”
 
   “What!” 
 
   “From what Warren told me,” Lizzie sighed. “Hawkins was willing to drop it all for her—the band—everything.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked. 
 
   “She left him.”
 
   “She left him?” I repeated in astonishment. 
 
   “I tried to tell you,” she sighed. “So it’s not that big of a deal.”
 
   “Except she’s here now, wearing the ring, and made the comment about being his fiancé!”
 
   Lizzie and Riley exchanged a look, “Oh shit, you’re screwed,” Lizzie concluded before straightening another strand of hair. 
 
   “Joie, you have nothing to worry about,” Riley reassured me as he pulled a freshly washed white V-neck t-shirt over his taunt chest down to his tight abdomen. (Like my sweats he seemed to never go without the infamous t-shirts.) “She might have saved people, but you saved Hawkins, and he was willing to sacrifice himself just to save you when the stage collapsed. I think that pretty much speaks for itself.” 
 
   Leave it to Riley to know just what to say to make me feel better, and I put a smile on my face for him, but anyone with an ex who came with those kinds of credentials and also looked that pretty, would make even the most secure person question how they measured up in comparison. 
 
   Nevertheless, flashes of that horrific night - where Hawkins and I found ourselves dangling from the same guitar strap, above a two story drop from a collapsed stage, and how he declared his love for me before falling to his potential death - flooded my memory. I shivered at the thought and I think Riley noticed because he quickly changed the subject. 
 
   “I think we should head over the venue before concert traffic hits.”
 
   And as if Hawkins could sense I was leaving without him, my cell suddenly went off. I could tell by the ring back tone, which was “Can’t Stop” by the Dave Matthews Band (a private joke I shared with Hawkins because I only got starry eyed when I talked about DMB), that it was Hawkins, and without looking at the text, I declined the call and changed my ringer to vibrate because I wasn’t ready to take his call just yet.  
 
   If Riley noticed that I didn’t take the call on our way out, he at least didn’t say anything about it as we stepped out of the Ritz Carlton Hotel into the noon day sun. Lizzie grimaced from behind her black Ray Bans and muttered something about not being a morning person. Though I was pretty sure two in the afternoon didn’t exactly qualify as ‘morning’. 
 
   Still, for someone who probably should have run a comb through their hair before exiting the hotel room, especially now that the competition was getting stiff when it came to keeping my boyfriend, I found myself leading the way across the parking lot. 
 
   That was until I heard the sound of shouting coming from just outside the hotel’s parking lot. The hotel must have been keeping them at bay, but they couldn’t do anything more than tell them to stay off their lawn. I zeroed in on the sound, and watched as a group of grown ass men started to run down along the opposite side of the fence toward us like they were a bunch of crazed fans that couldn’t wait to catch a glimpse of the band.
 
   Ickk! I hissed. “The paparazzi.”
 
   Lizzie ever so coolly held up a peace sign with her two fingers for a second and then went back to walking like she was a practiced vet at these kind of things, and I guess in a way she was. She had been doing this longer than I had I reminded myself, especially when everyone had mistakenly confused her for me when Hawkins and I went to blows on Twitter during a marketing strategy that had backfired.   
 
   “Don’t acknowledge them,” Lizzie began to coach me like I had asked for her help, though I didn’t remember doing so. “Real celebrities don’t acknowledge the press.”  
 
   “Good, then you won’t mind.” Quickly snatching up her Ray Bans, I shoved them on my face and kept my head down. I, unlike Lizzie, despised the attention that came along with dating a rock star.  
 
   “Hey!” Lizzie cried reproachfully.
 
   “I need these more than you,” I played to her weaknesses - her vain side - and watched as she slowly nodded along in agreement. 
 
   Riley’s tall solid frame hurried to move in front of me so he could block off the paparazzi’s direct view. I didn’t know what I did to deserve such a good friend when it came to him, but I couldn’t be any more thankful than I was now, as we quickly approached one of the band’s Chevrolet vans parked in between two large tan tour buses.  
 
       Hawkins had leant me the silver van, now that my father’s vintage 1968 Volkswagen Van was scrap metal on the side of a highway somewhere in Florida. Several weeks ago, Hawkins had a stalker that was trying to kill him in revenge for the death of his wife and daughter. The stalker, Cyrus, blamed Hawkins because his brother had been drinking the night of the fatal car accident. I wouldn’t have been involved but Hawkins and I did our predating banter through Twitter so everyone, including Cyrus knew we were involved. Since the band was completely protected Cyrus figured his best revenge against Hawkins was to kidnap and kill me. Thankfully he was unsuccessful but my van didn’t make it out so lucky. 
 
   The sound of men shouting demandingly, “The real Lizzie give us a smile!” brought my focus back to Riley as he quickly threw open one of the side doors so I could get in the back. This van, unlike my dad’s, was filled with rows of grey vinyl seats, which I couldn’t be more thankful for as I ducked down, okay more like flung myself across one of them, to hide from the flashing cameras.
 
   “How are you doing, Lizzie?” One of the guys turned to her when they couldn’t get an answer of out of me. 
 
   “Peachy,” Lizzie kept it short, like she had places to go and people to see as she took her good ole time getting into the passenger side. Even in the daylight I could see flashes of lights go off the back of my grey seat like I was Lady Gaga or something. 
 
   “We’re going to have to get you your own pair of sunglasses,” Lizzie sighed under her breath like she was a ventriloquist.  
 
   At least Riley and I seemed to be on the same page, when I heard the brakes squeal in protest as Riley rammed the van into reverse, and then the gravel sprayed underneath the tires as he sped off down the parking lot to the opening.
 
   “You okay, Joie?” he asked tentatively once we were back on the safety of the road.    
 
   “God—you guys act like it’s a crime to take a photo or something,” Lizzie scoffed. “Most people would kill to get this kind of attention.”
 
   “Obviously,” Riley threw her a sideways glance. “Don’t acknowledge the press,” he mimicked her in an uppity way. “What are you, her PR person?”
 
   “You know what? That’s not a half bad idea,” the prospect of the idea seemed to slowly grow bigger in Lizzie’s eyes.
 
   “This is coming from the same person who thought it was okay to expose her chest to the entire world.” Riley threw her another exasperated look. “You can’t be serious.”  
 
   “For the record, I didn’t know I had exposed myself. I was drunk. And we’re not talking about me, we’re talking about Joie.”
 
   “Tread lightly,” I groaned for the second time today. 
 
   “All I’m saying, is I make it look easy being in the public eye day after day, when this shit isn’t easy. People can be vicious, especially the fans. Someone has to make sure Joie doesn’t get eaten alive.”
 
   “What exactly does your job entail anyway?” I finally sat up and blew my dark hair out of my face, thinking to myself: this should be good. 
 
   “You just take pointers from me,” she shrugged. 
 
   “That’s a good one,” Riley snickered. 
 
   “Laugh all you want, but when those pictures hit the stands people are going to say stuff like she’s freaking weird and so introverted she’s awkward. How could Hawkins be in love with her of all people? She just threw herself across a seat in a van to hide. And if you think they didn’t get that on camera,” she looked over her shoulder at me. “You’re wrong. Is this really how you want his ex-fiancé to picture you? Cowering behind a seat like you’re a kid who can’t handle Hawkins’ lifestyle? That should go over really well,” she scoffed, “When she’s laughing at you to his face.”   
 
    Riley and I had suddenly gone silent, because for once Lizzie was talking sensibly. 
 
   “It’s pointless to hide anyway,” Lizzie let out one long exhale like a deflated balloon. “Everyone knows the truth now.” She groaned when secretly I think she wished it was still just her getting the attention. 
 
   “I thought it would make it easier on my mom,” I confessed, thinking the less press the easier the transition would be for her. 
 
   Everyone knew that I had been lying about my whereabouts to my mom for the last several weeks by saying that I was working for Nicholas Johnson’s presidential campaign, because I wasn’t ready to admit that I was following a band around yet. 
 
   But after the news of the deadly stalker, and Hawkins and my secret love affair went viral, there wasn’t a news station or paper across the country that hadn’t covered the story. And sadly, my mom and I still hadn’t talked since that horrific night that Hawkins was rushed to the hospital.   
 
   “Hiding from the press because you’re scared? Really?” Lizzie asked flatly. “I’m not a mom, but nothing says ‘oh my gosh, my poor little baby, this is too much for her’ than that scene you just put on back there.” She jerked her thumb over her shoulder. 
 
   “So what do you suggest I do, if you know it all?” I huffed. 
 
   “Let me be your personal PR person. You know, let me give you pointers when we’re out in public together.”
 
   “Hawkins’ PR person speaks for him to the public,” Riley cleared up the distinction. “You don’t mean to say that you’re going to start speaking for her too?” he asked skeptically. 
 
   “No, I think we can all agree that she has that part nailed,” Lizzie emphasized, and for a second I wasn’t sure if we were talking about more than Hawkins and I just going at it on Twitter. 
 
   “I’m just going to help you with your image, that’s all,” she offered innocently enough. 
 
   “NO MAKEOVERS or I’m out.” I laid out the terms of the agreement. 
 
   “I doubt you saw Warren’s sister wearing a white wife beater and a pair of mangy old pink sweatpants.”
 
   “Hey, Hawkins fell in love with me like this,” I reminded her. 
 
   “Yeah, Hawkins might have, but the world won’t,” she stressed. “I can guarantee it.”
 
   “I don’t care about what the world thinks,” I sighed with the roll of my eyes. 
 
   “You will when they start putting you in the worst dressed section of the magazine and start saying things like ‘no wonder Hawkins was too embarrassed to admit he was with her.’ ”  
 
   Humph! I quietly fumed in the back when my cell suddenly vibrated in my pocket.
 
   Guilt tore at my consciousness with every call I ignored on our way over to the venue because I probably knew better than anyone that Hawkins would be afraid for my safety after what had happened with Cyrus the stalker. So I quickly sent him a text explaining that I was fine, just pissed.    
 
   I had made a point of going out of my way to avoid Hawkins and the hoard of paparazzi that now trailed his every move by coming in with the rest of the crowd of fans when it was time for the show. For now, I could still get away with looking like ‘the girl next door’ among most of the fans, that was unless I was with Lizzie or Hawkins - who was anything but ordinary with his smoldering blue eyes, careless dark hair, and a hint of a five o’clock shadow which projected a kind of sexiness that could give Colin Farrell a run for his money.
 
   When Hawkins’ 6’3 frame slowly crossed the stage to the immense pleasure of the crowd, he seemed to project a sort of hot confidence naturally. His piercing blue eyes scanned the crowd below before locking with mine. I didn’t know why, but something about the way he commanded the stage made me feel like a scared little girl shaking in her boots. 
 
   Normally I would have turned to Riley on my right, but he was up in the lighting booth with Harlow, supposedly ‘learning the ropes’, when secretly I think they just wanted an excuse to be around each other. So with Riley gone, that would have left Lizzie to my left, but unfortunately for me she was backstage probably making out with Ryan right about now since he was done opening the show for the band. And as if Hawkins could sense the fear coming out of me clear across the stage, he grinned as he crooned into the microphone, “Joie, why don’t you just answer your damn cell phone?” 
 
   And of course the crowd hooted and hollered back, when I was pretty sure Hawkins could sing the phone book and still get catcalling whistles of approval in return. Rolling my eyes, I lifted my chin and tried my hardest not to smile back at him. He was in the dog house after all. We were caught in a stare off that I was pretty sure I was going to win because he had to sing eventually, but damn it there was nothing like the pressure of feeling thousands of fans holding their breath just waiting for Hawkins to finally sing already! But those baby blues stayed fixed on me like we were the only two people in the entire venue, and I finally caved with the shake of my head and laughed. Reveling in his victory, he smiled a triumphant little grin before turning to face the crowd again. Seconds later, he finally strummed the first chord on his black Gibson and the lights went up. 
 
   Just when I was about to think ‘you’re going to have to do better than that buddy,’ at the end of the show he began to serenade to me, “Can’t Help Falling in Love with You” by Elvis Presley. I’m not sure if it was Riley up in the lighting booth when the spot light suddenly zeroed in on me, but I couldn’t have been more embarrassed by all the attention as Hawkins got down on one knee and waved for me to come onto the stage next. 
 
   I vehemently shook my head ‘no’ at him like - can’t we just talk this out later? But the damn venue security guard in front of the stage tackled me like he was a linebacker for my all-time favorite football team; the Pittsburgh Steelers. I kicked and shouted (something I was sure Lizzie would have frowned upon) but the security guard continued to gingerly pick me up over the protective fence in front of the stage completely undeterred like I weighed nothing at all, and then turned around to hoist me up; until before I knew it I was standing upright on the stage. 
 
   Once I got my footing, I did the only sensible thing I could think of and went to make a beeline for the side of the stage, but Hawkins solid frame intercepted me before I could. Pulling me in close to his chest, he began to slow dance with me as the music continued in the background. I wasn’t the kind of person who felt comfortable in the spotlight. Hell, I think that ship had sailed a long time ago, but here I was slowly feeling my ridged body melt into his. 
 
   Damn that rock and roll music! 
 
   I also blamed Hawkins, whose lips brushed against my ear as he sang to me the way he usually did when the foreignness of sleeping in a moving bus kept me awake at night. He had the kind of low raspy voice that only a few were blessed to have when he sang, and it wasn’t the kind of sound that could be easily duplicated unless you drank whiskey morning, day, and night. With my head buried against the side of his chest (the best cover I could find from the crowd) his voice slowly started to put me at ease. 
 
   “Take my hand, take my whole life too,” he sang and for a second in the blinding flash of the lights, which hid the crowd from my view. I could have stayed in the safety of his arms for the rest of the night. That was until the loud sound of people clapping at the end of the song brought me out of my semi-trance and reminded me of my initial need to bolt from the stage.
 
   “Don’t think this changes anything,” I shouted over the top of the cheering crowd as I looked up at him; trying my hardest to fight back a smile.
 
   “You’re right,” he flashed a knowing smile. “That would be too easy.” 
 
   The security guard, who didn’t know any better, motioned for me to exit the stage the way that I had come like I was just another Courtney Cox whose fifteen minutes of fame was up. 
 
   “Ah—I think that’s my cue,” I nodded as Hawkins leaned into me to give me a quick peck on the cheek, and the crowd went wild in response. Blushing a crimson red, I quickly moved out of the spotlight and off the stage with the help of the security guard. 
 
   But my fifteen minutes of fame didn’t last long when I headed for the backstage door at the end of the show. I knew the band was going through some serious changes in management and staff after what happened with Cyrus, but I honestly couldn’t tell the difference between the gruff looking men in the old crew from the gruff looking men of the new crew. 
 
   And it seemed that neither could they when it came to identifying me because ‘Brett Keisel’ (or at least that’s what I decided to call him because old habits die hard - like naming everyone after a player for the Pittsburgh Steelers so I could keep them all straight) looked serious about needing a backstage pass if I wanted to see Hawkins any time soon. 
 
   “Damn it,” I swore as I patted down my pockets when I realized two important things. First, my cell phone must have dropped out of my pocket somewhere from my seat to the stage and second, I left my backstage pass with Riley in my brilliant plan to avoid Hawkins before the show. 
 
   Without giving the security guard an explanation, I took off in the direction in which I came. Rushing forward against the exiting crowd, I gently pushed people to the left and right of me until I arrived back at my seat again. Saying a silent prayer that I would quickly find my cell, I bent over to check underneath the seat, but I didn’t see it. That didn’t stop me though from getting down on all fours so I could feel around for it. When I came up empty handed, I blew my hair out of my face and stood back up again. I looked from the bottom of the chair to the protective fence in front of the stage, but there was a line of young hopeful groupies huddled around it; making it impossible for me to retrace my steps without pushing them out of the way. But hey, someone had to do it. 
 
   “Excuse me—coming through.”
 
   “Watch it!” a red head girl hissed as I pushed past her to the front of the line where the other girls were flirting with the venue’s security crew. 
 
   “Hey! I was here first!” another squealed. 
 
   “No, no you weren’t,” I muttered under my breath as I scanned the ground behind the fence, but I didn’t see it anywhere. I lifted my gaze to the stage and watched as the band’s crew worked at dissembling their stage equipment. 
 
   When I finally caught the attention of one of the security guards, who looked like a beast, dressed in a bright neon yellow t-shirt which stretched across his broad chest and read ‘Venue Crew’ on the back, I asked, “Did you happen to find a cell phone back there?”
 
   With a shake of his head, I had my answer, and realized with a quick glance up at the lighting platform high above the seats that Riley and Harlow were long gone by now and that I needed to get backstage before Hawkins started to get worried about me. 
 
   But when I tried to reason with the security guard blocking off the entryway to backstage door for the second time - explaining that Hawkins was expecting me - but he looked unconvinced. He took a quick glance at me dressed in only my white tank top and pink rolled up sweatpants when Lizzie’s infamous words, ‘how could Hawkins be in love with her of all people?’ came back to mock me. 
 
   “Listen, I was just on the stage with him—” I went to explain when from the corner of my eye I noticed a blonde steadily approaching us. She was dressed in a tangerine colored loose rayon tank top with matching tan khakis and gold gladiator flat sandals which complimented her tan skin. 
 
   Warren’s sister, Gwyneth, slowed her approach as if the irony of the situation was slowly dawning on her before she flashed the security guard her backstage pass. Desperate, I turned to her thinking that surely we could both be adults about this and put are our differences aside.
 
   “Wait,” I stopped her as ‘Brett Keisel’ went to open the door. “Can you please explain to him that I’m with the band?” 
 
   She turned to look at me with a grin on her face like she found the situation more and more amusing. “Funny, I was under the impression that you thought were too good for them.”
 
   “No you don’t understand, I don’t have my—”
 
   Not willing to take the time to hear me out, she turned to the security guard, who looked like he was having a hard time overhearing the conversation with the loud crowd exiting behind us, and she said without blinking twice, “I’ve never seen her before in my life.”    
 
   For a second I just stood there in disbelief, like how I did in the elevator earlier with her because I couldn’t believe how much of a bitch she was! All I could do was continue to stand there stupidly like some kind of nameless groupie and watch as the door slammed behind her. 
 
   I recognized on some level that I was quickly running out of options of how to get in contact with anyone who could help me, but then I realized that if I just waited patiently by the backstage door that they would eventually come looking for me. It wasn’t like I had spent a night away from Hawkins on his tour bus since I had wrapped my dad’s vintage van around a tree like a pretzel.
 
   “They’re going to come for me when they realize I’m missing,” I informed the security guard, but he nodded nonchalantly like I highly doubt that. 
 
   “I’m just going to sit over there at that picnic table and wait,” I added; realizing how crazy I must have sounded to the man as I thumbed over my shoulder at the table in front of a food vendor. 
 
   Hawkins wouldn’t leave the venue without me, I told myself as I patiently waited at the wooden picnic table. Still, I was getting increasing anxious with every passing second now that the venue crew were starting to clear out anyone left over from the concert. Surely Riley wondered where I was too by now, I reasoned.
 
   From the picnic table, I could see the band’s crew still working on wrapping up everything when I got an idea. Surely I could get a message to Hawkins through them or at least die trying of embarrassment. Getting up, I realized I was about to do something I never thought that I would ever do; work the venue crew to get closer to the band. 
 
   When I approached the front of the stage again, I noticed a few of the girls were still working it for the crew. Except this time the red head felt confident enough to take a knock at my choice of clothing.
 
   “Well, she’s not going to get backstage looking like that.”
 
   “Actually you’d be surprised how affective it is.” I sighed under my breath and watched her expression twist up in confusion before turning to one of the ripped security guards.
 
    “I need to get a message to Hawkins.”
 
   “Ha—yeah, well get in line because we all are,” the red head added saucily. 
 
   “No you don’t understand,” I ignored the girl as I continued to talk to the security guard. “I know Hawkins.” 
 
   “Oh you know Hawkins,” the girl snorted, like yeah right, and honestly I thought I was going to strangle her if she didn’t shut up soon because I didn’t know what I was going to do if I was left stranded all alone at the Alpine Valley Music Theater without a penny to my name.   
 
   “I was…” I grappled for an explanation that would make me stand out from the other groupies. “I was on the stage with Hawkins tonight.” I snapped my fingers at my quick thinking. “You must have seen it.” 
 
   I looked at the security guard for understanding though I couldn’t help but notice that the red head had finally gone silent at the mention of this little tidbit. 
 
   “So that’s what this all about,” the crew member finally spoke. “You had a moment with the singer on the stage and you think that means he must want to see you now.”
 
   “No—that’s not what I was trying to say. I’m Joie Hall, you might have heard of me.” I momentarily cringed at the wording, but how else was I going to explain it. “I’m the one who verbally fought with Hawkins on Twitt—” I continued until he held up a hand stopping me. 
 
   “Listen, I get it. You want to hook up with the lead singer of the band,” he said like a true male chauvinist. 
 
   “I think we’re past that point,” I sighed under my breath because the smartass in me just couldn’t resist. 
 
   “But you’re out of luck; word is Hawkins’ tour bus just took off.”
 
   “What?” Carrot top and I hissed in unison though I thought if anyone should be pissed it was me.  
 
   “Hey, I’m just the messenger,” he shrugged. “And, I hate to say this, but it’s time for you girls to go.”  
 
   Completely dumbfounded, once again I found myself standing there in shock. I didn’t know if it was the seriousness of the situation or what (meaning that I didn’t have a vehicle to drive away in, a cell to make a phone call, or any money in my pockets) but I resorted to an all-time low by flailing my arms over my head to try to get the attention of someone who actually worked for the band on the stage up above. 
 
   Where was Woodley when you needed him? And damn it, why didn’t I know any of their real names? Though I knew full well that Woodley, like Harrison and Hampton, had been fired as a safety precaution after Hawkins’ personal bodyguard, Wayne, helped Cyrus carry out his plan to kill the singer. 
 
   “Alright helicopter arms, let’s keep it moving,” another crew from the venue began to round us up like a bunch of cattle until I was slowly forced out of the view of the stage.
 
   “You don’t understand,” I went to say when I realized there were only so many times I could play the ‘I’m with the band’ card before I started to look like ‘I was nuts.’ 
 
   “I need to make a phone call because my friends left without me.” And who, by the way, I wanted to add, were going to really get it when I saw them again. 
 
   The man, who was in his mid-forties, and sporting a long dark ponytail, looked at me like he had heard it all before and why should he care?
 
   “I don’t live here,” I confessed the truth. “And I don’t have any way of getting back to my home in Pennsylvania. And…and,” I thought quickly. “My mom’s going to be really upset and scared when she finds out I’m stranded here all alone.” 
 
   Ain’t that the truth I thought with a big ole sigh. Though, I seriously hoped that it didn’t come down to that. She already thought so little of Hawkins. 
 
   I didn’t know if it was the sincerity in my voice that made the man’s brown eyes soften with the confession, but I couldn’t be any more grateful than I was when he nodded, “We have a phone in the office.”
 
   “I thought you said you knew Hawkins?” The red head added behind us, who I didn’t realize was eavesdropping in on the conversation. For a second, the crew member looked skeptically from her back to me. 
 
   “I said that I wouldn’t mind meeting him,” I lied. “Not that I know him, know him.” I plastered a smile on my face for the man who looked like the last thing he wanted to do was sit around and chitchat with a bunch of silly girls.
 
   “That’s not what I remember,” the red head continued relentlessly as the man turned to lead the way to the office.   
 
   “Why don’t you go back to high school and make something of yourself, huh?” I hissed in a low voice for only her to hear, and for a second I thought ‘oh hell, I was turning into my mother.’ 
 
   I spun back around to follow after the crew member as he led the way up the dark paved pathway to the side of the pavilion seats and lawn. Passing food and drink vendors to our left, we neared the opening of the pavilion gates. The man’s fast pace slowed so he could enter through a door to a small building off to the left side of the ticketing booths.
 
   Inside the office was a booth blocking off the entryway to the room in the back which was filled with desks. A guy who appeared to be not much older than me looked up from his laptop behind the counter. 
 
   “Found another one who needs to use the phone,” the crew member said gruffly and gave me a little nod before he exited the office again.
 
   Now that I was here, I realized that I didn’t know anyone’s number off by heart. I guess it was one of the disadvantages of having modern technology that dialed all the numbers for me. Unfortunately for me, my mom’s number was the only one I could remember. And in all honesty, if it came down to me looking crazy and getting locked up in a mental ward or calling my mom, I was going to go for the insane asylum every time. 
 
   “Can I help you?” the guy practically groaned with boredom. He raised an eyebrow, prompting me to answer, but as I debated back and forth how best to break the news to him, his upper lip began to curl like I was something that the cat had drug in that was taking up his precious time. 
 
   “I need to make a phone call,” I finally explained. “Rick,” I added after looking down at the name badge hanging around his neck.  
 
   “Here,” he pulled back the cord of a black landline telephone and then slapped it down on top of the counter. 
 
   “Yeah, about that,” I stalled. “I’m sure you guys have the number on record somewhere, or at least I hope so.”
 
   “O—kay?” he said doubtfully. 
 
   “I need to get in touch with someone from the band,” I briefly closed my eyes because I think it pained me more to say it than for him to have to hear it.
 
   “The band?” he repeated like he hadn’t heard me correctly the first time.
 
   “Yep, the band, or someone who can contact the band,” I nodded. 
 
   “Grimm Brother’s Band?” He slowly started to smile like I was the first fascinating person he had run into all night and when I say fascinating, I mean like go down in the books as the craziest person he had ever met or at least made the craziest request he had ever heard.  
 
   “And you are?” His grin grew wider with the possibilities. 
 
   Rolling my eyes, partly at myself and partly at Gwyneth for getting me into this mess in the first place, I confessed, “Joshua Hawkins’ girlfriend.” As if saying his full name set me apart from the rest of the crazy fans. Though I did notice it seemed to roll nicely off of Gwyneth’s tongue.  
 
   “Oh…now—I understand,” he said mockingly like it was taking everything in him not to laugh in my face. “And you need my help why?”
 
   “I lost my cell phone,” I nodded. 
 
   “Well—this is going to go down as my best tweet ever,” he smiled to himself as he looked back down at his laptop. 
 
   “Tweet?” I felt my face pinch with the realization. “Like as in Twitter?”
 
   “Ah—yeah,” he emphasized like he was talking to an idiot as he began to type something fluidly along the keyboard. 
 
   “Oh my god, that’s it!” I squealed gleefully. “I don’t have to call Hawkins. I can just tweet him a message.”
 
   “Yeah anyone who has an account can tweet him, but I doubt he’ll answer you. Famous people rarely do—” he began to say when a thought seemed to slowly dawn on him, and judging by the crooked grin on his face, it was at my expense. 
 
   “But then again you are his girlfriend.” His eyes lit up at mention of this.
 
   “Right, so hand over the computer hot stuff,” I glared down at him; feeling confident now that I had my answer.
 
   “Maybe you can get me his autograph while you’re at it,” he continued to mock me as he turned the computer around for me to log on. Thankfully, Riley had set up a Twitter account for me weeks ago when Hawkins was making negative comments about me on the website. I don’t know how I managed to have over a hundred thousand followers when I, or rather Riley, had only made two official tweets ever. I didn’t even have an image, besides the standard egg shape avatar, to go along with comments I tweeted, but then again maybe Hawkins’ fan were optimistic that I’d start tweeting the way I used to blog about him. 
 
   Once I logged on, I began to write Hawkins a direct message which no one would be able to see but him, or at least I hoped so. Thanks to Riley, I knew I only had a limit of about one hundred and forty-four characters that I could use to send him a message, so I kept it short.
 
   “This is Joie,” I typed. “I lost my cell. I was left behind at Alpine. Please call me at… what’s the number for this place?” I looked over top of the laptop to ask ‘Rick,’ who was watching on skeptically from his swivel chair. 
 
   “262-642-0096,” he droned as I punched in the numbers along the keyboard and then added for my own self-esteem at the end of the message. “Thanks, love ya!” 
 
   I then sent Hawkins a public message, which anyone could read or at least that’s how Riley had explained it to me. 
 
   “Hawkins, its Joie. Check your direct messages.” I hit the enter key and watched as my tweet went public.
 
   I couldn’t help but smile smugly as the little punk took his laptop back. That was until the first couple of minutes went by and we still hadn’t received a telephone call. I really hoped that Hawkins hadn’t gone to bed yet or else I was going to have to start thinking of a Plan B, and I really, really didn’t want to think of a Plan B.   
 
   “I guess your boyfriend’s busy,” ‘Rick’ added snidely.
 
   “So—do you know any good hotels around here?” I asked brightly when the phone suddenly rang. I went to quickly grab up the phone, but Mr. Skeptic beat me to it.
 
   “Hel-lo,” he winked at me as though he couldn’t wait to see how this played out. I knew I was safe though when his body went from rocking back in his office chair to jolting forward and speaking in a more professional manner. 
 
   “Ah, yes sir, we have her right here for you. And let me say what an honor it. . .” I grabbed the phone out of his hand before he could finish kissing up. 
 
   “Hey,” I said while cutting my eyes at the office boy to let him know he lost his cool points.
 
   “Joie, is that you?” Hawkins’ familiar voice instantly made me throw my head back with relief. 
 
   “Thank god—yeah it’s me,” I sighed like the weight of the world had been taken off my shoulders. “I lost my cell phone and couldn’t remember you’re number. Do you know how hard it is to dial 411 when you need to talk to a rock star?” I half laughed.  
 
   “Only you wouldn’t have it memorized by now,” he said and judging by the tone in his voice I knew that he was smiling. “Do you know there are girls out there who would have had it tattooed to their body by now?”
 
   “I’m sure that there are, but you fell in love with me,” I made the distinction clear. “You know the one who doesn’t put up with any of your bullshit and knows that you don’t walk on water.”  
 
   “Ah—yes, that does sound familiar,” he laughed. “What was I thinking?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I was beginning to wonder that maybe you were having second thoughts when your bus took off without me tonight.”
 
   “Sorry about that, but I was told that you were last seen with Riley.”
 
   “Let me guess,” I shook my head in disbelief. “Gwyneth told you that.” 
 
   “How did you know?”
 
   “Oh—it was just a hunch,” I kept it vague on purpose because I didn’t want Warren’s sister to know that she had gotten underneath my skin any more than she already had.
 
   “So where is Riley if he’s not with you?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah—I think he’s with Harlow.”
 
   “Way to go Riley,” I emphasized, causing Hawkins to snicker since we were the only ones besides Lizzie who knew about their secret love affair.  
 
    “I didn’t know if you were date crashing or what,” he laughed at our private joke. The one where he insisted Riley and I were like an old married couple, that was if Riley didn’t happen to be gay. 
 
   “But when you didn’t show up eventually, I tried calling you on your cell,” he explained. “And when you didn’t answer, I thought maybe you were still pissed at me.”  
 
   “No, I’m not mad anymore,” I briefly closed my eyes with regret because in light of everything that happened tonight; I just wanted to be back in his arms again. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a jerk.”
 
   “No I get it. You were hurt,” he sighed. “You have every right to be mad at me after what happened today on the elevator.”
 
   Though the guy behind the counter was quickly becoming a distant memory, I couldn’t help but notice as his mouth dropped open wide in astonishment by everything he was overhearing. 
 
   “We can talk about it later, if you want,” I offered as I looked down at Rick the ‘receptionist’, who suddenly perked up in his seat like the professional he should have been when I first walked through the door. 
 
   “But right now, all I really want to do is to be back with you on the tour bus. Alpine hasn’t been exactly understanding, if you know what I mean?” I groaned.  
 
   “I’m already on my way,” he said the first good news I had heard all night. 
 
   Slapping down the phone, I smiled down at Rick - but not really - and said, “Tweet that.”
 
   It’s funny how quickly things can change when people realize that you’re actually telling the truth, like for example when Rick’s boss’s boss quickly became the person to graciously oversee my departure, and the first person to put Rick ‘the receptionist’ down for not believing me in the first place. I couldn’t help but grin at the little punk like doesn’t seem so funny now does it? When Rick’s boss’s boss was finally done reeling into him we left the office area in the direction of the backstage door where ‘Brett Keisel’ was still standing.  
 
   “We are so sorry for any misunderstandings,” Rick’s boss’s boss confessed for like the umpteen time. 
 
   “I understand, you all have a job to do,” I pretended to sympathize as I locked eyes with Keisel. “But J.T.,” I took a page out of Gwyneth’s book, “was so mad when he found out his ex-fiancé was allowed backstage before me. Imagine his surprise when he saw her,” I continued to torment the security guard. “You wouldn’t believe the kind of hell she raised. I guess there’s a reason for the restraining order.” I shrugged. 
 
   It seemed to quickly dawn on Keisel what had really happened tonight and I’d be lying if I didn’t say that I enjoyed knowing that at least someone was going to get a version of the truth even if it was stretched a wee bit.    
 
   “Do you know anything about this?” Rick’s boss’s boss turned to reel into Keisel next. 
 
   “The woman said she had never seen her face before in her life,” he nodded in my direction. 
 
   “Well yeah,” Rick’s boss’s boss said with exasperation like he was about to pull out his hair. “That was his ex-fiancé and this is his…
 
   “His soon to be fiancé,” I added thinking why stop now.  
 
   “But she didn’t have a backstage pass,” Keisel explained. 
 
   “Well that’s because…
 
   “I lost it on my way up to the stage tonight,” I quickly filled in the rest. “You know, when I slow danced with Hawkins.” I nodded as if prompting the security guard to remember what I had told him about being on the stage earlier. As I watched ‘Brett Keisel’ suddenly gulp, I raised an eyebrow as if to say, ‘Do I look good enough for him now?’
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Rick’s boss’s boss continued to apologize as he pushed past Keisel on our way through the door to backstage. I know I should have felt guilty for the way I was lying, but I guess you could say this was my revenge on the staff of Alpine Valley Music Theater for not believing me in the first place. 
 
   Nevertheless, I couldn’t have been happier to put the horrific night behind me when I saw Hawkins’ purple tour bus pull up into the back parking lot.  
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to be heading to Chicago, would you?” I toyed with Hawkins when his tall physique came down the steps of his bus. 
 
   “Why, do you need to hitch a ride?” he asked with a wicked grin. Sometimes I didn’t even know how I managed to get my hooks into Hawkins, but as those smoldering blue eyes took in the sight of me, I felt my heart skip a beat. 
 
   “Yeah—I guess you could say that.”  
 
   Once on the safety of the bus, I turned to ask him more seriously, “Do you know, that no one thinks I could be your girlfriend dressed in these clothes?” 
 
   I didn’t know what finally made me feel self-conscious. Maybe it was all the condescending looks I got tonight from the staff and the other groupies, like I was trailer trash that wasn’t good enough for Hawkins, or maybe it was because of Hawkins’ ex-fiancé who was suddenly in the picture and didn’t look like she was leaving any time soon. 
 
   Whatever the reason, I was just thankful for the dark tinted windows on the bus as I proceeded to strip my white tank top off, revealing a white lace bra from Victoria Secret, because part of me blamed the horrific night on the stupid clothes I was wearing. 
 
   “I mean no one,” I stressed as I continued to strip down to just my underwear by flinging my pink sweatpants off next; revealing a pair of white lacy boy shorts that read, ‘groupie’ in pink cursive sequins on my behind (a left over gift from Hawkins.) 
 
   For a second, I just stood there half naked in the aisle of the bus heaving in and out like I was glad to finally be rid of the clothes. 
 
   “So can you…umm give me something else to wear?” I gasped, half surprised by what I had done. “Like one of your button down shirts?” 
 
   “When did you start to care about what other people think?” he asked with a half grin as he began to unbutton his royal blue and white striped American Eagle shirt. 
 
   “When I couldn’t get ahold of my boyfriend in a strange town, far from home,” I admitted in a quiet voice as my eyes took in sight of his broad bare chest as he pulled his arms out of his shirt. 
 
   “Your boyfriend sounds like a jerk,” he said jokingly, but I could tell that he blamed himself for what happened tonight. 
 
   I also knew that if I told Hawkins what had really happened that he would confront Warren’s sister out of a courtesy to me, but the last thing I wanted was for her to know was that she had won the battle, but sure as hell not the war.
 
   “What did you ever see in him, anyway?” He smirked, bringing my focus back to him as he leaned in to wrap his shirt around my back. 
 
   “I like that he gets me,” I confessed in a moment of honesty. 
 
   “Are you hard ‘to get?’” He cracked a knowing smile like he thought so as he tugged both sides of the front of the shirt closer to him; pulling me forward until the white lace of my bra brushed up against his naked chest. 
 
    Our eyes locked in the semi-darkness of the bus, sending a sweet shiver down the pit of my stomach. In Hawkins’ penetrating gaze, I felt a kind of nakedness that had nothing to do with what I was wearing.
 
   “Well—if you ask me, he’s lucky to have you.” His smoldering eyes took in the sight of me dressed in his opened shirt that created a peekaboo effect with my bra popping out.
 
   “I’m the lucky one,” I murmured as I reached up to brush back a piece of his dark hair. “But don’t tell him that,” I smiled up at him. “It might go to his head.” 
 
   “We wouldn’t want that, now would we?” He flashed a wicked grin as he slowly pulled me into his body again; causing a warmth to spread where our skin touched as he gently rocked me back and forth until we were dancing again. Except this time when I laid my head against his chest, I knew I had him all to myself.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   I knew that Hawkins’ tour bus was the place to be every morning, or at least it was to Warren. The bass player of the band, who looked like the kind of guy who spent his days surfing the beach and his nights playing in the band, never failed to drop by every sunrise for breakfast, even though he supposedly was ‘over Lizzie.’ 
 
   Nevertheless, it was already a full house on Hawkins’ bus with Riley, Lizzie, and me practically living there as well; something I felt guilty about on a regular basis. I knew that if my dad’s vintage van hadn’t been completely totaled, I’d still be driving it (bullet holes and all) because my friends - or rather Lizzie - was a handful to deal with. 
 
   I had hoped that when she got back with Ryan, he might take her in on his tour bus that he shared with the other members of his band The Larks. To his credit, Ryan had tried, but it didn’t take long before Lizzie was banned for good because as word had it she was beginning to drive them all up a wall, which I guess you could say I had expected. 
 
   What I didn’t expect was to wake up to the sound of an unfamiliar girl laughing so hard she was practically howling; making the noise seem to boom off the walls somewhere around the direction of the front of the bus.  
 
   Still dressed in the Hawkins’ royal blue striped button down shirt, I stumbled out of bed wondering what all the noise was about. I was just grateful that the end of the shirt grazed my mid-thigh; covering up everything I didn’t want anyone else to see.
 
   When I pulled back the door, I noticed that among the usual crowd of Riley, Lizzie, and Warren was Gwyneth chatting it up with Hawkins in the front of the bus as CNN boomed overtop of them, and I thought—good freaking morning to me. 
 
   I know that I should have grabbed something more suitable to wear besides Hawkins royal blue button down shirt, but then again I thought why shouldn’t I be comfortable on my boyfriend’s bus?
 
   “You won’t believe what happened,” Riley informed me on my way down the aisle. 
 
   “What? Did you get left behind at the venue last night too?” I made a small dig because a piece of me was still mad that he had forgotten all about me in his hot pursuit to hook up with Harlow last night.
 
                 “Wait—what?” he asked, but when I didn’t answer him because I had bigger fish to fry, he continued to explain. “The 02 Arena in London was bombed last night. Eighty-six people attending a Project Redemption concert were killed and two-hundred and eleven people were injured. Two of the band members are still in critical condition. That’s not even the worst of it,” Riley added as I continued down the aisle. “The Grimm Brother’s Band was scheduled to play there last night before they canceled it a few weeks ago due to all the change in staff and with everything that happened with Cyrus.”
 
   “Do you think the two are connected?” I asked as we passed the kitchen area. 
 
   “I don’t know, but a terrorist’s group has already taken credit for the bombing.”
 
   “Good morning.” I strolled forward as Hawkins turned to smile up at me. When I practically came to a standstill, as if waiting for an explanation from Gwyneth about a number of things, like for starters, what was she doing here; Hawkins reached up and grabbed my arm so he could pull me down into his lap like he would have done any other day. Glaring at Gwyneth, I let Hawkins kiss me on the cheek. When she looked uncomfortable with all the attention I was getting, I decided to lay it on thick by letting my bare legs curl up in his lap as I nonchalantly ran my fingers through his hair.
 
   “So I had an interesting night,” I continued to glare at Gwyneth.    
 
                 For a second, I savored the guilty look on her face. Though I still hadn’t told Hawkins about what really happened because I didn’t want Gwyneth to think she had any part to play in the miserable experience I had. 
 
   “What happened?” Riley asked as he came to sit down next to Lizzie on the leather lounge couch across from us.  
 
   “I managed to get stranded at Alpine,” I explained. “I lost my cell and couldn’t get ahold of anyone.” I shot Gwyneth a look to see if this changed how she felt about the way things unfolded last night, but I realized I was dealing with one cold hearted bitch when she joined in with everyone else by saying, “Oh—that sounds awful.” 
 
   “It does, doesn’t it?” I pretended to play along. 
 
   “But, you’re here with us now,” she said, and I couldn’t help but notice the underlying note of disappointment in her tone. 
 
   “Yep—for good,” I smiled back at her; thinking two could play this game.   
 
   “And we’re back from the commercials,” Riley, who I think could sense a cat fight coming on, announced overtop of us as he turned the volume up on the remote. 
 
   “Good evening, if you’re just tuning in, we have breaking news on the bombing of the 02 Arena in London that took place here, last night.” The CNN announcer, a woman in her mid-forties with blonde hair and dressed in a red power suit, explained as she stood among a crowded group of people. In the distance, I could see the collapsed circular white domed arena which was scorched in black ash.
 
   “According to reports, security was alerted of a man acting strangely minutes before the explosion.” 
 
   Footage of a male teenager covered in a dark residue with blood shot eyes, sniffed, “I just thought that he was on something by the way he was rocking back and forth, but when I accidentally bumped into him on my way to the john, he went spastic on me. I shoved him out of the way thinking he was just being a jerk. If only I would have known—
 
   He couldn’t finish his thought as he suddenly covered his face in shame and the video cut back to the CNN announcer again.
 
   “Establish a connection.” Gwyneth murmured to herself like she was engrossed with some distant memory. “Make them see you as a person. Help them remember that they are a person. Talk them down. Give them a reason out. Fight for your life.” 
 
   “What’s this?” Warren asked as he settled in next to Riley and Lizzie. 
 
   “Nothing—just something I was taught while working in Paoua, in the Central African Republic.” 
 
                 “Do you mean the time where you almost got killed by a terrorist?” Warren fixed her with a parental glare. 
 
   “He wasn’t a terrorist—he was just a kid,” she insisted.  
 
   “Anyone who holds my baby sister at gun point, is a terrorist in my book, okay?” Warren rolled his eyes before looking back up at the television set. 
 
   “Warren, you should know by now better than anyone that your sister is fearless,” Hawkins came to her defense, and I couldn’t help but feel a wee bit jealous.
 
   “I’m not fearless—I just found myself in the wrong place at the wrong time.” She shrugged innocently enough. 
 
   “Yeah—that’s not how I remember the story,” Warren emphasized. “And if I had my way, you’d be working as a secretary or for a daycare.” 
 
   “I couldn’t do it,” she insisted. “It would literally drive me nuts to know that I could be doing something meaningful with my life, and I choose not to.” 
 
   She shot me a look as I continued to sit there with my head resting against Hawkins’ shoulder. Normally, I would have just rolled my eyes, but I decided to let it go because I knew I had what she really wanted.      
 
   “Anyway, I was just saying this guy reminded me of a time when I worked in Paoua,” she pointed up at the flat screen. “The first thing they taught me when I first arrived was how to use simple symbols when communicating with the villagers, like drawing a moon to represent nighttime and a sun to represent the daytime, on the palm of my hand. So if I needed a patient to take a certain medication twice a day, I would hold up one finger and then point to the sun symbol and then hold up another finger and point to the moon. Its elementary communication at its best, but it works. And after being in the small village for so long, you start to pick up certain words and bits and pieces of phrases.
 
    “With that said, I’ll never forget the day this sixteen year old patient was brought into the infirmary. He had been caught in crossfire between our guys and hostile insurgents. No one could understand him because both of our interpreters had been sent out to help the other victims at the battle sight.
 
   “For only weighing about a hundred and fifteen pounds, it took two guys and me to hold him down and keep him from escaping the clinic or at least that’s what we had originally thought, but I kept hearing him repeat the words, ‘Min fadlik’ which means ‘please’ in Arabic, ‘Tawa-qaf’ which means ‘stop,’ ‘Ahk’ which means ‘brother’ and then ‘Quatl’ which means ‘kill.’” 
 
   “So I asked, ‘Is your brother also hurt?’ But I could tell that he didn’t speak or understand English any more than I did Arabic, but I knew we would have found his brother if he was still alive so there wasn’t anything I could do. 
 
   “I was in the middle of checking his stats when he suddenly grabbed my arm, Aussie, another doctor went to intercede, but I held up my other hand to let him know that I was okay.  
 
   “And I told the kid, ‘It’s okay, your brother’s going to be fine.’ I tried to find any way I could to console him because I knew the wounds he had sustained were beyond our help. 
 
   “But that’s when he did something strange. He turned my hand over where I had the drawing of the sun and the moon on my palm and he began to draw the letter X overtop of both of them.  
 
   “Then he started mumbling,‘Min fadlik…tawa-qaf…ahk… ma’as-salama,’ in between gasps as he drew the X over the sun and the moon again. ‘Min fadlik…tawa-qaf…ahk… ma’as-salama.’”
 
   “Finally I figured it out, ‘Please…stop…brother…kill. Please…stop…brother…kill.’ I remembered muttering the words to myself when I finally understood that the kid was trying to protect us. They call those clear moments of clarity right before something tragic is about to happen ‘slow motion perception’ but I call it really damn good instincts.
 
   “Fortunately for my crew and me, we only had to evacuate ourselves because this sixteen year old boy had been the only survivor they had brought in. Still, I knew someone was going to get hurt even if it wasn’t us and as a doctor that just wasn’t something I could live with. 
 
   “Once I was out on the street, I remember scanning the crowd outside the clinic looking for anyone who didn’t seem to belong, even among the rest of the other villagers. I knew I was looking for someone who didn’t really want to die; someone who just wanted to avenge his brother’s death - or possibly the rest of his family’s death too. 
 
   “I knew he’d probably be emotional, given the time frame, and I searched among the faces at the nearby market. That’s when I saw him. He was a guy in his early twenties standing at the open of an ally way not far from our clinic. There was this blank expression on his face like he couldn’t see the crowd of people around him. His cheeks were strained with tears and his fists were clenched so tight.” She made fist to show us. “You could almost see it on his face that he was building himself up to go through whatever he had planned.
 
   “I hadn’t exactly thought out what I was going to do. I guess you could say it was a rookie mistake—”
 
   “Ha! You can say that alright,” Warren interjected with a shake of his head. 
 
   “That it was a rookie mistake—because when I stepped forward his eyes snapped up to mine and I found myself staring down the barrel an AK-47.”
 
   “I went to say, ‘brother’ in Arabic when he sputtered, ‘Don’t you dare mention my brother to me!”
 
   “For a second, I couldn’t say anything because everything I was taught in the field had suddenly come back to me now that I knew he could speak English. 
 
   “Establish a connection. Make them see you as a person. Help them remember that they are a person. Talk them down. Give them a reason out. Fight for your life. 
 
   “I’m Guinevere Warren,” I told him. “I work at the medical clinic over there. We treated your brother—”   
 
   “What did I say?” He rammed the gun closer to my face. “Don’t mention my brother to me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that, sir, I told him.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I can’t stop mentioning your brother,” I insisted as he tensed his grip on the AK. “I can’t stop because I just watched him die, and I don’t imagine that it gets any worse than knowing that no one can understand what you’re trying to say—when you need someone to desperately understand you—in the last few, precious seconds you have on this earth. 
 
   “So no, you don’t get to tell me to stop talking about your brother. He left me the message. I’m doing this for him.
 
    “It took all of my staff to keep him restrained, I continued to tell him. And that is saying something for a kid who sustained such serious damage to his liver and kidneys which I’m guessing he did because he knew you were outside ready to ambush the only clinic run by Americans for miles.”   
 
   “What…was the message, he had asked me.” 
 
   “Min fadlik…tawa-qaf…ahk… ma’as-salama. Please…stop…brother…kill,” I remember gasping because once I had finally said the words, I knew in my heart that I had done all I could do for that dying kid.”
 
   “‘But I have to shoot you now.’ He trembled with fear. ‘You’ve seen my face.’” 
 
   “And I said, ‘The only face I’ll remember for the rest of my life isn’t yours, it’s your brother’s.’ He then took off and I never saw him again.”
 
   Even I got chills from hearing the story as we all sat there for a moment in silence. 
 
   “Do you think they were really trying to target us?” Warren finally asked in a small voice. “We would have been there last night if wasn’t for all the cancelations of the international tour dates.” 
 
   “Do you mean were we the terrorists’ original targets before we canceled the date and they decided to go through with it anyway?” Hawkins murmured against the top of my shoulder with his head bent down in thought.
 
   “There’s no way of knowing for sure.” Hawkins lifted his eyes to level with Warren’s. “But we are getting a lot of press and exposure because of what happened with Cyrus and the stage.” 
 
   “And the girls too,” Gwyneth added like it was really necessary. Though I knew she blamed me for what happened to Hawkins that night. After all, ‘I was the reason his reputation has been dragged through the mud’.
 
   “And with all the changes in staff,” Hawkins tried to rationalize the situation. “We make for an easy target, or easy enough if you’re planning to bomb some kind of entertainment venue, especially when I don’t even know half of the crew’s names. Plus you know it’s bad when I start calling them Woodley and Hampton,” Hawkins added with a snicker in my ear. 
 
   “Hey! Don’t knock the naming system.” I grinned.  
 
   “I’m not knocking it. I’m saying it’s helpful.” He smiled with obvious amusement when Gwyneth’s phone suddenly went off. She looked down at the incoming call before she got up and announced, “I have to take this.” 
 
   I took the opportunity to fix Hawkins with a look like: what’s she doing on the bus? But he just shrugged. 
 
   “We’re going to talk about this later.” I let him know he was in deep shit. I wouldn’t normally have been so direct in my past relationships, but I knew Hawkins was more than capable of keeping up with me in a ‘disagreement.’  
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” Gwyneth insisted from further down the aisle of the bus. “I was only planning to go to the concert at 02 Arena when my brother was still playing there, but they canceled it weeks ago.
 
   “The last thing I tweeted was that I would be there? I’m sorry, I forgot. I just haven’t had the time to go on the site. I was always more of a follower anyway,” she stole a glance in Hawkins and my direction at the mention of this before turning her back to us again. “Well, tell them that they can stop worrying about me because I’m fine. Okay, I’ll talk to you later—bye.” 
 
   “Everything okay?” Warren asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” she said a bit distractedly. “That was my friend Stella; she called to see if I was alright. She didn’t know you guys had canceled the tour date and thought I was there last night,” she said as she absentmindedly played with her golden locket. It matched her gold chandelier earrings and the gold jewel baubles on her gladiator sandals. As always, Gwyneth looked understated but pretty in tan khaki shorts and a white embroidered short sleeve peasant top. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she turned to Warren. “I can only imagine who else’s worried about us right now. I need to make some calls and you need to make sure you call mom and dad,” she told him before she excused herself and left the bus.
 
   “Joie, we need to talk,” Lizzie emphasized now that Gwyneth was gone.
 
   “Hang onto that thought,” I held up a finger as I got up off of Hawkins’ lap. “Joshua,” I cracked a smile at what was quickly becoming our latest inside joke as I reached my hand out for his. “We need to talk.”  
 
   Hawkins seemed to know ‘the talk’ was coming eventually, but being the wonderful boyfriend that he was, he didn’t give me much grief for it as he followed in behind me to his bedroom. I sat down next to him on the edge of his king-sized bed, wondering how best to approach the subject since I didn’t want to come off as the jealous type.   
 
                 “So, Gwyneth is still here,” I simply stated because I was waiting for him to tell me about her and was tired of not knowing how long I was going to have to put up with her. 
 
   “She’s Warren’s sister; I can’t just kick her out.” He sounded as if he would like to, which actually made me feel better.
 
   “I understand that you can’t kick her out, but I think we should at least talk about her - and what I should expect, like … will she be hanging out on your bus every morning?” I mustard up the courage to say; surprised that I had the guts to even ask him these questions.
 
   “I honestly don’t know, Joie—but my hands are tied when it comes to Warren because he brought her with him. I guess I could tell him that it makes you feel uncomfortable to be around her, if that’s what you want?” he offered. 
 
   “No, you don’t have to do that,” I quickly interjected, thinking that I didn’t want Gwyneth to look any more smug than she already did. 
 
   “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you about her,” he sighed regrettably. “But she’s a non-issue to me, so it didn’t even cross my mind.” 
 
   “What happened?” I asked curiously. “Why didn’t it work out?”
 
   “I guess you could say we grew apart,” he shrugged. “The band started to take off for me and she continued to travel around the world for her job until we saw less and less of each other. Eventually, she found someone else…” he drifted off. 
 
   “But she’s here now,” I reminded him. “All shiny and new and Meredith Grey like,” I huffed, causing Hawkins to suddenly snicker, though he looked like he was trying very hard not to undermine my feelings. 
 
   “I know everyone makes her out to be this great person and she is, but she’s not someone great to date,” he stressed. “She never cared what I thought, or asked me how I felt about her job. You heard her today,” he motioned toward the shut door. “And that’s not the first time she’s been in a hostile situation. She may be fearless, but she’s also really selfish. And the fact that my opinion never seemed to matter to her is what truly ended us.
 
   “Being with her was never easy, like it is with you, Joie.” Hawkins eyes softened as they gazed into mine. “And I’m sorry that you have to put up with her being around, but you have nothing to worry about, not when it comes down to you and me.”
 
   He raised his hand to the cup the side of my face and I briefly closed my eyes; relieved to finally be hearing about the situation from his perspective. And I knew he was right, nothing ever felt as complicated between the two of us as it did when someone else like Lizzie put their own spin on things. And as if Lizzie could read my thoughts, she began to pound on the door, “Ah—Joie, we need to talk A.S.A.P.”
 
                 Quietly rolling my eyes, Hawkins laughed and motioned toward the door. 
 
   “Go—I’ve things I got to do too anyway. Stupid interview type shit,” he sighed heavily. “Besides, I can always have my way with you later,” he flashed a wicked grin. “Especially if you’re going to have some kind of stripping off your clothes melt down again,” he ticked. “I know I’m hopeful.” 
 
   Blushing a scarlet red, I mumbled something about how those things only happen once in a blue moon before pushing off his bed to leave A.S.A.P.
 
                 “What is it?” I asked Lizzie as I shut the door behind me so that Hawkins could have some privacy getting ready. Judging by the ‘shit, just got real’ look on her face, I added, “Do I even want to know?”
 
                 “As your PR person, I can honestly say that yes, you want to know.” She tried to follow in beside me as best as she possibly could as I made my way down the aisle; demonstrating the severity of the situation. 
 
   “Not this again,” I groaned as I retrieved my pink rolled up sweatpants and white tank top on my way to the front of the bus. We had been living in close quarters together for so long that I didn’t even think twice as I unbuttoned Hawkins’ shirt and continued to get dressed right there in front of both Lizzie and Riley; relieved that Warren had finally left. 
 
   “Well you’re going to need someone to help you with ‘your comeback.’”
 
   “Comeback?” I felt my face pinch as I mumbled the words. “Why, did someone post something negative about me?”
 
   “Yes and no,” Lizzie stressed; making my head hurt. “I don’t mean like comeback with a witty comment like you did with Hawkins. I mean like a ‘visual comeback’ from some seriously bad photos taken of you.”  
 
   “Where is it?” I held my hand out expectantly for the magazine and watched as Lizzie went to fetch it from underneath the seat. Though I couldn’t help but notice that she managed to keep her mouth shut this entire time in front of Gwyneth about whatever god awful thing they were saying about me now.
 
   She slapped the rolled up magazine down into the palm of my hand. Lizzie rolling up the magazines she so dearly treasured should have been the first clue to me that shit did just in fact ‘get real.’ 
 
   Letting the magazine fall open in my hands, I looked down at the picture of me. First, I noticed that the image of me was not Photoshopped unless the extra frizzy puff to the back of my dark hair was enhanced digitally then yes, yes it was. Second, Lizzie’s Ray Bans may make her look fashion forward like Gisele Bundchen, but it only made me look like an alien; if an alien was trying too hard. Third, eating just Cheetos, Twizzlers, and drinking Mountain Dew was never a diet I had ever heard of before and now I knew why. Fourth, yes there was a fourth, going to concert night after night had practically made me nocturnal and apparently made my skin look like something out of Twilight I was so pale, but not the kind of  pale that glittered, more like the kind that gave off a blinding glare. And finally, looking at my petrified face as I flung myself mid-air into the van made me appear a bit more dramatic than what the situation called for next to Lizzie; the laid back, peace signing hippie. 
 
   Flinging the damn thing open, it didn’t take long for me to find the title “Trouble in Paradise” plastered across the top of the ‘article’ (more like a caption of words) filled with photos of me flinging myself into the van in slow panoramic shots. Given the horrific pictures, I thought I was handling the situation fairly well. That was until I flipped the page and found Guinevere Warren smiling up at me with her perfect white smile, unblemished fresh face that didn’t need makeup to look pretty, and the kind of blonde glossy hair that reminded me of why Hawkins said he preferred the hair color in the first place. Gwyneth looked like the high school cheerleader every guy wanted to sack and I was the shy, unpopular one that they were embarrassed to admit they liked. 
 
   It didn’t take long to get the gist of what they were saying in the article. It read a lot like this; Hawkins’ fiancé (must have been a typo) Gwyneth was back in his life and I was avoiding the press because I wasn’t anymore, hence the lovely conceived title, “Trouble in Paradise.”    
 
   “What’s the plan?” I finally turned to Lizzie, admitting defeat.   
 
   “Makeover time,” she sang. 
 
   “I was afraid of that.”  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
                 When Lizzie said makeover, I thought we’d be shopping at Wal-Mart again like how we did a few weeks ago, but this girl meant a full head to toe ‘visual comeback’. Thankfully, she still had a roll of twenties from the days when Warren gave her an ‘allowance.’ 
 
                 Lizzie seemed to have a plan which involved starting at my toes and working our way up to my head judging by the way we started the day off with a pedicure. If I had known we were going to go to all this trouble, I would have remembered to shave my legs. But the poor Asian woman grimaced up at me as she massaged my legs and mumbled something that sounded like ‘harry legs ahhhh, that okay’ making me cover my face in shame. I never did get relaxed enough to enjoy that complimentary massage chair. Not all was a loss though, because I did come out of the experience with perfectly manicured, neon pink toenails. Thanks to Riley, who personally picked out the color and insisted that it complimented my olive skin tone.
 
                 What I didn’t realize was the same ‘nail technician’ who had endure massaging my ‘harry legs’ was the same lady who was going to get some redemption by waxing those bad boys in the privacy of a room in the back. However, I was pretty sure the whole mall could hear me scream in pain with every rip. 
 
   “One more timeeeee,” the Asian lady nodded when it was never just one more time.   
 
                 Lizzie popped her head in just when I thought there wasn’t anything else to wax and she motioned in the general direction of my underwear. Lifting my head off the table, I squealed in protest, “I doubt US Magazine is going to get a close up of that.”
 
                 “I was thinking of Hawkins,” she smiled with fake sincerity. 
 
                 “He’s fine with a-la-naturale!”
 
                 “We’re talking about a rock star that’s sexy enough to make into ‘People’s Top 100 Most Beautiful People’ and probably has had more ass than even me before you came along? Are you sure about that?”
 
                 “Well, when you put it like that,” I groaned as Lizzie gave the woman another nod and shut the door behind her. Seconds later, I was pretty sure even Kelly Clarkson could hear me screaming her name a thousand miles away in my best Steve Carell interpretation. 
 
   I came out of the experience looking like one of those pissed off, but defeated dogs that act as if they’d been tortured after their first real grooming. Riley must have been laughing at me for quite some time, because he tried his best to disguise his watered up eyes behind the cover of a magazine no less as I hobbled forward to get my fingernails manicured. I didn’t know how much more of this I could withstand by the time I was actually ready to leave the place, but Lizzie assured me that we were only getting started. 
 
   Up next was a visit to the hair salon, where I got my hair washed, conditioned, trimmed, and paid for them to do a ‘blowout’. Riley insisted that I needed to try it at least once, causing me to turn to him reproachfully and ask, “Whose side are you on?”
 
   “Joie, hello, I’m gay,” he cracked a grin.
 
   “Well, I think Harlow would find that interesting to hear,” I turned back and quietly sulked as Lizzie paid the big bucks to get someone to blow dry my hair with a round brush until it cascaded down around my shoulders like a Pantene commercial. Then they did my all-time favorite thing; waxed another damn body part. Once they were done my eyebrows were perfectly sculpted. I thought I heard Riley make a comment about what a difference that had made but I ignored him as I waited for the stinging to stop. 
 
   Just when I was beginning to think I couldn’t get any more up close and personal with a perfect stranger, I was directed into a back room by a guy who looked like Ken Paves (Jessica Simpson’s BFF stylist) and was instructed to strip down to my underwear so I could get a spray tan.  
 
   Quickly turning on my heel, I was prepared to bolt out of the place all together, but Lizzie rushed forward to intervene by holding up the god awful magazine of me on the cover of US Magazine blinding me into submission. Turning back around, I thought what the hell and shrugged once I was back in the privacy of the back room again. I ripped off my tank top and flung off my pink sweatpants as easily as I had done it for Hawkins last night.
 
   Fortunately for Hawkins, this guy was as gay as Riley, but unfortunately for me that meant I got the guy’s perspective on the condition of my body, which in my opinion could be harsher than a girl’s. Lord knows, ‘Ken Paves’ didn’t have a problem pointing out my lack of a six pack and how he could ‘disguise my midriff’ into looking ‘trim’. There’s only so much attitude I could muster up when I was standing half naked in front of someone criticizing me, but that didn’t stop me from trying anyway. 
 
   “Seriously—give me a break.” I fixed him with a glare. “I wear a size four, how big can my stomach really be?”
 
   I didn’t know what came after looking like a pissed off and defeated dog, but I had arrived there by the time we were done. ‘Ken Paves’ looked Riley up and down, clearly hoping he was in need of his services too, though I didn’t know why because Riley was tanner than me even after the humiliating tanning session. 
 
   “We’re having a discount sale today,” Ken Paves announced which was news to Lizzie. “One spray tan, second half off?” he looked hopeful. 
 
   I could only imagine how that would play out in Paves’ fantasies since I knew from living day in and out on the road with Riley that he looked like the mirror image of David Beckham stripped down to his skivvies.
 
   “I don’t think Rob Harlow, head of lighting crew for the Grimm Brother’s Band,” I informed him; thinking this is what you get for telling me I have a ‘belly’, “Would appreciate that, but thanks,” I smiled with fake sincerity and led Riley away.
 
    “Joie, Rob’s not out yet,” Riley politely informed me like the loyal person he was, but even he couldn’t hide the grin that took up half of his face. 
 
   “I’m sure this one time, he’d agree with me,” I said with certainty at the memory of ‘Paves’ looking at him like he was a piece of eye candy he couldn’t wait to open. 
 
                 Riley must have secretly liked the gesture because he treated me to lunch. We scarfed down on warm buttery pretzel bites, and I inhaled a raspberry slushy like I was in the middle of a marathon, but then again maybe I was because I noticed half way through ‘my makeover’ I was wishing for the finish line.
 
   “Next up, clothes shopping,” Lizzie rubbed her hands together in a scheming kind of way prompting me to lift an eyebrow in Riley’s direction as if to say save me, but when Lizzie zeroed in on a bar top, I decided that enough was enough. 
 
   “This is where I draw the line,” I told her. “I’m picking out my own tops.”
 
   Whether Lizzie could believe it or not, I actually knew what looked good on me, but my mom never had the kind of money it took to keep up with the trends on a single family income. I had two choices when it came to high school. One, I could have felt self-conscious and embarrassed to show my face or two, own the damn Goodwill outfit and rock it out like I could have cared less.
 
   However, Lizzie did look a little put out when I took Riley’s advice on a couple of dark hued tops that he thought looked good with my dark hair and my newly tanned skin.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
 
   “Hold on, Joie,” he picked up a lavender colored top and laid it over my chest to see how the color looked on me. “Yep, this one too,” he added it to the growing pile in his arms.  
 
   With Riley’s help, it didn’t take long before we both had a hand full of tops, a few pairs of jeans and shorts, but when I went to head to the dressing room, Lizzie shrieked, “No! You’ll mess up your tan!”
 
   “How else am I going to know if they fit?”
 
   “You don’t,” she shrugged. “We just buy everything you want and find out if it fits later when your tan has completely dried.”  
 
   “Do you have that kind of money?” I asked in astonishment. 
 
   “Yes,” she assured me, and I thought wow—poor Warren. He must have really liked her.  
 
   I was just about to argue that I wasn’t okay with blowing that much cash, even if she did have that ‘kind of money’, but it was already late in the day and honestly, I was so exhausted at this point that I didn’t have any more fight left in me. On the bright side, grabbing up tops left and right with Riley doing the same behind me made shopping fly by much faster. 
 
   When it was finally over, I leaned my head on Riley’s shoulder on the way out to the parking lot and he leaned his head on mine. 
 
   “Twins,” he sang, and coming from Riley, that was the biggest compliment I had gotten all day. 
 
   Once we were all loaded back up into the van, Lizzie dropped a bag in my lap.
 
   “Just something I got for you when you two were eating.” 
 
   “Lizzie, there’s like four pairs of sunglasses in here,” I pointed out as I sifted through the bag full of mostly makeup and jewelry. “How many do I need?”
 
   “Just one that actually fits your face,” she said, reminding me of the god awful alien picture when I tried to wear Ray Bans. “You’re a celebrity now,” she added, causing me to grumble all over again.
 
   “A glitter brush?” I held it up skeptically. 
 
   “If you want to look good in the bright LED lights we use every night, then you’re going to need some glitter,” Riley answered for her. 
 
   “Thank you, Riley,” Lizzie congratulated him. “At least someone understands.”
 
   “We should call ourselves ‘Team Joie’,” Riley replied without missing a beat. 
 
   “Yes!” Lizzie exclaimed. “We should get t-shirts made with the logo!”
 
   “I want my t-shirt to say kidnapped and makeup raped!” I interjected but they were in their own world where my opinion didn’t matter. 
              “It would drive Gwyneth berserk!” Lizzie continued excitedly. “I think I’m going to get a pink one.”
 
   “No, you know what would be even better?” Riley offered animatedly. “We should get them made in the same neon yellow color of the crew with the words ‘Team Joie’ in black.”
 
   “That’s hot. Where can we find a t-shirt vendor?”
 
   “Ahh, guys, I appreciate the thought but—
 
   “You don’t get a vote,” Lizzie informed me. “Now get dressed. We’re almost at the amphitheater.”
 
   Honestly, I didn’t know what I thought of the whole t-shirt idea, but if it made them both happy I guess I could put up with it. Though the thought of being beside them dressed in shirts claiming to be for ‘my team’ sounded exactly like the kind of thing I was trying to avoid when it came to Gwyneth. Still, I knew a lost cause when I saw one, so I decided to put my energy into something I could actually control - like getting dressed. 
 
   After living in my dad’s vintage van for several weeks, I got used to doing things normal people wouldn’t, like changing clothes in a vehicle as easily as if it was my bedroom. We were already late for the show I realized as I slipped into a pair of dark denim jeans with a Fleur-de-lis symbol sewn in silver along the back pockets. Using the back of the seat for a little leverage, I hiked the jeans over the top of another lacy boy short number we bought at Victoria’s Secret (a little surprise for Hawkins’ eyes only.) I then matched the look with a hot pink strapless top that had a ripple of material sewn along the top. Lizzie went to town with the glitter brush; applying it along my back and down my arms as I bent over to adjust my silver gladiator sandals. Lizzie added a spritz of perfume as I finished the look with a pair of small silver rectangular earrings that fell to my jawline.  
 
   “Perfection,” Lizzie gave her seal of approval as Riley maneuvered the van around the concert traffic by flashing his ‘crew pass’ (something Rob Harlow must have had made for him) all the way up to the opening of the band’s parking lot.
 
   After by-passing the paparazzi on our way in, Lizzie offered, “Why don’t we take a walk Joie?” 
 
   “Umm…right now?” The scaredy cat inside of me baulked. 
 
   “How else are they going to see you?” she hissed.
 
   “Riley, save me,” I squeaked as Lizzie got out with my hand firmly in hers. I was amazed that I actually made it out of the van without tripping onto my face. I felt silly walking down the gravel parking lot since we were obviously trying to catch the attention of the men behind the cameras. 
 
   “Isn’t this a bit obvious?” I muttered under my breath as we continued to walk nonchalantly like we couldn’t see the flashes of lights going off behind the neighboring barbed wire fence, so much so that a lesser person would have had a seizure by now. 
 
   “Not to America, it isn’t,” she quipped. 
 
   “Well—as long as our priorities are in the right place,” I sighed sarcastically. 
 
   “Do you want the world to believe you’re a viable contender when it comes to Gwyneth or not?”
 
   Honestly, the mention of this did put a little strut in my stride. Though I couldn’t have been gladder to leave behind the memory of the flashing lights and screaming voices as I made my way backstage. When I found Riley sitting in the seat next to mine in the front row, I couldn’t help but laugh as I dropped into the seat and buried my face into the side of his chest at the absurdity of it all. 
 
   “It went that well, huh?” He chuckled.
 
   “I don’t know what I was thinking when I decided to do this,” I laughed.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” he pretended to think about it. “Could it be that his ex-fiancé seems to be making an indefinite stop on the tour?”
 
   “God—you don’t think she’ll stay for the rest of the entire tour, do you?” I practically pleaded for him to say no. 
 
   “How is she so different than the rest of the young groupies vying for Hawkins’ attention?” he turned to ask me. “Because honestly, Joie, he doesn’t seem that interested in her.”  
 
   “I don’t know why I’m so jealous. I mean, you’re right, the groupies never seem to faze me. Maybe because they seem so desperate and she seems so sure.” I shrugged. “Though you wouldn’t believe the type of shit she’s been trying to pull on me. It’s like she wants me to be jealous and freak out on Hawkins.” 
 
   “What’s she been doing?” he asked. 
 
   “While you and Harlow were having a secret rendezvous - which by the way, I want to hear all about - Gwyneth’s been busy trying to get Hawkins to leave me behind literally. She’s the reason I got left behind in Alpine, or at least one of the reasons,” I shot Riley a look. 
 
   “About that—I’m so sorry.” He grimaced. 
 
   “Well, I’m glad someone is,” I half laughed. “Because apparently Gwyneth’s never seen my face before in her life, or at least that’s what she told Keisel last night at the Alpine venue.” 
 
   “She told a security guard that?” Riley, who knew my naming system all too well, didn’t even blink twice at the code name. 
 
   “Yeah, and Keisel just so happened to be working the backstage door at the time.” I stressed, knowing Riley would understand the importance of this. 
 
   “That’s crazy.” 
 
   “Oh it gets better,” I informed him. “She then went and told Hawkins, who was of course looking for me, that last time she saw me I was with you and Harlow. When he didn’t hear from me because I lost my cell, he just assumed I was,” I grinned over at him and waggled my eyebrows. “Watching,” I added causing Riley’s tan face to slightly flush.
 
   Clearing his throat, Riley nodded in agreement. “That is crazy.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know which one is more disturbing, the fact that my boyfriend thought I was date crashing because I’m secretly in love with you or the fact that Hawkins ex-fiancé will do just about anything to get rid of me.” 
 
   “Did you tell Hawkins yet?”
 
   “No, because that’s exactly what she would want me to do. She’d deny it anyway,” I added. “Besides, he said that his hands were tied when it came to Warren.” 
 
   “Hawkins would believe you, Joie,” he stated it like come on now. “He also wouldn’t put up with someone treating you badly either. And I know you think she has everyone fooled, but I don’t think Rob’s a fan.”
 
   “What did you hear?” I suddenly perked up in my seat; hoping that it was something juicy and good. 
 
   “Harlow’s been around just as long as the band, and I guess he was there for the years they were together. I just get the impression from him, that she’s kind of a bitch.”
 
   I suddenly beamed, because at least someone else wasn’t fooled by her act. 
 
   “Did I ever tell you what good taste you have when it comes to boyfriends?” I boasted, knowing that I hadn’t seen Riley look this happy in a long time. 
 
   Things hadn’t gone exactly as he expected when he ‘came out’ to his parents. I think it was half the allure of coming on the trip for him in the first place, so he could get away from them. Though in the beginning, he was the only one who had a real reason to stalk the band because of his job of writing show reviews for the band’s website. The same job he quit to pursue his dream of being on the band’s lighting crew.
 
   Riley was always explaining things to me, like how the crew worked and what their equipment was called. So when a guy decided that my seat was the seat to rig a tall looking microphone to the back of it I huffed, “And what does this contraption do?”
 
   “Oh, that’s not a guy from the crew. He’s just a fan like us,” he explained. “He’s what they call a ‘trader.’ ”
 
   “A what?” 
 
   “He’s recording the sound part of the show to download it onto YouTube or to make a copy of the show for other fans to hear. He ‘trades’ the shows for other shows that he doesn’t have. The band lets them do it because it’s basically free PR.”
 
   “Does he have to hook the damn thing to my chair?” I looked up at the microphone again, which looked like something a person on a movie set would hang over the actors heads to hear them better except this thing came with a type of recording system no larger than the size of an old cassette player in a kind of black carrying case which laid on the floor behind me. 
 
   “You are in the first row,” Riley smiled. “Best seat in the house for recording a show.”
 
   “Can they hear us?” I was beginning to feel a little paranoid.   
 
   “Not once the music starts,” he sighed brightly. “But if you want to scream ‘Hawkins I love you, and want to have your children’ then yeah—they’ll catch that too.” He snorted. 
 
   “Note to self,” I said dryly. 
 
   Once Hawkins finally took the stage, I was pretty sure the only thing anyone could hear was the loud sound of people screaming. When those baby blues scanned the crowd, I saw him do a double take in my direction. I suddenly felt self-conscious, like what if he didn’t like tan, manicured, dressed to impress girls? 
 
   I may not have planned to shout anything up at him, but Hawkins had something to boom overtop of the crowd to me. “Damnnnnnnn.” 
 
   The crowd roared to life again, but there were no other words as his eyes looked me up and down like for a second he had suddenly become star struck. 
 
   “Can I get a spotlight over here?” the words finally came back to Hawkins. “Rob, aim that light over here.” He pointed in my direction, and I would have buried my face in humiliation if Riley hadn’t instinctively yanked my arm back. 
 
   “I didn’t sit around all day to watch you hide,” Riley smirked.
 
   It didn’t take long for Harlow to find me when I was sitting next to his boyfriend of all people. In seconds, the bright light washed over my shoulders as I quietly shook my head and laughed. 
 
   “I just wanted to let you ‘all know,” Hawkins addressed the crowd again. “That’s who I’m going home with tonight.” 
 
   The crowd pealed into laughter at his quickness, and whistled approvingly. I was just thankful for the bright light for once because it hid my blushing face as I shook my head and laughed again. 
 
   “I don’t know about the rest of you unlucky bastards. I guess you’ll have to fight it out to see, but that one’s mine,” he emphasized, causing another surge of roaring laughter and shameless hooting. 
 
   The spotlight finally zinged off of me and zeroed back onto Hawkins as he looked me up and down one more time and mouthed “damn”, causing me to break out into another smile. When Hawkins turned around to grab up his black Gibson guitar, Riley took the opportunity to waggle his eyebrows at me now. 
 
   I couldn’t help but feel as light as a feather and a little high off of Hawkins’ reaction; it might have had something to do with the fact that I had stopped breathing there for a second, but who knows. Whatever the reason, the light airy feeling stayed with me throughout the rest of the concert and into Hawkins’ arms at the end of the show. Hawkins laced his fingers into mine as we headed out the door to his tour bus. 
 
   The paparazzi went crazy, probably because it was the first time they had ever caught us together and Hawkins gave them a show they would never forget by wrapping an arm over my shoulder and pulling me in for a sexy kiss on the cheek. I say ‘sexy’ because it seemed like everything Hawkins did came across as sexy; I guess that’s the plus side of being handsome and confident. 
 
   Lord knows, I thought he looked sexy as he leisurely laid back on his king sized bed and looked me up and down again like he was slowly taking in the view. 
 
   “Come here,” he commanded as his sizzling blue eyes locked with mine. 
 
   “Do you have something you’d like to say to me?” I played it coy as I moved in over top of him.
 
   “Oh, I have plenty.” He wrapped an arm around my lower back and flipped me over onto my back so fast that I barely had time to register the change of position. A laugh escaped my lips from the sudden thrilling toss.
 
   Hawkins proceeded to pull off my jeans like I was a present he was unwrapping, until my tan bare legs raised with goose bumps. I made quick work of flinging off my top until we were locked in another passionate embrace.
 
   It felt like with every look and touch that Hawkins was slowly taking me in. As if his eyes were telling me that everything about my body was beautiful from the tips of my hot pink toenails, up to my tanned thighs, and glittery shoulders and chest. 
 
   “You look stunning,” he whispered huskily as if reading my thoughts. The feel of his calloused fingertips moving up the back of my thighs left me breathless. 
 
   A piece of me couldn’t believe that out of all of the girls in the crowd that I got to be the one to love him in this way. If it wasn’t for Hawkins hungry eyes, I wasn’t sure that I would have felt this comfortable being with someone as handsome and sexy as he was.   
 
   Hawkins ripped off his t-shirt so my fingers could do their own exploring down his broad shoulders to the sides of his tight torso. I couldn’t get enough of the touch of his silky soft skin along my fingertips, and I felt like no matter how much I pulled him near me that it was never enough.
 
   The bus had its own rocking rhythm which sent us into a dazed state as our bodies moved against each other naturally to the give and pull of the road. His lips moved along my shoulder up to the ticklish part of my neck causing another laugh to escape from my lips.
 
   “You think this is funny, Joie?” he asked in the same serious tone as before while his hands continued their exploration up the back of my thighs.   
 
   “Not at all,” I confessed breathlessly. 
 
   “Good.” 
 
   His soft lips moved down my neck to soft spot right below my collarbone, leaving behind a trail of heat with every touch. It felt as if butterflies were fluttering inside my chest as he kissed the soft skin in between the crook of my lace bra. Running my fingers through the back of his thick dark hair, I pulled him closer, encouraging him to continue.
 
   On some distant level I knew that the bus had come to a complete stop, but that didn’t stop us from finding our own rhythm. Just when he began to unzip his jeans, we heard a voice that made both of our eyes snap open wide and go cold. 
 
   “Joshua? Are you here?” Gwyneth called out as I quickly grabbed up a sheet to cover myself and the heat that locked our bodies subsided. 
 
   “What the hell is she doing here?” Hawkins groaned with frustration. I swear he looked more pissed than I was about the situation.  
 
   “I don’t know Joshua,” I grinned up at him. “Maybe she’s cock blocking. It’s just a guess.”   
 
   I looked up into his blue eyes that seemed to smile down at me and puckered my lips so he could give me a little peck before he turned to roll off of me. I had to admit, seeing him pull his black t-shirt back over his broad shoulders was depressing to watch. 
 
   He then cracked the door open to shield me from her view, and snapped, “What?”     
 
    “What do you mean ‘what?’” she hissed like she was his mom or something. “Warren’s been trying to get a hold of you on your cell, so I came looking for you. There’s a situation back at the venue.”
 
   “Yeah well—I’m busy,” he said with edge. 
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   With the sheet still wrapped around the goods, I leaned my head against Hawkins’ shoulder and smiled, “Me.”
 
   The sight of her angelic face twisting up with jealousy was priceless. 
 
   “Like I said, there’s been a situation back at the First Midwest Bank venue. Come find us when you’re decent again,” her eyes snapped over to mine like he was slumming it with me. Only then did I begin to fully appreciate all of the hell Lizzie had put me through today with the makeover. 
 
   Once I was dressed again, Hawkins took my hand in his to lead the way back down the aisle of the bus again. Hawkins bus driver, Ted, a man in his late fifties with short cropped gray hair and a mustache, threw his arms up in exasperation when we came down the first couple of steps to the landing where he drove the bus. Ted was one of the very few from the old crew who got to stay on with the new crew. It was probably because the man had a heart of gold, and Hawkins trusted him the most out of everyone on the staff.   
 
   “I tried to stop her, but she pushed me out of the way,” Ted explained; sounding a bit taken back by Gwyneth’s behavior. 
 
   “Welcome to my world,” I sighed under my breath as Hawkins assured the bus driver that everything was fine. Grabbing my hand, Hawkins led me off the bus, into the Holiday Inn hotel where the band had reserved most of the rooms. 
 
   The fans waiting in the bar - to the left of hotel lobby – looked disappointed that Hawkins wasn’t alone tonight. The hotel looked like something out of the Roman era with its cream and golden speckled marble pillars that had to be as thick as the base of a redwood tree were positioned one after the other in the rectangular space of the lobby. My eyes gazed up at the large crystal chandeliers which were placed in between each pillar as we made our way to the bronze elevators. 
 
   It was customary for most of the hotels that we visited to let Hawkins sweep in and out without having to check in with the front desk to avoid any unwanted attention. Besides, that’s what Hawkins paid the bodyguard securing our floor to do anyway.   
 
                 When we got off the elevator though, I couldn’t help but notice that security had tripled in size. As if Hawkins’ was reading my thoughts, he muttered under his breath, “This can’t be good.”
 
                 We entered the penthouse, which had a hallway that led to a wing on the left and right side of entrance. We walked down a couple of white marble stairs that led to a squared off living room space where most of the band and some of the crew were talking amongst themselves on the white leather couches positioned around the room. Behind the living room was a breathtaking view of the skyline of Chicago.
 
                 I noticed that Riley and Lizzie were also seated around the room as Hawkins and I took a seat on what looked like a sophisticated version of a flat chaise longue. Lizzie, who was sitting the closest to me, went to mess with my hair, but I waved her off when I realized on some level anyone could guess what Hawkins and I had been up to, that is if Gwyneth’s evil glare didn’t say it all.  
 
                 “What’s going on?” Hawkins finally asked as leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees to huddle in with the rest of the guys.  
 
                 “They found a bomb at the venue,” Warren filled him in causing me to drop my mouth open in astonishment. 
 
                 “A what—” Hawkins hissed. 
 
                 “They had to call in the bomb squad and everything.” Warren nodded in understanding. 
 
                 “How the hell did they manage to get a bomb inside the venue in the first place?” Hawkins looked like he was waiting for someone to bring in the cameras because he had just been Punk’d. 
 
   “What we’re hearing from some of the guys back at the venue,” Harlow joined the conversation. He looked like the guy version of Gwyneth in the fact that they both dressed in the same understated hippie style of clothing, like wearing Birkenstocks. I would have sworn the two could be related, with his natural sandy blonde hair and the kind of good looks that came from living a healthy lifestyle. “It looks like someone made the pipe bomb while the concert was going on,” he continued to explain.
 
                 “What?” Hawkins looked like he was having an even harder time believing this than if they had just waltzed in with a bomb and made it past security.
 
                 “Yeah, you heard me,” Harlow looked he was having a hard time fathoming the idea too. “They created the bomb with what supplies they could find around the venue. The bomb squad found broken bits of plastic which look like they came from C.D. cases that we sell, shards of a broken up mirror which used to be in the guy’s restroom, and bits of gravel which they concealed in a tinted plastic beer bottle. The detonator looked like any other kind of iPod wrapped around the bottle in tape. That’s probably how it got past security.”
 
                 “Did anyone get hurt?” Hawkins seemed to slowly register this was really happening.
 
                 “No, that’s the crazy part,” Harlow explained. “The cleaning crew found it long after the fans had left. It was like they were just testing the waters to see if they could get away with it.”
 
                 “Why do you think that?” Hawkins face pinched with the question.  
 
                 “They placed it below a seat in the central part of the pavilion where they could have killed a lot of people if they wanted to. It’s like…they were trying to send a message.”
 
                 “Holy shit,” Hawkins covered his face with his hands as we all slowly looked from one person to the next in the eerie silence that followed. 
 
   “Is this connected to Cyrus?” Hawkins finally asked. “Like a copycat looking to get attention?”    
 
                 “The bomb squad thinks this goes way beyond the skill set of just anyone, even Cyrus. The kind of technology it took to make that iPod contraption isn’t what your average copycat would be able to do either. National Security has already been alerted, and they’re flying someone in tomorrow.”  
 
   “They think that it’s the work of a terrorist?” Hawkins was struck with the last blow.
 
                 “After the bombing in London,” Harlow nodded gravely. “Yeah—they do.” 
 
                 “But why us?” Warren finally asked the question I think was on everyone else’s mind. 
 
                 “Probably because we don’t have our act together, after what happened with Cyrus,” Hawkins sighed heavily like that part of the problem he could believe. “It’s practically common knowledge by now that we got rid of almost seventy-five percent of our staff and crew because we didn’t know who to trust. And if you wanted a place to test the waters, it doesn’t get any better than with us. I mean obviously if you can create a bomb at our concert without anyone ever knowing about it.” Hawkins rolled his eyes in disbelief.
 
                 “I’m pretty sure a lot of venue’s security would have been fooled by the iPod and the tools he used to create the bomb,” Harlow pointed out in the crew’s defense. “This wasn’t the work of an amateur.”   
 
                 “What seat?” Gwyneth finally broke her silence. “Did they put the bottle under?”
 
   “It was left in Row L in Section 103. Why?”
 
   “I just can’t imagine being that person, that’s all,” she said looking truly horrified for whoever was sitting there. 
 
   “Well it’s getting late,” Harlow sighed down at his wrist watch. “I’m sure we’ll all reconvene tomorrow when the person from National Security gets here.”
 
   “Riley, are you coming with me?” Harlow asked on his way out. I think everyone’s mouth dropped at the direct question, including Riley, since Rob hadn’t officially come out to anyone or at least that’s what I had thought. “You wanted to show me that thing you were talking about earlier?”  
 
   “I’m sure that he does,” Lizzie said in no louder than a whisper. 
 
   For a second, I thought maybe Riley was frozen, like how he used to act around Hawkins and the rest of the band because he was star struck. But the new and improved Riley raised his eyebrows and quickly got up to leave with Harlow. 
 
   “Joie, are you coming with me?” Hawkins’ eyes lit up wickedly as he got up from the leather chaise longue. “You wanted to show me that thing we were talking about earlier?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   I was laughing with Hawkins in bed the next morning. Somehow the whole world felt right, like I would never come down from the high of being with him; the sound of my laugh seemed light an airy as he nuzzled his chin into my neck causing me to laugh again.
 
   “Stop, it tickles,” I gasped with laughter. “I’m serious this time Hawkins. You’re being very indecent.”  
 
   He grinned shamelessly as his hands worked their way down the small of my back. He got up and leaned back on his knees; pulling me up until I was thrown against his chest in an upright position, causing my arms to fling around his shoulders and my hair to fall around his face. I gasped from the sudden change, causing him to chuckle from somewhere deep down inside. I took in the smell of his spicy aftershave mixed with my sweet scent of my perfume.  
 
   “Do you think something’s funny, Hawkins?” I murmured as we pressed our foreheads together.  
 
   “Not at all,” he said without missing a beat.
 
   “Good,” I said with tone like I was reprimanding a small child, but when he repositioned me with another forceful thrust over top of him like he was the one really running the show, the dominate stance left me breathless.  
 
   With one warm hand wrapped around my lacy boy shorts keeping me in place, he whispered in a moment of honesty, “I don’t know what I would have done if something happened to you last night, Joie.” The confession tugged at my heart, making me feel even more in love with him then I already was. 
 
   “You would have drank away your pain,” Warren answered for him as he abruptly entered the room, causing me to quickly yank a sheet up around us. “And then you would have slept with everything in sight.”
 
   “Does anyone know how to knock on the door?” Hawkins snapped in utter frustration.
 
   “You’re going to want to see this,” Warren explained as he turned his back to us and turned on the flat screen across from our king size bed. Hawkins briefly closed his eyes like the distraction was literally torching him. Releasing his tight grip, his hand quickly moved up my back to act as a buffer as I fell back onto the bed again. In the background the television set boomed as Hawkins flung himself down next to me with frustration.
 
   “The Islamic extremist group taking credit for the 02 Arena bombing in London this past Thursday claims to have bombed the historic venue in retaliation for the recent suspicious death of terrorist leader Aarif Kumar, who was found dead in his home in Khartoum, Sudan last Sunday. 
 
   “The autopsy revealed a toxic level of barbiturates in Kumar’s bloodstream which is typically used to kill death row prisoners via lethal injection. Kumar believed to be the mastermind behind extracting weapons of mass destruction from Sudan territory before they could be discovered by UN inspectors last spring. He died at the age of 61.”
 
   “And?” Hawkins grumbled when Warren finally turned around again.
 
   “Dude—how does that have anything to do with us and the bomb last night? And who the hell is this Kumar person?”
 
   “That’s what you couldn’t wait to tell me?” Hawkins eyebrows pinched together with a wrathful expression. 
 
   “Well yeah— 
 
   A sudden ambush of pillows rained down on Warren before he literally knew what hit him. “And we’re all leaving to head to the venue!” Warren shouted as he retreated out the door. “The guy from National Security, remember?”
 
   “Next time send a text!” Hawkins grabbed up another pillow and flung it hard against the back of the door as it slammed shut.
 
   “Rain check?” I sighed. 
 
   “Yeah, right after I install a deadbolt,” Hawkins grumbled, and then leaned in to give me a kiss. 
 
   It started off like a sweet little kiss goodbye for now, but I couldn’t shake the memory of his warm body pressed up against mine, and judging by the increasing passion of his lips locking with mine, I knew that neither could he. 
 
   It wasn’t long until my fingers were intertwined in the back of his thick hair; pulling him toward me as he hoisted me back up again like I weighed nothing at all. 
 
   “I love you, Hawkins,” I murmured in his ear when we finally came back up for air. 
 
   By the tenth ring back tone of “Springsteen” by Eric Church on Hawkins’ cell, we fell back onto the bed, laughing partly at the obviousness of the situation and partly from the exhilaration. 
 
   “I think we’ve kept them waiting long enough,” Hawkins lovingly tapped my nose. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I smirked. “I’m high maintenance; it takes me forever to get ready.” 
 
   Though there was some truth in the statement today as I got ready in the ‘new and improved me’. I made sure to brush my hair today, which after a little bit of work looked just as good as it had yesterday. I picked out on a new outfit from one of a dozen or so bags that had been brought up from last night. I got dressed in an emerald green sleeveless tank top that had a scoop neck embellished with multi-colors of different complementing green and silver sequins, and matched it with a pair of shorts that were created out of a dark material made to look like denim, but less casual. I secured the silver gladiator sandals to my feet and added a couple silver bangles around my wrist to complete the look. I may have even used a little of the glitter brush along my tan arms and legs.  
 
   It was funny how a little bit of money and a few minutes of preparation made it hard for Hawkins to keep his hands off of me. When we finally joined the rest of the group, he had his one arm hooked around my shoulder and our fingers were interlaced where his hand fell. There was nothing like the feel of such a simple touch like the way Hawkins ran his finger along mine that made me feel like I was the only one really in the room.
 
   Nevertheless, Gwyneth stood out among the crowd, probably because it looked like she was shooting daggers at me with her eyes, so imagine my surprise when she suddenly gushed, “You look really nice.”
 
   I turned to look at Hawkins dressed in his Red Sox’s baseball cap, dark polo top, and loose fitted dark washed jeans; mistakenly thinking Gwyneth had to be talking to him. 
 
   “Well I would hope they do,” Warren groaned. “It’s only forty-five minutes later.” 
 
   “I couldn’t help but notice a change in the way you’ve been dressing lately,” Gwyneth continued to gush, when I realized she was talking to me, damn it.  “Are those Marc Jacobs’ sandals?” 
 
   I nodded, not knowing what to say or who the hell Marc Jacobs was anyway, but as we all headed out of the hotel suite to leave, I overheard Lizzie mutter to Gwyneth when Hawkins was out of earshot, “Save it for someone who cares.” 
 
   The band, and both the band’s and the venue’s crew, were all directed to sit in the pavilion seats close to the stage. I noticed that - as a group - we practically took up the entire front section in front of the stage. The tight space required Lizzie to do a little shimmying to get down our row where Hawkins was seated next to me with his arm around the back of my seat. 
 
   “Excuse me, excuse me,” she flashed a sexy smile at someone from the crew, but when she reached Gwyneth’s chair, a few seats down from ours, I noticed she added with annoyance, “Excuse you.”
 
   The gesture made me snicker because it reminded me of how she always had my back when we were at Preston High. I had almost forgotten about this fierce and protective side of Lizzie, probably because she thought I had what she wanted earlier on in the tour, but that was water under the bridge now. 
 
   “Just a little reading material,” Lizzie slapped a magazine down in my lap. “Am I great PR person or what?” she boasted as she continued her way down the rest of the aisle.  
 
   There on the front cover of the magazine was a picture of Hawkins and me together hand in hand. Overtop the picture, the headline read, “They Go Public.”
 
   I couldn’t remember a time when I had looked so beautiful before. It could have been because of the makeover, or honestly it could have been because this was the first picture I had seen of us together and I looked like nothing could make me happier. I was smiling at the ground, but I noticed that Hawkins looked right into the camera and gave his sexy come hither smile like ‘yep, she’s with me’. 
 
   “Who’s that chump she’s with?” Hawkins smiled down at the picture.
 
   “Shut up.” I was about to whack him with it when a man in a suit crossed the stage to the microphone. He looked like Matthew McConaughey in ‘Lincoln Lawyer’. He was an attractive guy with short wavy sun kissed hair and was today dressed in an Armani or some other expensive designer grey suit that fit his tall, but lean body to a tee. 
 
   “Check one, two,” he tapped the microphone. “Is this thing on?” His voice suddenly boomed overtop of us. 
 
   “Good…hello, how are we all doing today?” he suddenly smiled revealing what I assumed where veneers because his teeth were perfectly white and straight. I would have thought he was Hawkins by the way he began to work the stage by popping the microphone off the stand and then moving it out of the way. 
 
   “Hello, I’m Robert Vance. I was sent here by the National Security to contain ‘the situation’ we now find ourselves in. Let me tell you how this is going to go,” he said a bit arrogantly. “As of right now the conversation I am having with you never happened. Last night’s events probably won’t even make the first page of Chicago Tribune.
 
   “As far as they know, it was just a couple of kids who thought it would be a good time to make something explode. But…” he held up a finger. “It never happened because the ‘bottle full of gravel’ was faulty, or at least that’s the story they’ll be running in the back of the local paper if it even makes the edition at all.”
 
   “How does that protect our fans?” Swank, the saxophonist for the band, spoke up.  
 
   “Because when people hear the word ‘bomb’ they get scared.” He began to casually pace the stage. “And when people get scared they avoid sports arenas or amphitheaters like this one. When people stop attending sports arena and amphitheaters, those establishments lose money. When establishments lose money, people lose jobs. When people lose jobs, our economy suffers. When our economy suffers, then we do have a real problem on our hands, ladies and gentlemen.” 
 
   Warren sighed in Swank’s direction, “Forget about the fans man. It’s our economy that really matters.” 
 
   “I was sent here to contain the situation, but make no doubt about it - we have a real creditable threat to our nation’s security today,” Vance stressed; too far away to hear any of our grumbling. “So let me tell you what is going to happen. You are going to form a perimeter around the entire back half circle of the pavilion,” he began to list. “You are going to position someone at the front and back of every restroom. You are going to have unmarked crew scattered throughout the entire back lawn. You are going to have security women patting down women fans and security men patting down men fans when they come through those gates. None of this lifting up your t-shirt and doing a twirl type crap.”
 
   A guy behind me from the venue crew added, “So in other words, we’re going to be doing everything we normally do?” 
 
   “But with a little more enthusiasm and a little less half-assed…okay?” Warren said with a glance over his shoulder.   
 
   “Here are some things that won’t be happening,” Vance said, bringing my focus back to the stage. “Just like at any other concerts, no one comes through those gates with a backpack, a purse, a blanket, a camera, any kind of iPod, or any other technological devices besides their cell phones. Unfortunately, you do not have the right to turn a cell phone away - for emergency purposes,” Vance continued to pace the stage again. “But you do have the right to look at it, and you better make sure that it is anything but a detonator for a handmade bomb.”
 
   The same guy behind me added dryly, “I’m glad he thought to mention that, otherwise I might have let them pass through.” 
 
   “Fans are here to enjoy a good show, period.”
 
   “Did you catch that Hawkins?” Warren pretended to be serious. “Or do you need me to start taking notes?”
 
    “They certainly don’t need all their belongings to do so either.” Vance continued his rant. “Unless it’s medically necessary, everything else gets checked at the front gate. Now do you have any questions?” 
 
   “Yes,” Hawkins mumbled under his breath, “What is the highest level of education you’ve received? Is it less than four years of high school? Because you sound like an idiot.”
 
   Another crew member a few rows back leaned forward in his seat and asked more seriously, “Do you know if this is related to the bombing in London?” 
 
   “We are certainly looking into it,” Vance gave a curt nod. “The Islamic extremists group used the 02 Arena, a place they see as evil - and a place they blame for corrupting the morals of Muslim youth, to retaliate for the suspicious death of Aarif Kumar. We don’t have any further intelligence connecting the two events, but Home Land Security has raised the threat level to ‘elevated’ for now.”  
 
   “We have,” Vance looked down at his wrist watch. “At least three hours until the parking grounds are open to the public, and I’ve been told another three hours until amphitheater opens its gates to the public, so let’s reconvene in about three hours so we can go over where everyone will be positioned for the show tonight. Thank you all,” he dismissed us. 
 
   Even though Robert Vance was confident that he could ‘contain’ the situation, I think the rest of the crew, the old crew anyway, felt tentative about the idea of someone being so skilled and deadly that he made Cyrus look like someone who just had a chip on his shoulder. 
 
   “I know I personally feel safer just talking about it,” Warren added dryly as we shuffled out of the seats.
 
   “And I know, I could be sleeping in right now,” Lizzie groaned. 
 
   Warren looked her up and down like she was something tasty to eat, in her cut off denim shorts that were so short the white material of the pockets peeked out in the front paired with a loose white top that slid off of one of her tan shoulders.
 
   “I remember a time when you didn’t sleep at all in the morning,” Warren added suggestively.  
 
   I thought Lizzie would verbally slap him a witty comeback but she just giggled like they were sharing a private joke that wasn’t really so private. 
 
   “What are we going to do to kill the time?” Warren looked like he was asking Lizzie, but he then turned to Hawkins as if waiting for a response. “We still have six hours until the show.” 
 
   I knew from past experience that when the band had too much time on their hands that they would go biking, skateboarding, or chase each other around in the venue’s golf carts. So it didn’t take long before we spotted Harlow kicking a soccer ball around on the lawn of the amphitheater with a few other members from the crew, since even they had time to kill. 
 
   “Hey, Joie, come play with us!” Riley beckoned me with a wave of his hand.
 
   “I’m on Joie’s team!” Lizzie called dibs on me right away. “I’m not in the mood to sweat,” she added under her breath.  
 
   “We’ll flip a coin for her then,” Riley offered, like I was an object to barter over. 
 
   Hawkins turned to me with a pleasantly surprised look on his face. “I didn’t know that you played soccer?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s good…like Mia Hamm good,” Lizzie answered for me as we crossed the lawn. “She almost took our high school team all the way to states.” 
 
   “I’m not Mia Hamm good,” I made it clear to Hawkins. 
 
   “Whatever,” Lizzie rolled her eyes. “You’ll see what I mean.” 
 
   “No pressure or anything,” I sighed to myself.  
 
   Though it was strange how my nerves disappeared when I actually joined the game. I loved the thrill of playing soccer. It required so much from my body, like stamina and skill, that it kept my interest. I had to be physically tough enough to block and defend the ball with my body, but I also had to be skilled and quick enough with my footwork to move around the other players. 
 
   The crew wasn’t playing an official game; more like a group of guys kicking a ball around. Still, it wasn’t long before Warren - and my shoulders and hips - were knocking into each other side by side as we fought for possession of the ball. Warren, who was less experienced, tried to take off, but the momentum of the ball got away from him. I quickly sprinted ahead knowing that I just had to outrun him to gain possession of the ball. All those cigarettes must have finally caught up to him because I easily beat him to the ball. 
 
   As I swiftly continued toward Blakely, the tall thick African American drummer who was acting as goalie, I noticed a gaping hole to his left where a lawn chair was set to mark one of the goalposts. Soon the ball was sailing through the air and Blakely didn’t have enough time to adjust his body as the ball zipped past him for a goal. 
 
   “Yes!!!!!” Riley shouted, and for a second I thought he was going to pull off his t-shirt and fall to the ground on his knees in celebration.
 
     “I’m nothing like Mia Hamm,” Hawkins said mockingly as he placed his hands on his hips and took a second to catch his breath causing me to laugh.
 
   “Can we flip again?” Lizzie gasped from further down the field.   
 
   “No way in hell,” Riley sang.  
 
   We continued to play the game well into the afternoon, but it didn’t take long until I realized I needed to play down my skills because it was meant to be a friendly game of soccer, not a death match. So I found myself passing the ball off to Riley or Harlow when we neared the goal, but Riley quickly chucked that ball back over to me. When I ‘accidentally’ missed the goal, Riley threw me a dirty look. 
 
   “What?” I shrugged innocently enough.
 
   “You’re throwing the game for your boyfriend.”
 
   “No, I’m throwing the game,” I kept my voice down low for only him to hear, “Because we’re so far ahead in points that were practically playing football.”
 
   “So? This is the only manly thing Harlow and I’ve got going for us.”
 
   “Yeah, watching me play,” I cracked a grin. “That is the manliest thing, I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
   He snickered at my quickness before taking off to get in position again. 
 
   When Vance finally rounded up the crew again, most of them looked sweaty, exhausted and a little beat up. I even saw one crew member grab ahold of another’s shoulder as he gasped from the stich in his side.
 
   “Well—I’m going to need a shower before the show,” Hawkins came up behind me bringing my focus back to him. Beads of sweat were dripping off his face and his grey shirt was damp. “Would you care to join me, Ms. Hamm?” he flashed a wicked grin. 
 
   “Someone’s going to need to help hose you down,” I agreed.
 
   As we left, I overheard Warren say to Lizzie, “Well I’m going to need a shower before the show—”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   After everything that happened at yesterday’s concert, I wasn’t surprised when Hawkins insisted that I watch the show from the safety of the lighting crew’s platform later that night. It was a small rectangular space that hung down from behind the top of the pavilion roof and looked over the thousands of fans in the crowded seats below. 
 
   The last time Hawkins had insisted that I hang with the lighting crew it was at a stadium in a section that was blocked off from the rest of the crowd. I knew the extra precautions were for my protection, or at least they had been in the past because we had mistakenly thought Cyrus, the psychopathic stalker was just another person in the crowd at the time. 
 
   Lizzie climbed down the ladder like steps, which led on and off of the platform, bringing me out of my thoughts when she landed beside me. 
 
   “Warren wouldn’t stop giving me shit until I agreed to watch the concert from here,” she huffed, but secretly I think she liked him fussing over her.    
 
   “Just like old times,” Riley turned in his swivel chair to grin up at us from his place next to the computerized keyboard which controlled the lights for the show.  
 
   “I just wish it was under better circumstances,” I sighed, causing Riley to take a sideway glance down at the crowd below. 
 
   “Do you think he’s out there?” Lizzie asked, no louder than a whisper. “Trying to figure out another way to create a bomb or smuggle one in?”
 
   “Yeah, I do,” Riley confessed, sending a shiver down my back from knowing that someone with that mentality was in the crowd below.  
 
   “But what I don’t understand,” Riley continued. “Is why someone would go to all that trouble…broken up bits of C.D. cases and a shattered mirror…and then not follow through with it?” 
 
   “I guess to send a message,” I remembered what Harlow had said last night. 
 
   “But wouldn’t it have been an even bigger message to just let the thing blow up?” he countered. “You know Cyrus would have jumped at the opportunity.”
 
   “Maybe they have something bigger planned,” the words were out of my mouth before I could even realize what I was saying. Everyone paused, as we stared at each other. 
 
   “That’s exactly why,” Riley murmured with another glance down at the sea of faces, causing Lizzie to openly shudder. “You guys are seriously starting to kill my buzz.”
 
   Fortunately for Lizzie, Rob Harlow came down the ladder next; completely shifting our mood. 
 
   “Hey guys,” he flashed a grin our way before taking a seat next to Riley. “What brings you guys back here so soon?” he joked, and I could tell he was trying to make an effort to be nice to us because we were Riley’s friends, which I thought was absolutely adorable. 
 
   “I don’t know, I guess someone made a faulty ‘bottle of gravel?’” I said sarcastically.
 
   “I know, can you believe that Vance guy?” Harlow scoffed. “Faulty bottle my—whoever did that knew what they were doing.”
 
   We all took a collective pause, before Harlow reached for his headset.    
 
   “At least security’s aware of the problem now. You ready to do this, Riri?” he slapped Riley’s back and brought everyone’s focus back to the concert. Harlow put on his head piece and both guys turned back around to face the stage again.  
 
   “Riri?” Lizzie mouthed, causing us to beam at each other before we had to look away again.    
 
    No one would have guessed that the two of them had feelings for each other, if you didn’t know any better, because they were both appropriate about it, and probably the last two people who would try to shove their relationship in other peoples’ faces. 
 
   Still, it was the little gestures that made me smile, like Rob placing a hand on Riley’s back as he moved the spotlight around or how their legs brushed against each other underneath the lighting equipment board as they worked side by side. Harlow was the obvious mentor, teacher-type figure in the relationship, trying to educate Riley - who was the listening and diligent student.  
 
   At times throughout the night, Harlow and Riley would share a laugh over something private, and then at other times they were deeply discussing something related to the show. I had never seen Riley so comfortable with someone other than me before. They were just as in love with each other as Hawkins and I were.  
 
   “And teacher—there are things that I still have to learn,” Lizzie sang, causing me to shoot her a look, but she just gave me a little shrug like she couldn’t help herself, and then stopped. Thankfully, neither one of them had overheard Lizzie serenading them a George Michael song. 
 
   In fact, I’m not even sure they noticed that we were still there after a while. They were in their own little world so I wasn’t surprised at all when Riley gave me a little wink at the end of the show and followed after Harlow up the ladder off the platform.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
                 The next day I woke up in the hotel room determined to do some sightseeing while in Chicago. I wanted to visit Sears Tower and the Navy Pier, which had rides, gardens, and restaurants from what I could tell by Googling it. I didn’t know why, but I always seemed to be the only one who wanted to do something other than going from concert to concert night after night. Nevertheless, I needed a change, or I thought that I was going to claw my eyes out from boredom. 
 
   I managed to wrangle up Lizzie, who seemed dead to the world at that hour in the morning, and Riley, who knew that I wouldn’t stop hounding him until I went on at least one sightseeing trip for that leg of the tour. 
 
   Hawkins mumbled something about giving the keys to the Chevrolet Van to Ted, his bus driver, before kissing me goodbye and rolling over in the bed again. I didn’t bother Hawkins into going with us since he was the only one who really had a job to do today. I did feel guilty about waking Ted at this hour though when we could have easily just gone alone, but after the bomb scare Hawkins was adamant that we needed to be escorted around. 
 
   I knocked on Ted’s hotel door, feeling even guiltier when he came to the door almost as dead to the world as Lizzie was, who at the moment, was snoozing against the wall. The side of Ted’s short pepper salt colored hair was sticking up, and he looked back at us through narrowed, sleepy eyes before groaning, “Yes?” 
 
   “I’m sorry to wake you, Ted,” I sighed, thinking that I wasn’t going to put this poor man through this. We could find the Navy Pier on our own. “Hawkins said that you have the keys to the van?”
 
   “Van?” he seemed to ask himself and then nodded. “Oh yeah.” 
 
   “Do you know where they are? We wanted to head out to the Navy Pier.”
 
   “Yeah umm,” he scratched the side of his head and mumbled, “Let me get ready.”
 
   “No, I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I assured him. 
 
   “No, I don’t want you kids to get lost. Besides, I promised Hawkins. I’ll be down in a few minutes.” I was just about to insist that we would be okay on our own, but Ted had already shut the hotel door. 
 
   “Well—I feel like crap.” I turned to Riley. “Should we still go?”
 
   “We’re already dressed and ready to go,” Riley sighed. “And who knows when you’ll get to see Chicago again?” He had a good point, which made me feel better about the situation. We managed to peel Lizzie off the wall before heading in the direction of the elevators. 
 
   It was an overcast day outside when we exited the hotel minutes later. The parking lot looked like a packed can of sardines with the large tour buses parked side by side. There wasn’t an available space open in the entire parking lot. I spotted the silver Chevrolet van parked by another similar van I knew that Warren let Gwyneth use to travel in.  
 
   Judging by how tired Ted looked when we woke him, I knew we might be waiting by the van for a while, and it started to lightly rain, so we made a detour over to Hawkins’ purple tour bus. I thought we were going to have to jimmy the door open when we rounded the front of it but I was surprised to see that door was already half way open. 
 
   “That’s weird,” I mumbled to myself as I led the way up the steps to the bus. I knew that it would have been impossible for Ted to have already beaten us to the parking lot when we hadn’t even stopped to enjoy our complimentary breakfast.
 
   The sound of our shuffling feet up the steps must have alerted whoever was upstairs because I heard the door to Hawkins’ bedroom door suddenly open. I came to an abrupt stop when my eyes locked with Robert Vance, who looked just as surprised as I was to see him on Hawkins’ tour bus. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I couldn’t help but sound suspicious because Hawkins’ bus had become like our home away from home while on the road too. Vance rocked back on his heels like he was buying some time to come up with an explanation, and clapped his hands.  
 
   “Ahh…we’ve been checking all the buses for security type purposes,” he finally said while pointing his finger up to the ceiling. “It’s typical protocol—making sure that nothing suspicious is on the buses.”   
 
   “Joie,” Riley nudged me. “There’s Ted,” he nodded at the bus driver crossing the parking lot. 
 
   “Well now that you checked the bus,” I went to turn back around to face Vance again, but he was already on his way past me down the aisle. “You can leave….” I drifted off thinking what the heck? 
 
   “You guys have a nice day,” Vance called over his shoulder as he stepped off the bus and left.
 
   “That was weird,” I murmured to Riley before turning to scan the bus. “What was he doing in Hawkins’ bedroom?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Riley shrugged. “But let’s not keep Ted waiting any longer—
 
   I wasn’t sure if I felt the explosion tremor up through my feet until it shook my legs or heard the sheer loud boom of it first, but it made all of us flinch and duck down. My eyes darted over in the direction of the sound before Riley’s golden brown eyes locked with mine. 
 
   “Ted,” he gasped in utter horror as we suddenly regained our composure and turned to flee back down the aisle in the direction of the where we heard the loud sound. Even Lizzie was wide awake now as we unloaded off the bus. 
 
   Riley took off with me on his heels, but he stopped midway to put an arm up to brace himself from the scolding hot vapors coming off of the Chevrolet Van, which was now engulfed in flames. The sight made my stomach drop as the gaseous smell of the explosion filled my nose. Riley took off again around the side of the van in an attempt to save the bus driver, but as I watched I saw Riley’s shoulders and head suddenly drop; I knew the man hadn’t survived the blast.
 
   “That was meant for us,” Lizzie whispered beside me, confessing what my mind had not yet realized.      
 
   I knew that I was someone who could remain calm even through the most difficult of times, like how I was with Cyrus on the highway so many weeks ago. I wasn’t sure if it was a survival skill that helped me handle these life and death situations I now found myself involved in, but often in these times I could think and feel much, much later. Except this time there wasn’t anything for my mind to think through, and it took something like being in Hawkins arms fifteen minutes later for the shock of what happened to dissipate and for the tears to finally come gushing out. Ted had been killed by a bomb that was meant for us.  
 
   I watched the fire department extinguish the last of the bright flames that had licked every inch of the van until nothing but a blackened and burnt skeleton remained. I thought of Ted, the bus driver, that Hawkins had trusted enough to keep on the crew, which said a lot about how he felt about the man, especially when there was no real way of knowing who to trust anymore. But it wasn’t just Hawkins that liked the man, the horror of what had happened to Ted was evident on everyone’s face as most of the crew and the band watched on from across the parking lot and out of the way of the firemen. 
 
   “I woke him up,” I confessed to Hawkins as I looked at the empty shell of the van. “He’d still be sleeping right now if it wasn’t…for me.” 
 
   “Joie, this isn’t your fault,” he insisted and pulled me in closer to him. 
 
   He told me it wasn’t my fault, but as the day went on, I could tell that he was struggling to grasp what was happening in the world around him as he sat with his head in his hands on his bed. It wasn’t that long ago that Monroe, a member of Hawkins’ former crew, was murdered. His body had been planted in the garage of a hotel as a warning from a psychopathic stalker. Still, that stalker had been killed weeks ago and now Ted was dead too, and I wasn’t sure how well Hawkins was dealing with it.  
 
   By concert time, he seemed shut off from the rest of the world; me included. I knew he was in a state of shock and I tried to give him his space to grieve, but he could barely make eye contact with me on our way off the bus and into the pavilion’s backstage. I went to give his hand a loving squeeze but he just patted it and didn’t respond.   
 
   I was beginning to fear that he blamed me somehow for Ted’s death. If I hadn’t wanted to see the city, Ted would still be alive right now. Or maybe he blamed himself for insisting Ted drive us around the place as a precautionary measure. Whatever it was I expected the silence that followed him before the show to finally be over when we made our way back to the bus together.
 
   So when he closed the bedroom door behind me, and suddenly pleaded, “Help me…help me, Joie,” I was at a loss for words. “I can’t feel this any longer.” He gasped like he was slowly suffocating, and it broke my heart to see him in so much pain. “It could have been you today,” he confessed, surprising me. “And I don’t think I could have lived with that—so you have to help me forget.”  
 
   “What do you want me…” but before I could ask, he moved in to kiss me; gently pushing me back against the wall in the process. Hawkins worked his fingers through my hair; pulling me in closer to him with another more powerful kiss. The ridged Hawkins disappeared with every stroke of his hand down my arm and up my midriff. 
 
   The kiss had become so passionate that we only broke apart long enough to rip off his and my shirts before rushing forward to have our lips lock back in sync again. I honestly didn’t know how a kiss could feel this good. Maybe it was because in that moment I knew without a doubt that this was not only someone who cared about me; this was someone who also loved me. 
 
   When the kissing became almost impossible to keep up with as our bodies lifted up and dropped down together, his eyes - which looked back at me with a mixture of sadness, love, and longing - never wavered from mine. I had only remembered seeing him look this way one time before, and it was right after he made the decision to sacrifice his life for mine the day the stage collapsed. When our tense taunt bodies finally eased into each other’s arms again, Hawkins murmured, “I love you, Joie.”
 
   Tears suddenly stung my eyes, because the heart breaking confession was the last words he spoke to me before he was ready to let go of me. And in that moment, I realized what this might mean for me. 
 
   “Don’t…don’t make me leave you,” I suddenly gasped. 
 
   When his expression faltered a little, I knew that’s what he had decided to do and it made me slap his chest. “Don’t make me leave you.”
 
   “Come to bed with me, Joie.” He tried to grab my hand and lead me to the bed.  
 
   “Not until you promise me,” I demanded.  
 
   “Fine, I promise,” he said without any true commitment in his voice. 
 
   “I can’t live without you,” I blurted out unexpectedly; not realizing the truth until I spoke it. 
 
   “Joie, you can’t live with me either,” he admitted in a small voice, and I knew that he didn’t think I was safe with him here. 
 
   “How will we ever see each other then?” the question was out of my mouth before I even had time to register it, but now that I did I insisted, “How?” 
 
   “As soon as everything settles down,” Hawkins confessed in the same haggard breath as before. “I can’t worry about someone possibly hurting you and do my job...” 
 
   “So will you please just come back to bed?” he pleaded, and I slowly started to nod, wondering how I could ever go on with my life without him. I had never wanted to cry before as much as I suddenly did now, but I knew that I wasn’t the only one hurting as we held onto each other in the darkness like nothing could ever pull us a part, but also knowing that nothing would ever be the same again. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
                 I woke up the next morning determined to change Hawkins’ mind, but when I reached out across for him in the bed, my hand wrapped around a ball of empty sheets. His absence from the room hit me harder than it normally would have any other day, because I couldn’t imagine feeling this kind of emptiness every day without him.
 
                 It was only when I saw my belongings packed up neatly into the bags that I bought them in, that the real fear began to settle in. He left a pair of Khaki shorts and a maroon band t’shirt out on top of my bag for me to wear, so I quickly got dressed. Throwing back the bedroom door, I hurried down the aisle of the bus on a mission to find him before he could plan this out any further. He couldn’t just decide this without me. He had to hear me out. I knew that he thought he was protecting me as I skidded down the stairs to the bus, but I didn’t want to be ‘protected’ if it meant we couldn’t be together. I scanned the parking lot, looking for his tall silhouette as a kind of panic began to build in my chest. I was nearly on the brink of tears with each new place that I looked and couldn’t find him, like the backstage to the pavilion. What if he couldn’t handle this? What if he planned for me to leave without even saying goodbye? God—the more the thought settled in the angrier I became as I rushed down the hallway to the stage, but except for a couple of guys from the crew it was empty. I spun around in a kind of hopelessness. This wasn’t happening! He wasn’t leaving me! 
 
                 After spending another forty-five minutes looking for him, I ran back down the backstage hallway determined to wait it out on his tour bus until he had to confront me. I deserved that much I thought as I raced across the parking lot to the bus again. When I heard what could only be Hawkins moving around in his bedroom in the back, I sighed in relief and almost laughed at myself for making a big deal out of nothing, but the smile quickly faded from my face when I pushed back the door and saw Gwyneth going through my things. Looking at my once folded clothes being tossed around carelessly, I hissed, “What are you doing?”
 
                 “I lost something,” she muttered, but didn’t even lift her head to check to see if it was okay with me to go through my things. 
 
                 “Yeah, well I’m sure whatever you lost,” I went to grab the bag of clothes out of her hands. “I don’t have it,” I said in between gritted teeth with one quick jerk sending her forward a few steps. We eyed each other fiercely for a moment, when I realized she had a black and blue swollen bruise around her eye. 
 
                 “Someone took a piece of my jewelry given to me by my mother. It’s one of a kind,” she grabbed up another bag like she had a right to touch whatever she wanted. Watching her spindly thin fingers toss my things around like they were crap sent me over the edge. But this time when I went to grab my bag of clothes, she pulled back just as fiercely; instantly ripping the paper bag in half, sending my clothes falling to the floor.
 
   “You bitch,” I hissed as I dropped my side of the bag. “I know you think you’re so special, because you’re Gweniverie Warren ‘the great pompous doctor’ who we should all bow down to, but you want to know what I think,” I pointed to my chest. “You went out in the world to become something so great while leaving behind the one thing that mattered. And while you were out there ‘becoming someone’ you discovered that all those degrees and experiences can’t hold you at night the way that he did. So you’re back here now because you think you deserve to have it all, but you can’t have him because he’s mine,” I hissed, but she just laughed at me as she continued to grab up the small bag of jewelry Lizzie had bought for me like she hadn’t heard a word that I had said. 
 
                 “I was once naive like you, but what could you possibly offer him that I couldn’t?” she asked skeptically. “He’s not over me, Joie, and that’s the real reason you’re going home.” 
 
   I suddenly gasped, as if she had stabbed me in the chest with her words sending me staggering back. She watched the words take effect with a smirk on her face before she continued to sift through my bag of jewelry. I couldn’t just stand there and watch her touch my things anymore, especially now that one of them might be Hawkins, and went to grab the bag one last time. Out of nowhere she retaliated by backhanding me across the face with a loud smack. The searing pain caused my mouth to drop open in shock.  
 
   After I had a second to gather my bearings, I leaned forward and slapped her back with everything I had in me, causing her head practically swing off of her neck. She touched her cheek in astonishment because I think I hit her harder than the person who had given her that shiner around her eye. Hawkins appeared at the doorway, and judging by his shocked expression, I knew that he had seen what I had done. 
 
   “She hit me!” Gwyneth cried as if she hadn’t started the fight in the first place. 
 
   “Joie,” Hawkins murmured in utter astonishment.
 
    I looked over at him reproachfully, that he would believe her over me, as tears suddenly welled up in my eyes. 
 
   I went to open my mouth to explain and then huffed, “You know what, never mind—” I turned to Gwyneth one last time and muttered, “I’m sick of playing your games. You’re fake, and a sad excuse for a human being. And I honestly don’t know how you stomach waking up every morning being you. 
 
   “I’d say have a happy life together,” I added spitefully. “If I actually thought it was possible,” I pushed passed Hawkins and then Riley, who chased after me down the aisle of the bus.
 
   “What! Wait Joie—stop,” Hawkins called after me as I quickly retreated down the steps of the bus.  
 
   I thought I had taken my fair share for one day, but I gasped with a heartbreaking kind of pain at the sight of the yellow taxicab parked outside the bus; ready to whisk me away from the only place I thought was safe, the one place I could ever really remember calling home. 
 
   Riley grabbed ahold me just when I thought my knees were about to give out. In his protective embrace, I could finally let the tears overflow in gasping, chest racking sobs.
 
   I could overhear Hawkins’ shouting out my name from within the bus, and turned to Riley and groaned, “Please get me out of here.”  
 
   Riley helped me inside the taxi, and like the best friend he was, he held up a hand stopping Hawkins from getting any closer to me. 
 
   “Joie, let’s not end it this way, please.” I could hear the desperation in his voice, but at the mention of things ‘ending’ I slammed the door shut on him. 
 
   “Give her some space,” Riley insisted until Hawkins reluctantly stepped back. Riley went to quickly grab my things while I waited in the taxi.
 
   I couldn’t stop the tears from falling as I covered my face with my hands in shame. I couldn’t believe this was our last memory together. When the opposite door to the taxicab opened, I turned see Riley slide in next to me.  
 
   “The Chicago Airport,” Riley announced as he pulled me into him again and we drove off.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Moving through the airport felt like walking through a dream. I barely registered my surroundings as Riley booked us a flight back to Pittsburgh, but when he called my mom next, the dream began to slowly start to feel like a nightmare. The conversation and the questions made it suddenly sink in that this was not going away. Hawkins wasn’t changing his mind. This wasn’t some kind of sick joke. My mom was heading to the airport. I was going home; to her home.   
 
   Unsure of what the future looked like without Hawkins, I felt like I was moving from one moment to the next as we walked through the long line of security. I didn’t have any possessions to place into a security bin besides my shoes because just like Hawkins, all my things were back on the tour bus. 
 
   That didn’t stop me from keeping my eyes peeled to the exits. It took Riley’s firm hand in mine to finally lead me away from what seemed like the impossible, to what seemed like the impossible to face.  
 
   I hated airplanes. I always had, but I especially detested this one as Riley led the way down a hollow, shaky-feeling air bridge onto a large white US Airways jetliner. The more terrified I felt the more furious I became with Hawkins. It should have been him beside me as I double checked and then rechecked my seatbelt to make sure I was secured tightly to something even if that something felt like a death trap.    
 
   Grabbing onto the chair’s arms for dear life, I leaned my head back as far as it could go with my eyes tightly closed shut. I could feel my stomach began to churn nauseously. 
 
   “Please distract me, Riley,” I pleaded. “You can say, I don’t care…anything.” 
 
   “Well…umm,” he murmured in my ear, probably surprised that I had finally said anything at all as I snapped my eyes shut again. “I think you have one hell of right hook,” he added dryly. 
 
   Leave it to Riley, to be able to make me smile even on an airplane. 
 
   “I didn’t punch her,” I gulped, wishing that Riley could take the nausea away too. “She already had that shiner.” 
 
   “Could it have been from someone who also shares the same lovely opinion of her?” he offered, causing me to snicker again. 
 
   “Okay—don’t make me laugh,” I grimaced. “It tugs on my stomach.”
 
   “You don’t look so good, Joie,” his voice suddenly changed. 
 
   “You’re supposed to be distracting me,” I reminded him.
 
   “You know I have a weak stomach,” he warned. “So if you have to puke, let’s assume the position now or we’ll both be puking together and I really don’t want that to happen.” 
 
   “Assume the position?” I laughed and then instantly regretted doing so as I leaned my head forward.  
 
   “Barf bag!” Riley shouted; startling everyone around us. “Where’s the barf bag?!”
 
   Soon, an air flight attendant was at our side, but Riley had already yanked out the bag from the seat behind us. 
 
   “She has a fear of flying,” Riley explained as he passed it over to me. 
 
   “We haven’t even started to take off,” the attendant explained like I couldn’t feel the damn thing moving underneath me. “I’m so sorry.” She retreated to her seat and a piece of me wished she would take Riley with her so he would be spared of this experience. 
 
   With barf bags up to both of our faces, I thought ‘damn you Hawkins’ as the plane took off.
 
   
  
 
Once the rush of adrenaline from take-off had passed, and my stomach had settled down again, I started to ramble in my attempt to keep Riley talking to me. It wasn’t hard to do; between the two of our busy schedules we had so much to catch up on. 
 
   “I know the pain of what happened to Ted is still too fresh in everyone’s memory, but what was Robert Vance doing on Hawkins’ tour bus seconds before the bomb went off?”
 
   “I don’t know, Joie, but he’s U.S. intelligence, so I doubt he planted the bomb.”
 
   “Then who did? And why?”
 
   “Maybe the terrorists?” he offered. “You couldn’t have gotten a better opportunity to do something like than at an unsupervised hotel parking lot.”
 
   “But why target us of all people? We’re no one in the big scheme of things.” 
 
   “Yeah—you got me there. I’ve got no clue.”
 
   “And why was Vance in Hawkins’ room? I’m sorry, but I don’t believe he was there because it was security protocol.” I threw him a look like come on now. 
 
   “It’s suspicious, I agree.”  
 
   “Something’s off, I can feel it, and I hate leaving Hawkins while knowing it. But don’t tell him that,” I quickly added. “Let him suffer a little longer. He did send me home,” I rolled my eyes, still pissed. “And make Lizzie get back with Warren,” I finally added once we had moved onto gossiping about her next. “I don’t care what she thinks. He’s good for her. Anyone who can show up every morning just to see her deserves a second chance.”
 
   “I’m not sure she can,” Riley ticked. “It might interfere with her plans to take down his sister,” he explained, causing me to snicker because if anyone could handle Gwyneth, it was Lizzie. 
 
   “She’s been secretly ordering her room service and her favorite chocolates in an attempt to get her fat,” Riley snorted. 
 
   “Now that’s the Lizzie I remember from high school. The girl who wouldn’t put up with anyone giving us shit,” I smiled at the memory. 
 
   “No, she did not,” he emphasized. “She’s definitely not someone you want against you.”  
 
   “Look out, Gwyneth,” I smiled at just the thought alone. “Hell hath no fury like a Lizzie scorned.” We began to have a good laugh at this when suddenly I groaned and leaned forward again. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Riley asked tentatively.
 
   “Yeah, I think,” I gulped as I leaned back in my seat again; willing myself to hold on for Riley’s sake. 
 
   I didn’t know if it was karma, for wishing ill things to happen to Gwyneth, or if it was because the plane was dropping too quickly for my stomach, but for whatever the reason I had to find the nearest restroom that I could, and preferably not the one in the back of the plane that the everyone could overhear.  
 
   “That good of a time, eh?” Riley smirked at the sight of my ashen face; trying to make light of the situation when I came back out of the restroom near the airport’s shops and restaurants. 
 
   “The best ever,” I groaned, slowly starting to feel better now that the plane ride was over. 
 
   “I’d give you a kiss goodbye, but I know where those lips have been.”
 
   We started to laugh, but then I remembered that this might be the last time I would see Riley in a long time, and the thought slowly sobered me up. 
 
   “Keep me posted on everything, and when I say everything, I also mean Rob.” I pointed my finger at him accusingly. “The two of you are so hush hush—”
 
   “This is coming from you of all people?” he asked sarcastically, and I knew he was referring to the way Hawkins and my relationship used to be. 
 
   “Then hell, hold onto it as long as you can,” I smiled weakly. “Well—don’t forget about us little people,” I quickly added as we leant in to hug each other again.
 
   As I turned to leave, Riley suddenly called out, “Joie!” causing me to turn back around. “For whatever it’s worth,” he slowly began to nod. “I’d let you go too. If I were straight, I mean,” he cracked a small grin and then added more seriously. “I’d make you go too. Just remember that…” he drifted off and before he could turn to leave I ran into his arms. Feeling my body crash into his solid frame, I felt my eyes well up with tears as we hugged.
 
   “I’ll miss you Riley, my very, very gay crush.”
 
                 When we finally let go, I went to wipe away a tear and sniffed, “I’m serious about Lizzie. Make her take Warren back. Tell her…tell her it would drive Gwyneth nuts!” I smiled at my quickness.
 
                 “Nice,” he beamed. “Don’t worry, I will.”  
 
                 “Good,” I finally sighed, feeling as if I could handle whatever was coming next. 
 
   “Well—see you,” I smiled before turning around to head in the direction of the airport’s shuttle. Leaving Riley behind was almost just as jarring as leaving Hawkins. Who knew when I’d see my best friend again? He was going back to the kind of traveling, the ever growing world that never settled down long enough in one place to grow roots, and I was heading back to a place that time seemed to have forgotten. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
     My mom might not look like much at only five feet tall, but she had a spark about her that made me stop dead in my tracks when her hazel eyes locked with mine. I knew that saying a simple ‘sorry’ was not going to cut it with her now. I had lied to her. I had told her I was working for Nicholas Johnson’s presidential campaign when I was really following a band around on their summer tour. I knew my mom. I knew how badly the lie must have hurt her, and quite frankly scared her. 
 
   She always wanted the very best for me. She wanted me to attend the best schools, make the best grades, and become something when I finally graduated. Maybe she was driven by fear; the fear that I would never become self-sufficient and be able to take care of myself if something was to ever happen to her. She wanted more from me than to live pay check to pay check. I think she also hoped I didn’t have too much of my father in me, the dreamer. Whatever the reason, the closer I neared to graduation day without having a clue as to what I wanted to with my life, the more anxious she became.  
 
   So when Riley and Lizzie concocted the plan for us to follow the Grimm Brother’s Band around on their summer tour; I took the opportunity to flee from my mom and the high expectations she had for me. 
 
   After falling in love with Hawkins, I felt like everything suddenly made sense. I was suddenly so sure. It felt right, when a lot of other things never had. I still had no clue as to what I wanted to do with my life, but I now knew who I wanted to spend my life with while doing it. I knew that my mom would never approve of it. Approve of the idea of only being sure of whom I loved when I looked to my future because in a way, she had spent my entire life trying to protect me from that same mistake she had made with my father. The idea that you can’t always depend on someone else to protect you in this life.  
 
   She had learned from her mistakes. She had become wiser because of them. And I literally gasped a heart breaking kind of sigh as we stood there staring at each other because I knew we were way past the ‘I told you so’ speech.  
 
   “I’d ask where your luggage is,” my mom said coolly. “But then I’d also have to ask where your father’s van is…but then again, I’m not sure why you’d start to be honest with me now.”
 
   Her words hit me like a ton of bricks as she got in behind the wheel of her red Pontiac Grand Am. 
 
   “It’s nice to see you too, mom,” I sighed under my breath before opening the passenger side door to get in as well.
 
   We sat in silence for most of the trip back home because I didn’t know what to say to her. I didn’t know how to apologize to her for leading her on for weeks by telling her that I had gotten a job. It was the reason I was travelling, I remembered telling her. And for once, she sounded so proud of me because I was finally telling her everything she wanted to hear. 
 
   The situation was only made worse when I realized she had a soft spot for the presidential hopeful; something she shared with Hawkins, who had gone as far as to help promote the democrat by registering voters at his concerts.    
 
   “Do you know how long you’ll be staying?” she finally asked. 
 
   “Until things blow over,” I lied, hating that I couldn’t be honest with her again. “He thinks this is what’s best for my safety,” I murmured, knowing at least that part was true. 
 
    “Well—that’s not what the magazines are saying,” she huffed. “And by the way, I am not overbearing.”  
 
   “Mom, don’t read those. They’re never accurate,” I said, thinking what were they saying about me now? I knew they didn’t know I had left yet. I still had that to look forward to I realized grudgingly. 
 
   “Don’t tell me that,” she insisted. 
 
   “It’s the truth mom. Everyone knows that what they write is a bunch of rubbish.”  
 
   “Yeah well that rubbish is the only connection I’ve had to my daughter’s life, so don’t tell me that it’s not accurate.” 
 
   I thought I was incapable of feeling any more pain than I already had today, but hearing her confession made my heart feel like it had shattered into a thousand tiny pieces.  
 
   “They must know some things,” she continued to defend the tabloids, but I didn’t have it in my heart to stop her now. I had hurt her. I just didn’t know how much until now. 
 
   “They use quotation marks,” she continued, making my eyes suddenly prickle with tears. “And sources— Yes mom, they do quote people.” I gave in with a sniffle and a nod.
 
   “Then it’s true that he was going to marry that girl?” She looked over at me for clarification. 
 
   “A long time ago, yes,” I nodded; thinking Gwyneth was the last person I wanted to be talking about right now.  
 
   “Joie,” she said my name no louder than a whisper. “How could you be so foolish?”
 
   “I don’t know, mom,” I suddenly gasped, because I was too tired to keep pretending everything was okay when it wasn’t. “I’m sorry.” I finally broke down and told her.
 
   “Oh honey,” her tone suddenly softened. “I don’t blame you, not really. You’re young and you fell in love. I’m just glad that you got out of it before something stupid happened.” 
 
   “Like what happened with you and dad?” I turned to lock eyes with her. 
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that, Joie,” she huffed. 
 
   You never do, I thought with a heavy sigh as I looked out at the familiar sight of the street that led down our block to our house. Our neighborhood was filled with residents that some would call ‘old money’. The surrounding houses, which were all built differently to each other and varied from block to block, were created in a time before cul-de-sacs became popular among the wealthy.    
 
   Our house didn’t look like much from the front. It was a two story white house with navy blue shutters. It used to belong to my grandfather before my mom inherited it. I was too young to remember much about my grandfather when he died, but I felt like a piece of him lived on in our house because it was still decorated the same way that he had left it. My mom hadn’t even changed as much as a piece of furniture or painting on the wall. It even smelled like the same mossy, old house he owned when we finally came through the front door minutes later.
 
   The house had always reminded me of a museum because of all the paintings, sculptures, vases, animal figurines, and the expensive furniture that filled the rooms. To the left was the living room, decorated with a stiff black and white floral love seat which lined the wall to my left and matching couch which was positioned adjacent to it under a bay window that faced the front yard. I can’t remember the last time I actually sat down on either one of them because like the furniture in a museum, it was prettier to look at than to sit on. 
 
   Straight across the living room was another wide opening that led back to the family room. It was equipped with a television set and a long leather couch. My mom and I had spent most of our time together in there because it was the only comfortable seat in the house and it was the only place besides my room where you could find modern technology.
 
   Across from the front door, was a hallway that led further back to a full size kitchen and dining room. Looking around at the large framed artwork on the walls and old décor like the faded tapestry on the ground, I wondered how my mom could feel comfortable living in a type of archive. 
 
   I knew a part of the reason was because she didn’t have the money to upgrade the place. And the other part was because, like the rest of our neighborhood, we seemed to live in a part of the Burgh which time had literally forgotten.
 
   It was weird knowing so much had changed in my life, and yet here I was standing in this house as though it could have been only yesterday that I planned my escape and left on some crazy mission to stalk a band.  
 
   “I’m sure you’ll find enough clothes to wear in the drawers where you left them,” my mom sighed, bringing me out of my analysis.  
 
   “Thanks,” I smiled and pointed up the steps in the direction of my room before we parted ways. As I climbed the stairs a small voice in the back of my mind reminded me that this was my reality now. I belonged here now because as far as Hawkins was concerned I didn’t belong in his world anymore. I knew he thought he was protecting me, but as I pushed back the door to my room, the emptiness was almost unbearable. The stagnant stale air clung to my lungs as I slowly took in the room. 
 
   My mom must not have touched a thing since I left because my bed, which was centered on the wall across the room to my left, was still unmade, like she was waiting for me to come home any day now. The thought alone made me feel overwhelmed with emotion. Why couldn’t I have just told her the truth instead of continuing to run from her? I wondered as I crossed the threshold of my door into the small space. 
 
   My room had two half size dressers; one to the left of the door and one across from the door along the wall to the right. My fingers grazed along the top of one of them where I had left my graduation commencement program. God—it felt like a lifetime ago, I realized as I leafed through it and then tossed it to the side again.
 
   Looking up at the bulletin board overtop of the dresser, I snatched up a picture of Riley and me at Kennywood Amusement Park on a day that we decided to ditch school. Riley’s familiar face was the only thing that comforted me as I came to sit down on the edge of my bed. This couldn’t be my life, I thought with another glance around the room. It was too… settled and quiet, I sighed with the realization. Yes, I might be safe here, but at what cost? 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that night, I didn’t know what to say to my mom as we sat down for a spaghetti dinner. The only sounds that could be heard were from my cell beeping every couple minutes from calls and text that Hawkins was sending but I wasn’t answering and the silverware clanking off our plates as we continued to eat in silence. 
 
   “Is it supposed to storm?” my mom finally asked. 
 
   “No, why?” I felt my face pinch with the question since it had been an unusually bright day, even for the Burgh. 
 
   “I thought I saw lightning,” she went to shrug it off when suddenly I saw a flash of light through the corner of my eye and another flash quickly followed it, but I didn’t hear any thunder. 
 
   “Oh my god,” I realized with a sickening kind of dread in the pit of my stomach. The flashes of light weren’t from a lightning storm; they were from the cameras of the paparazzi outside our dining room window. 
 
   “Mom, get down,” I hissed as I quickly ducked for cover under the table; out of the way of the shot. My heart was racing inside my chest from the sudden breach of privacy.   
 
   “Who are those men?” My mom stayed frozen in her seat as I quickly worked my way over on my knees to the window and yanked the curtains shut.  
 
   It might as well have been thundering and lightning because once my mom finally found her feet again, we both raced from window to window to shut the curtains in the same mad rush as if we had left the windows down in the middle of a rain storm. 
 
   I didn’t know if it was legal for the paparazzi to be scattered throughout our yard and around our house, but they probably figured that they could get away with it for now. It wasn’t like I was the famous one in the relationship who had security for this type of stuff. 
 
   Ten minutes later, my mom and I found ourselves both winded from the experience with our butts on the floor and our backs to the couch in front of our bay window in the living room. Even with the curtains drawn tightly shut, I could see flashes of lights go off outside through the cracks to the side of the curtains like they were trying to catch any image they could. It was enough to even weird me out, and I thought I had seen a thing or two by now.   
 
   For the first time since I had arrived home, my mom showed some real affection toward me by taking my hand into hers and squeezing it. 
 
   “They don’t show you this part in the magazines,” she gasped; partly from being still winded from the experience of running around the house and partly from being afraid like me. 
 
   “No, no they don’t,” I smiled over at her weakly; wishing that she didn’t have to experience this with me.  
 
   “How did they find out where I was so quickly?” I asked out loud when it suddenly dawned on me. 
 
   “Lizzie,” I growled as I reached for my cell that, fortunately for me, I still had in my jean pocket. 
 
   “What are the paparazzi doing at my house?” I sent the text to Lizzie’s cell. 
 
   “Good, they’re there,” she texted back like she had been anticipating this moment. “Now remember to look cool and indifferent. Someone has an image to keep up.”
 
   “You know he dumped me right?” I reminded her. 
 
   “He didn’t dump you, it’s Hawkins. He has a martyr complex. And we need this opportunity to show Gwyneth that none of this got to you. Now remember - no occasion’s too small to look your best,” she continued before I could text back and then sent another text at lightning speed. “I know you left all your clothes here so I’m going to be emailing you a cheat sheet of photographs from magazine clippings of outfits that any girl, yes even you, can create from the basic things you have in your closet.”
 
   “I highly doubt that,” I mumbled to myself when another text popped up.  
 
   “That bitch won’t know what hit her, when you look confident and hot, while he literally cries himself to sleep every night.”
 
   “Wait—what?” I asked because that part actually caught my attention. Did Hawkins miss me? 
 
   “Nothing, not important—now remember, don’t directly acknowledge them.”
 
   “I think it’s too late for that,” I sighed to myself with the memory of my mom and me frantically running around the house so we could yank the curtains shut.   
 
   “Am I great PR person or what?” the next text popped up. 
 
   Groaning to myself, she quickly replied before I could, “You can thank me later…bye!”
 
   “Who was that?” my mom asked bringing my focus back to the two of us; hiding out on the living room floor. 
 
   “The less you know the better,” I sighed as I tightened my hand around hers and squeezed it. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Maybe the less I knew was better for me too, because when I woke up the next morning, feeling barricaded in my house because the paparazzi were literally camped outside on my front lawn, I made the mistake of turning on the TV. I never considered myself lucky, but I couldn’t remember doing anything worth deserving this kind of bad Karma. There on the 37inch flat screen was my face blown up to fill the screen.
 
   “I guess its official, J.T. Hawkins and Joie Hall have broken up for good.” 
 
   It suddenly felt as if I walked in on a conversation where people were talking behind my back, only problem was they just kept talking and for a second I was glued to the screen unable to turn it off. 
 
   “And now there are rumors that he’s been crying his eyes out on his ex-fiancé shoulder to get him through this difficult time.” 
 
   When they showed a picture of Hawkins, Gwyneth, and Warren heading into a hotel together, it was my worst nightmare come true. I knew they were reading more into the picture than was actually going on with Warren being in the bunch, but it still succeeded at setting my teeth on edge. What if Gwyneth was moving in on Hawkins now that I was gone?
 
    “Poor Hawkins,” the newscaster added sarcastically bringing my focus back to the television set. “Life must be so tough.” 
 
   “I know,” another guy in the group added. “It’s like dude—why did you leave her in the first place? She’s gorgeous.” 
 
   Finally my body caught up with my mind as I turned the television set off. 
 
   “Well—that was a mistake,” I mumbled to myself as I fell back onto my bed. Grabbing up my cell phone from the nightstand by my bed, I ignored the over 25 messages from Hawkins and decided to text Riley. 
 
   “I’m depressed. The paparazzo is holding me prisoner in my own house, and according to TMZ Hawkins is moving onto Gwyneth.”
 
   “You think you’re depressed, you should see Hawkins. At least you shower when you’re depressed. If he doesn’t shave soon, he’s going to start to look like the Unabomber. And I don’t see how he could have possibly moved on when he hasn’t even left his room except to take the stage every night.”
 
   “Are you sure, because they showed a picture of him going into a hotel with her?” I asked since Hawkins appeared to look his normal sexy handsome self in the picture that they showed. 
 
   “I share the same tour bus with him, I think I would know. That picture must be old.”
 
   “Thank you, I needed to hear that. Well—not that he’s depressed, but that he’s not moving on.” 
 
   “It’s cool. I’m here for you.”
 
   A text from Lizzie suddenly popped up on my smart phone, probably because she was sitting right there next to Riley on the tour bus. 
 
   “Did you look at the email I sent you of the different ways to style your clothes yet? And what the hell is this shit on Yahoo’s website? You looked pasty white and scared.”
 
   “They ambushed us at dinner and I was scared for my mom!”
 
   “Do I sound like I care? If you want Hawkins not to move onto Gwyneth then you’ll fix it!”
 
   Grrrrr!
 
   “What do you expect me to do, get all dressed up just to go get the mail?”
 
   “That’s exactly what I expect for you to do, so chop, chop. But not before you check that email I sent you!”
 
   “Fine—bye,” I sent the text with a huff and glanced across the room at my laptop. 
 
   I slid out of my bed and crossed the room to my desk. On my way there, I made a small detour over to my window that faced the front of the house. I peeked from behind the curtains to steal a glance at the paparazzi down below. 
 
   I would have thought I was Angelina Jolie on the red carpet the day of the Oscars by the packed crowd of men below. As if they had been studying the house, waiting for this moment to finally present itself, someone noticed me through the high powered zoom lens of their camera and took a shot causing me to quickly slap the curtain shut. Going to get the mail suddenly felt like a much bigger deal than I had anticipated. 
 
   But then I remembered what they had said about Gwyneth and Hawkins on TMZ, and even though the picture wasn’t current, it was enough for me to take Lizzie seriously. 
 
   Minutes later, I found myself scrolling down the pictures on the email she had sent me. One picture had a girl dressed in a ‘summer scarf’ which never made sense to me because…well it was summer. I continued to scroll down, hoping Lizzie could give me something to work with, but another one was of a girl dressed in a tan jumpsuit and I thought, really? This was something every girl could find in her closet?
 
   “Come on now,” I mumbled, and noticed the next one was of a girl in a fedora hat dressed in a black tank top with dark washed jeans. This picture came with directions from Lizzie. 
 
   “If you’ve gone this far, I want you to know that I picked this out as a last resort. I know you own at least one black thing of everything. I remember the horrible black phase you went through in high school. It embarrassed me just as much as it should have embarrassed you. Whatever you do, don’t repeat the look twice. If I see you out around town in this outfit then don’t be surprised when you get a dozen or so packages in the mail of the clothes up above in this email. P.S. I think you could really rock that jumpsuit.”
 
   The comment sent me collapsing back onto my bed again, so I could pull the covers up over my head. How did I find myself in this situation? I would have felt inclined to stay in my bed if wasn’t for the image of Gwyneth smiling a confident smile for the cameras as she walked into the hotel with Hawkins. Dressed in skinny jeans that complimented her tiny frame and rocking out a dark jacket like she was Kate Moss or something.
 
   It wasn’t hard to see what Hawkins had seen in her, especially when he looked just as handsome as she was pretty. His dark careless hair was the only thing to soften his chiseled eyebrows and strong jaw line. I knew it wasn’t intentional because I had seen the look before, but his blue eyes fixed the camera with an ‘I’m too hot to be bothered look, so f#@k off.’ 
 
   God—I missed him and wanted him to miss me too, so I finally pushed the sheets off me again and headed to the bathroom with a renewed sense of enthusiasm. 
 
   I went to town scrubbing myself down in the shower with one of my mom’s loofa pads and then began to lather up those legs so I could shave them smooth again. Once out of the shower, I scavenged through my mom’s makeup bag for any mascara and lip gloss I could find. I then blew dry my dark hair and used a flatiron until it was poker straight. I knew this forty-five minute ritual was common for most girls, but I literally felt exhausted and had to take a break midway through. 
 
   Thankfully, Lizzie was right; I owned one of everything in the color black. So it wasn’t hard for me to find the best looking V-neck tank top I owned and then matched it with a dark pair of jeans. 
 
   Unfortunately for me, I did happen to own a beige fedora hat, and Lizzie would know because she had bought it for me. It took a minute to find the thing crammed in the back of my closet and another minute to straighten it out properly again. I felt silly the instant I put it on my head. I was quickly losing my confidence the longer I wore the hat down the stairs and to the front door. I took a minute to catch my breath, which had nothing to do with the exhaustion I felt from just getting ready.
 
   “I can do this,” I tried to convince myself as I braced a hand against the door. I knew the more I thought about it the more likely I was to wimp out, so without giving it another second, I tossed the fedora hat to the living room floor and pulled back the front door; thinking eat your heart out Hawkins.    
 
   A few of the men did a double take in my direction like they had imagined seeing me standing there at the opening of my front door, but the instant I stepped out onto the porch they suddenly converged like a pack of hungry wolves.
 
   I tried to act like I was unaware of them, but that was hard to do when they were blocking off my path to the mailbox and shouting things at me. 
 
   “Joie Hall, is it true? Did you and Hawkins and break up?” 
 
   “Joie, over here! Joie look at me!” they growled.
 
    I did my best not to flinch, but they were bumping into me left and right. 
 
   “Dude—you’re in my shot. Get out of the way!” another one hissed. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if this was what Lizzie had in mind when she tried to coach me into being nonchalant, but I decided to chuck the idea of getting the mail half way across the lawn and quickly turned back around for the door. I almost tripped on my way back up the steps to my front porch and prayed for dear life that I would make it safely back inside before doing any more damage to my self-esteem. 
 
   Once I was finally inside again, I slammed the door shut and locked it and then double checked that I had locked it for sure. I could still hear the pack of men shouting from outside as I turned to lean my back up against the door and took a haggard breath. My hands were literally shaking from the experience as I bent over to settle myself. What was I thinking? I didn’t belong in this world. This was Hawkins world and he had made it clear that I didn’t belong with him either. 
 
   I couldn’t even bring myself to imagine how that horrific photo op’ would translate onto paper. It was bad enough to know that I had embarrassed myself, but the last thing I needed right now was to hear it from Lizzie.
 
   The unexpected upside to all the paparazzi practically banging down my front door was how quickly my mom and I were bonding over the experience. After she came through the door next; looking like a deer caught in the headlights, she murmured, “Oh Joie, I had no idea.”
 
   “Did you get a haircut?” I noticed she had a few inches trimmed off of her shoulder length wavy chestnut brown hair. She reached a hand up absentmindedly to touch it and if my mom was the blushing type, I was pretty sure her face would have turned a light pink.   
 
   “It was getting too long,” she offered innocently enough.  
 
   “Is that a new top?”
 
   “What, this old thing?” she glanced down at the navy blue top with different brightly colored buttons down the front of it. It looked like something she would buy from her favorite store Christopher and Banks.  
 
   “Lizzie texted you, didn’t she?” I nodded knowingly. 
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know how she got my number,” my mom confessed in one long sigh with a little drop of her head. 
 
   “Mom, you’re beautiful. You don’t need to take tips from Lizzie.”
 
   “You’re just saying that because you’re my daughter,” my mom fended off the compliment, but at least she smiled, which was enough for me. “Why don’t we do something we haven’t done in a long time together, like watch a Jane Austin movie and eat a bowl of raspberry sherbet, how’s that sound?” she asked. 
 
   “I’d like that.”
 
   It was amazing how spending some quality time with my mom could put me at ease, even with a bunch of voyeurs right outside our door. There was nothing like a little movie marathon and a bowl of sherbet in the family room, where eating food was normally not allowed, to make me feel like we were having a little adventure together. As if for a second, we had escaped to a safer place and time.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I woke up to the sound of Dave Matthews singing to me via my ring tone on my cell. I went to check the time on my alarm clock but the power must have gone out sometime last night because it was off. Grabbing up my cell, I checked to see who had called me when I realized it was Lizzie. 
 
   What was she doing up at this hour? Lizzie normally slept in until noon. Hell, we all did. My eyes widened when I checked the message, because she had practically written a paragraph. 
 
   “Something is going on with that bitch. I bought her a one way ticket back to Vancouver, but Warren says she plans on staying. Priceline my ass, that ticket cost me five hundred dollars.”
 
   “You and Warren, huh?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she pretended to be clueless. 
 
   “One, you’re up at this hour. Two, you had five hundred dollars to pay for a ticket? Back on the payroll I see.”
 
   Lizzie replied with one symbol =)
 
   Slapping my cell down on the nightstand, I fell back into my bed, determined to sleep another couple of hours, but with the air conditioning being off, the heat of another hot summer day seeped into my room making it too hot and sticky to get comfortable again. Tossing the sheet off of me, I slid out of bed determined to get some cool air circulating throughout the room again. Now that I was officially up, I decided to check in with Riley for the day. 
 
   “What’s new, Riri?”
 
   “Not much, Josephine. You know he played your song last night.” 
 
   I smiled, but already knew that he played the song he wrote for me because I had been virtually stalking the band via their website that uploads each song that gets played that night in real time. It was pathetic really, but it made a piece of me feel like I was still connected to the tour.
 
   “How was the rest of the show?” I texted because I couldn’t actually here the songs just see the set list.  
 
   “It was a sick show last night. They knocked it out of the ballpark.” 
 
   “So Hawkins is doing better?” I couldn’t help but feel bummed by the news because Lord knows I didn’t feel any better. 
 
   “No, not better—more like raw. It makes his sad songs hauntingly good and every other song even more passionate then I’ve heard it before.”  
 
   “How’s he been doing? Is he still sleeping a lot?” I asked because I was worried. 
 
   “I know he’s tried to call you like a million times. You could just pick up the phone and ask him yourself.”
 
   “And say what, I’m still pissed? Or I laid on my left side and watched TV for an hour and then laid on my right? Yeah—that’s really interesting.”
 
   “Ah, now that sounds like Hawkins when he’s not on the stage.”
 
   A piece of me felt good to hear that he was just as miserable as I was and a piece of me felt sad. Why did he have to push me away? I could have been there with him right now. 
 
   “How’s Harlow?” I changed the subject because it just made me feel more depressed than I already was.  
 
   “I swear I learn something new from him every night. I feel like I’m getting an invaluable experience and education. I mean the man’s a legend.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that you are, wink, wink.” 
 
   “I’ll never kiss and tell. Still, it would be nice not to have to hide our relationship for once,” Riley texted back and I knew that he was referring to the fact that Rob wasn’t officially out of the closet yet. “I also understand it’s a personal decision, so what can I say? Ahh—men.”
 
   “Exactly. Keep me posted.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   I smiled down at the message when I finally reached the bottom of the stairs since I had spent most of my time slowly drifting down them as we texted each other. The warm humid air that made my clothes cling to my body, reminded me of the reason I got out of bed in the first place.
 
   Still, I could afford to make one more detour I decided as I headed in the direction of the living room. Even though I didn’t like the paparazzi being on my front lawn, I stopped to take a peek outside from behind the curtain of the bay window anyway. I think a piece of me was waiting for the day when they finally figured it out that Hawkins had dumped me and wasn’t coming back anytime soon. How would I feel then? God—the thought was depressing for so many reasons. 
 
   Rolling my eyes, I continued my way down the hallway and made sure the light switch to the basement was flipped on before heading down the steps in case it was just the breaker. With the power being out, I couldn’t see as well as I would have liked and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I imagined one of the paparazzi jumping out at me from somewhere in the darkness as I felt my way around. I must have swatted away a dozen or so cobwebs along my path over to the far wall where we kept the electrical box. As a kid my grandfather’s basement used to give me the creeps and I’d imagine that it was haunted with ghosts so - given the circumstances, I wasn’t exactly thrilled to be stuck down there. 
 
   When I finally found the metal box, I flung it open and looked to see if any of the breakers had blown, but they were all on so I turned them off and then back on again. I waited for the basement light to turn on above my head, but when it didn’t I went back over the first set of breakers again. 
 
   It slowly started to dawn on me that if the power outage wasn’t caused from a rain storm or some other natural reason than that meant someone from the paparazzi must have done it. Quickly turning around, I stood there as if waiting to get attacked, but after a few seconds had passed and the shock had worn off, I bolted back up the basement stairs.
 
   With one hand armed with a bottle of mace, I did a thorough search of the house, but when I realized that I was alone, my face pinched in bewilderment. Retreating back up to my humid bedroom, I grabbed up my cell to call my mom at work. Once I explained who I was and that it was an emergency they put me through to my mom. 
 
   “Joie?” my mom sounded scared, probably because I never called her at work. 
 
   “Hey, sorry about the phone call, but I wanted to let you know that the power’s gone out. I switched the breakers on and off but nothing turned on. I think the paparazzi must have done it.”
 
   “It wasn’t the paparazzi,” my mom confessed in a small voice. “I’m behind on my payments.”
 
   “Oh—”
 
                 I was surprised to hear that, because I knew my mom had to be months behind for them to actually turn off the power and my mom was if nothing else, responsible. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” she began to say, but I cut her off before she could continue to feel
 
   embarrassed. 
 
   “Mom, I have money left over from working for Hawkins’ website.”
 
                 “No, that’s yours to spend,” she insisted. 
 
   I knew she was too proud of a person to take help from her daughter, and too afraid to look like a failure, but I knew where she kept her statements and bills so I pretended to go along with her. 
 
   “Okay, well I’ll see you later then,” I sighed, wishing that I didn’t have to go behind her back to help her. Making my way back down the steps, I headed for one of my grandfather’s old desks that my mom turned into her little office space. I felt guilty about going through all her paperwork and bills, but it didn’t take long until I realized that my mom wasn’t just behind in the electrical bill but she was behind in all of her bills. 
 
       I realized there was one common theme that kept popping up with every statement. She was about three months behind in all of her payments, which was only a month after my father had died. I knew he had always been diligent about paying my child support every month before he passed. I realized that she must have depended on that money now.  
 
   And although she inherited the house from my grandfather, she was still paying mortgage on our home, or at least she was supposed to be. I had money, but I knew that I didn’t have that kind of money. Even if I had been dating a multimillionaire for most of the summer, I was my mother’s daughter and the idea of asking Hawkins to help us was unacceptable. 
 
   Nevertheless, the thought of my mom and I being evicted from my grandfather’s house killed me. I would be okay with whatever we had to do - like get a smaller place or an apartment, but I wasn’t so sure my mom would be. She loved this house. 
 
   Deciding to worry about one thing at a time, I grabbed up the electric bill and used my smart phone to pay for it on line. Once that was taken care of, I looked around the living room with a new set of eyes. No wonder my mom had never upgraded the rooms since my grandfather died. Now that I had come to think of it, we had been eating a lot of spaghetti, tuna fish sandwiches, and other inexpensive food for dinner too. The thought of my mom struggling all alone but keeping up a strong front for me made me sad; sad enough to make me want to venture out to get some groceries when my mom came home tired from work again.  
 
   I picked out another black number to wear for the paparazzi, but this time I didn’t mind wearing the fedora hat because anything that hid part of my face from the pack of men was fine by me. Besides, it might make Lizzie happy to see that I had finally listened to her for once. 
 
   I waited until late in the afternoon, when the crowd of photographers had dwindled down because even they had to eat dinner sometime, to make a clean break for my mom’s red Grand Am. I exited out the side door of the house that led to the driveway and was already around the front of the car before the rest of the men realized what hit them. They suddenly converged around my car as I got in behind the driver’s wheel. Flashes of light went off around me like I was freaking Brittany Spears. And just like her, I didn’t care who I had to hit if they didn’t have the wisdom to quickly get out of the way of my reversing car. I knew they were trespassing on our land and that’s exactly what I planned on telling the judge if anyone of them decided to sue me for medical damages as I floored the gas and sent them scattering out of the way. 
 
   Once on the road, I realized two or three SUVs were already tailing me, but this was my city and I knew these roads better than them. I lost two of them to rush hour traffic on McKnight Road which was lovingly dubbed as ‘Nightmare Road’ to the locals like me. It didn’t take long before I was on the North Side and lost the other SUV to one of the gazillion stoplights in the city. When I finally reached the West End Bridge, I sighed with relief that I was alone again. Following the signs, I merged and came around the back of Mount Washington in the direction of Route 19. 
 
   I thought I had lost everyone minutes later when I grabbed ahold of grocery cart at Giant Eagle, but a tall thick balding man in his early forties, who must have been built when he was younger, but over time developed a beer belly turned to wink at me on his way into the store. There was a spark of interest in his dark brown eyes which made me hesitant, but then again I did look nice for once, and I noticed that he wasn’t carrying a camera in his hands, so I didn’t see the harm in continuing with my plans to shop there. 
 
   I looked at the items I had jotted down on a list because I thought the least I could do was make my mom some dinners while I was home and she was hard at work trying to make ends meet. I wrote this list an hour ago though and I was ravenous now, but nothing on that piece of paper was going to fix my current hunger craving.  
 
   As I rounded the chip aisle, my eyes zeroed in on a bag of Cheetos, and I didn’t know if it was from being absolutely depressed since coming home or what because without even thinking twice, I ripped open the bag and proceeded to help myself. I wasn’t sure if it was technically called ‘stealing’ if I had the money to pay for it in my pocket. Besides, I had seen tons of preschool kids get away with it before; I tried to shrug it off like that was a plausible excuse as I continued to pick up the rest of the items on the grocery list.   
 
   I passed the balding man with the beer gut on my way down the pasta aisle not thinking much of our earlier encounter, but through the corner of my eye I noticed him take a sideways glance in my direction as I grabbed up a bottle of parmesan cheese further down the aisle. 
 
   When I tossed the bottle of cheese into my cart, our eyes locked long enough for him to flash me a lingering smile which instantly made me feel uncomfortable. Oh crap, maybe he was with the paparazzi. 
 
   The thought sent a shot of adrenaline pulsing through my veins. I tried to remain calm as I rounded another aisle of food. Once out of view, I began tossing groceries in my cart left and right like a manic contestant on that old game show ‘Supermarket Sweep’. I didn’t know how long it would take for the others to arrive at the store, but I really didn’t want stick around to find out. I was making quick progress, that was until I quickly pulled my cart up to an open cashier at their register. With my eyes still peeled to the back of the store, I started to quickly unload my cart. 
 
   “Josephine Hall?” 
 
   I snapped my head around like someone had called my name for attendance at Preston High since that was the last time I had heard anyone call me by my full name. 
 
   “It is you,” a blue eyed, brunette girl with a crooked nose gushed when I realized it was Maria Rey; a girl who brought a world of memories back to my mind. The most recent of them being the rather painful night I saw her laugh at me when Jake, the former love of my life, kicked me out his party while filming it for YouTube. 
 
   “We haven’t talked in ages!” she continued to gush, as if we were suddenly BFFs, and I thought yeah, like middle school. “I was just skimming through this magazine article about you,” she reached over top of the register for one of those god awful weeklies in the magazine racks next to me. Oh god—I hoped for dear life that it wasn’t one about how Hawkins and I split. It figures that the one time things didn’t look so good for our relationship it would be in front of Maria Rey.  
 
   Whatever the dreadful magazine had to say, it was secondary in my mind when I realized there was another guy, a much older one with white hair and a smaller frame casually leaning against a Coinstar machine. He didn’t look like he planned on using it any time soon; in fact the only thing he seemed interested in was me. 
 
   Damn it.  
 
   “Hawkins and Joie are still going strong,” Maria announced, causing me to snap my neck around in her direction again. The magazine must have been an outdated version I realized and said a silent prayer thanking God. 
 
   She gave me a little lopsided grin at the mention of Hawkins’ name. I had seen the same star struck look on a million other hopeful faces before, but I wasn’t exactly in the mood to hear how ‘strong we were still going’ when we weren’t. 
 
   “Yep,” I nodded thinking that if I kept it short and sweet that I would get out of the place before the paparazzi could swarm in around me.  
 
   Unfazed, Maria continued to babble on, “What’s Hawkins really like in person?” 
 
   Kind of an ass, the pissed part of me wanted to say, but the jealous insecure girl from high school who knew whatever I said would get back to Jake, added frankly, “Really, really good in bed.” Her eyes suddenly widened in surprise, probably not expecting to hear this juicy tidbit.
 
   “You know he looks like he would be,” she giggled and I hung my head in shame because I couldn’t believe that I was having this kind of conversation about Hawkins in the first place. 
 
   With another quick glance over my shoulder, I realized the guy leaning against the coin machine wasn’t there anymore. I quickly scanned the front and back looking for wherever he had gone, but I didn’t see him anywhere.
 
   “Your total is one-hundred and forty-two dollars,” Maria announced bringing my focus back to her again. I quickly pulled out my debit card to pay for the groceries before taking another tentative look around the store, but as far as I could tell both of the guys had left the store, probably to get their cameras. 
 
   “I never thought you’d have to rely on your own money now that you’re dating a millionaire,” Maria cocked back her head in surprise. “But then again he was a part of that marketing scandal,” she sighed under her breath causing me to roll my eyes. The nerve of some people I thought to myself.
 
    After I had paid for all the groceries and was ready to leave, Maria presented me with the magazine and a pen. “Can I get your autograph?”
 
   Looking down at the magazine of Hawkins and me at a happier time in our lives wasn’t something I actually wanted to sign. Lord knows, Maria would just pass it around for a laugh when the news of our relationship being over eventually hit the stands.
 
   “Actually no,” I took a moment to be real since I was sick of all the Gwyneth’s in the world. “You were my best friend up until our eighth grade year and I bent over backwards to be a good friend to you even when everyone else was calling you a slut behind your back. Yet, I can still remember that it was you who walked away from me that day I got in a fight. So no Mary,” I called her by her high school name. “You can’t have my autograph.” I smiled with fake sincerity and pushed off with my cart to leave. 
 
   “You know, you’re not supposed to eat something before you actually paid for it!” Maria shouted after me and I thought ‘ewwww’ that’s the best you got? Quickly grabbing up what was left of the bag of Cheetos I dramatically shoved one after the other into my mouth. 
 
   Wanting to put the whole experience behind me, I made a beeline for my mom’s red Grand Am, just grateful that the paparazzi hadn’t arrived yet. I flung open the trunk and tossed in bag after bag knowing that at any minute they could pull in like gang busters in the mostly deserted parking lot and get away with whatever they wanted to do like block me in with their SUVs. Hawkins said he was sending me back for my safety; yeah right. 
 
   I threw in my last bag; thinking that I might get out of there unnoticed when someone suddenly yanked a cloth around my mouth. At first I didn’t know what was happening to me as my eyes snapped opened wide from shock. This wasn’t the paparazzi I realized, as I struggled to free myself, this was some deranged person or fan.
 
   The thought sent my into a panicked state, I couldn’t handle being at the mercy of another Cyrus. I swung my arms over my head to smack and claw at my attacker’s face trying to do anything to break away from his firm grip. When that didn’t work, I kicked my foot up and pushed off the trunk of my car for leverage, but every time I rammed myself into the man’s chest it was like trying to push through a brick wall. 
 
   I screamed, but the noise was instantly drowned out by the cloth over my mouth. It seemed like the more I tried to shout out for help, the more I became woozy until my knees became weak and buckled underneath me. What was happening to me?
 
   The man pushed me forward in the direction of my opened trunk, causing my eyes to snap open wide again. When I realized what he planned to do with me, another rush of pure adrenaline raced through my body, giving me the ability kick my foot out one last time in an attempt to save myself. 
 
   “Josephine?!” I heard someone shout out from behind us. 
 
   The man holding me turned around enough for me to see Maria standing there like a deer caught in the head lights before, she quickly backpedaled into the grocery store with a scream that could cut the sky. 
 
   Not playing around this time, the man shoved me forward into the trunk. I dove in head first and barely had the time to break my fall. Before I knew it, he rolled me over until my arms and legs were completely enclosed. My limp head fell back, giving me a straight view of the man as he went to shut the trunk. As I slowly started to lose consciousness, I thought, ‘God, please not like this. Please don’t let me die…like…this.’ 
 
   When I came around again, my whole mind and body felt sluggish, like waking up after having a major surgery. I started to notice the simplest of things like I couldn’t lift my head up very far and that something was digging into my wrists behind me. As my vision came back to me I took in my surroundings. I was in a large dingy room that looked like it used to be a warehouse for something. The floor was stained where large equipment had once laid. The walls were made of steel with windows toward the ceiling allowing me to see that it was night time so I must have been unconscious for a few hours. My mouth was dry and my hair had fallen across my face. I couldn’t move the strands because my hands were tied behind the chair I was strapped into. A massive migraine was building the more and more I came around until my head felt like it was going to explode. When I finally realized that I was only dressed in my bra and underwear, I flinched, jerking my head back. 
 
   “Time to wake up,” I heard a spine-chilling voice sing as my eyes rolled open again. I stared up at the balding man with the beer gut from the grocery store and realized he was a professional at this since he was able to change his persona so easily. His bulky figure moved in and I realized he wasn’t as tall as he was wide when he suddenly slapped my face with the back of his hand, knocking my head to the side. Tears stung my eyes from the painful blow as I quickly started to regain some of my initial fear from the parking lot. 
 
   “Why are you doing th…” I said drunkenly, but I couldn’t seem to form the words to form the rest of the sentence. 
 
   “When I say it’s time to wake up, it’s time to wake up!” the man said harshly, and the next thing I knew he smothered a cloth like material over my face making my stomach suddenly drop and my veins suddenly race with fear. What was he doing?
 
   He grabbed a fistful of my hair, yanking my head back and poured what felt like an endless stream of water over my face. I inhaled a mouthful of the cold liquid, causing me to gag as I struggled to free myself from the grip he had on the back of my hair. When the pouring finally stopped, I hacked and coughed uncontrollably until he yanked the rag off my face, making it easier for me to gasp for air.  
 
    “Where’s the microchip?” he asked, but the feeling of hacking up water and gasping for air at the same time made it hard for me to focus on him. I couldn’t even speak at first; the fear was too overwhelming as tears streamed down my face. He let me sob for what seemed like a minute before he grabbed onto my hair again. 
 
   “What…microchip?” My wide eyes looked from the thicker man to the older one with white hair and cool blue eyes that I also remembered seeing at the grocery store earlier. There was a third man that was much younger than even the bald creepy man. He was tall and had a lanky military build. He was holding a large gun and seemed to be in charge of watching the door. I caught his eye and the dead stare he was displaying changed to reveal a more sinister look that caused me to wish I could cover my mostly naked body. I couldn’t believe I would rather drown by the big beefy man then be tortured by the young man who I doubt would use water. I began to wonder how this had anything to do with my relationship to Hawkins and the band.
 
   “I know that you have it,” the thicker one muttered in between gritted teeth. “She told me that you did!”
 
   He slapped the wet towel over my mouth again, but I couldn’t stop my instinctual reaction to scream as another endless stream of water washed over my face, causing me to ingest even more than I had before. I gagged and coughed as I tried to spit the water back out of my mouth, but the suffocating rag over my mouth made it impossible to do. No matter how hard I tried there was nowhere for the water to go but down. My windpipe felt like a steal pipe that was quickly closing shut. I fought against the chair that bound me to the spot; noticing that I was slowly loosening the wet rope around my wrists. 
 
   He ripped off the towel and continued to gruel me, “Where’s the microchip?”
 
   With his hand off my head, I leaned forward as much as the restraints would allow me and threw up the water that I had been choking on. I knew I wouldn’t have time to fully catch my breath so as soon as I could, I tried to speak. “Microchip for…” I gasped and then coughed, “what?”
 
   “She doesn’t know what you’re talking about,” the other older man, who if the larger one was the brawn than this man must be the brains, quickly came to the conclusion. 
 
   “She knows!” The thicker one roared over his shoulder as he threw the soaked cloth over my mouth again. This time I took a deep breath and closed my mouth, hoping in vain that it would stop the drowning feeling, but the water poured down my nostrils, forcing me to open my mouth and to gag all over again. The man let me squirm and struggle under the water longer than before. When he finally ripped the cloth off my face again, I snorted and twitched until I was overcome with emotion and began to gasp through my tears.
 
   I didn’t know what they were talking about or what they wanted from me. And the thought of dying in this cold warehouse all alone without Hawkins made the tears flood out of my eyes like the water being shoved down my throat. 
 
   The older man had wisdom in his eyes and I could tell that he had once been like the brut in front of me but the thrill of the chase had long passed him as he slowly came forward; making both my attacker and I snap our eyes over in his direction.
 
   “Why don’t you give me a minute to talk to the girl?” he offered to the other man, who looked like he wanted to put me through another round of torture. The gruff one shrugged and moved out of the way as the other man pulled up a chair across from me. 
 
   “Joie, is it?” The man’s eyes were kinder than the other one I noticed. “Something was taken from us,” he continued to explain, “Information…very valuable information that in the wrong hands would be catastrophic for us. That’s what was on the microchip were looking for. It’s a very small chip that can be easily concealed in another object. If we don’t get it back, we will be left with no other choice than to retaliate accordingly.” He paused to examine my reaction before he added, “She never gave you the microchip, did she?”
 
     Who was she? I almost asked when I realized my life depended on me having that microchip because without it, I wasn’t valuable to them anymore.
 
   “I didn’t know…what I had,” I tried to say surer than I felt. 
 
   The man didn’t look totally convinced I was telling the truth, but before he could say anything more the other, more passionate one suddenly dragged me back by the chair. 
 
   “Where’s it?!” he hissed in my face. 
 
   “Why don’t we take a break for now?” the other older man offered. “Let the girl recover while we have a talk.”
 
   I didn’t like the way he said ‘talk’, when I was pretty sure they were going to talk about how I didn’t have the microchip and how someone lied by saying that I did. The heavier set man sighed before slowly nodding in agreement, and both of the men turned to walk out of the room; leaving behind the younger guy armed with a gun at the door. 
 
   I didn’t know what was happening; all I knew was that I needed to get out of there if I had any chance of living. I tried to free my wrists from the wet rope as nonchalantly as I possibly could. 
 
   The younger guy quietly approached from the door, causing my eyes to snap up to him. He had short cropped dark hair and blue eyes that looked cold. When his beady little eyes looked me up and down, I was eerily reminded that I was only dressed in my light pink Victoria’s Secret bra and underwear. 
 
   “The infamous Joie Hall,” he whispered as he pushed back a strand of my wet damp hair with the end of his gun, causing me to flinch with fear. 
 
   “I bet your boyfriend would be really upset to see you like this,” he looked just as thrilled by the mention of Hawkins, the famous rock star, as Maria Rey had been earlier the grocery store. He leaned his head down to level with mine as if he were slowly studying my face and it made me extremely uncomfortable, maybe even more uncomfortable than the thought of being put through another drowning torture session. 
 
   And just when I thought my life couldn’t get any worse he stuck out his tongue and licked the side of my cheek, causing me to squirm with disgust. I tried to move my head out of the way, but he continued up to the crown of my head, causing me to flinch and twitch in my seat. Tears suddenly welled up in my eyes; first Cyrus and now this? Why was this happening to me again?
 
   “Don’t cry,” he cooed as he leaned in again in to smell my hair. I was so revolted by the whole experience that at first my goal was to just get him to stop. Even if that meant butting him in the head with all my might like how I would have done to a soccer ball in the middle of a game. The sheer force sent him staggering back in pain as his hands came up to brace his head. 
 
   “You bitch,” he swore as I frantically went to work at loosening the wet ropes around my wrists. If I didn’t get out of here, I didn’t know what this guy would do to me. My eyes widened in horror as I watched him come toward me again with a sickly grin on his face. 
 
   “You got some spunk, I like that in a girl,” he said as he closed in, and I felt my heart pounding inside my chest at the thought of what he might do, but before he could lean in again I kicked out my leg, aiming for above my head as if getting ready to chuck a soccer ball midway across the field, but instead connected halfway with his nuts, causing him to drop to his knees in agony and his gun to scatter across the floor. 
 
   At first I was just shocked - that my small hands had actually slipped through the rope freeing me from the chair - that I paused for a second in astonishment. I willed my tired body to move into gear when I saw him staggering to get up again, but then he stumbled over once more. My legs were a bit shaky, from sitting in that chair for who knows how long, but that didn’t stop me from using another valuable soccer skill by quickly butting the end of my knee into the bottom of his chin; knocking his head back with a half groan until he was limp on the floor. 
 
   I just stared down at him, surprised at what I had done, before my mind finally caught up with my body. I quickly looked around the floor for the gun and grabbed it up. I honestly didn’t know what the hell I thought I was going to do with it. I’m not even sure I knew where the safety was on this thing as I tip toed my way over to the only door in and out of the place. 
 
   I pulled back the door a crack and looked out into the empty hallway. After a moment of silence, I stepped out into the quiet corridor with my arms outstretched and the gun securely in my hands like how they do it in the movies. I may not know how to use a gun properly, but I knew how deceivingly powerful it looked by just being in my hands.
 
   When I didn’t see anyone I took off down the deserted hallway as fast as I possibly could. As I neared the end of the passageway, I slowed my approach and held out the gun again. I was a pretty damn good soccer player, but nothing in my repertoire of skills was going to help me with the thick beast of a man who was heavily armed in the next hallway. 
 
   I turned to lean my back flat against the wall while concentrating on my breathing to help calm myself again. This was exactly what I was afraid of I realized. I wasn’t going to win a standoff with this guy, so I had to think a bit more creatively. I listened to the sound of his combat boots closing in the distance between us as he continued to pace the hallway. Tightening my grip on the gun, I waited for the exact moment because I had to time it perfectly if I wanted to go unnoticed. 
 
   Just as his body lined up with mine, I quickly turned and whacked his head with the butt of the gun, but this wasn’t the same tall lanky guy back in the torture room, and my shaky hands merely succeeded at getting the guy to drop to the floor, but not enough force to knock him out completely.       
 
    So I took off for the end of the hallway, where I could see the night sky through the window on top of the door. Thankfully, no one seemed to be patrolling what looked like a loading dock with a few semi-trucks parked outside. I quickly pushed back the door; determined to run to the edge of the cool concrete dock and jump down. A small scream almost escaped my lips when my bare feet landed on bits of broken gravel below. I didn’t have much time to agonize over the sharp pain when the voice of man quickly approached from up above. I swiftly ducked under the semi-truck beside me for cover.  
 
   “Mason, what’s wrong?”
 
   “She took off.”
 
   “What—where did she go?”
 
   “If I knew, I wouldn’t be standing here with you.”
 
   “She’s probably out in the woods by now.”
 
   “I’ll drive down the street to look for her,” Mason offered. 
 
   I planned to make a break for the nearby forest when the man’s combat boots suddenly dropped down next to me, causing me to flinch. I heard him grunt as he got in behind the wheel of the truck and then slammed the door shut. 
 
   The diesel engine suddenly roared to life over top of me and cranked into gear. Having nowhere to go, I dropped the gun and quickly grabbed onto whatever cables that I could find overtop of me and pulled myself up against the belly of the truck. I didn’t know what the hell I was thinking when I decided to do this, but after the truck made it safely threw the closing gates to the warehouse, I knew the decision had saved my life. 
 
   But try telling that to my arms and legs as I slowly lost my strength and grip to hang on. The road zipped by underneath me as I groaned and grunted out of with a terrifying fear. The irony of the situation was not lost on me since this was how Cyrus had died. Maybe it was some kind of warped karma, but I think my sheer determination to not go out of this world the same way Cyrus had, kept me latched on long enough for the driver to make it to a nearby gas station. 
 
   I just had to hang on a little bit longer, I told myself as the man got out of the cab. After the cool air produced by the speeding truck whipped against my mostly naked body, it had made my teeth chatter so loudly I thought the man might have overheard me. I bit down on a loose cable to silence myself, and watched as his combat boots came to a stop where I was clinging to the truck for my life. I closed my eyes, too scared to watch what was going to happen next, when I heard his boots slowly take off down the length of the truck again. 
 
   I knew that I wasn’t going to have another opportunity to escape. Frozen and tired, I let my legs fell first, but they dropped like dead weights with a thud against the blacktop. I grimaced, but there was no going back now I realized as I unlatched my frozen grip on the cables next and nearly fell down on my back. I quickly reached an arm out to brace myself before I could and stumbled back up on my feet again. I turned just as fast as my tired legs would allow in the opposite direction of the man. 
 
   I didn’t have much steam left in me as I took off toward the front part of the truck for cover. I had reached the safety of the cab just in time to hear the man suddenly grunt. My heart spiked alive because I knew he had taken a look underneath the truck. Realizing that he had grown suspicious, I quickly came around the front of the truck when I heard his footsteps coming around back. When he finally rounded the opposite side of the truck that faced away from the front of the Exon gas station, I took off with one last burst of adrenaline for the entrance.  
 
   A heavy-set woman behind the cashier counter took a moment to gawk at me dressed in only my underwear when I came skidding in. Thinking quickly, I ducked down behind the cover of a soda display. 
 
   “I just escaped and he wants to kill me. Please, call the cops,” I explained to the woman. “Don’t look,” I warned as she picked up her cell and made the call. 
 
   “You can hide in the office,” she waved me over and I quickly took off for the small room to the side of the counter.  
 
   “He’s coming,” she hissed, and had to quickly hang up the call when I heard the sound of the doorbells jingle, announcing his entrance seconds later. 
 
   I didn’t think either one of us were breathing as I shrank back as far as I possibly could from the opening to the door. I said a silent prayer that I would go unnoticed, when I heard him gruffly say, “Here’s fifty for the gas.” 
 
   It seemed too quick, from when I heard the doorbells jingle again to when the cashier announced out loud, “He’s leaving.”
 
    The ring of the phone caused us both to jump, before the cashier quickly answered, “Yes, I called, I have an emergency.” 
 
   “What’s your emergency?” The operator’s voice sparked to life when I realized she had put it on speaker.  
 
   “I have a girl here who’s been abducted and possibly raped.”
 
   “Are you’re calling form 96 Edgewood Avenue?” the operator asked. 
 
   “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
   “We have the police and ambulance on their way,” the operator quickly informed us. “Stay on the line till they get there.”
 
   “We also have a possible threat to national security,” I added. “About a mile down the road from here is an abandoned warehouse armed with terrorists,” I sighed thinking to myself at least I think they were terrorists.
 
   “Whom am I speaking with now?” the operator asked. 
 
   “Joie Hall, ma’am.”
 
   “And how do you know this Ms. Hall?” the operator asked. 
 
   “Because I was the one who was abducted.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Apparently I had been held for the last past two days, but was obviously too drugged to know the difference. I never thought I’d owe Maria Rey a favor, but it was her who called the cops after I had been taken that day at the grocery store and the police had been searching for me ever since. It was all across the nightly news I noticed as I sat in the police station waiting to be questioned about what happened in the abandoned warehouse earlier tonight. They at least let me call my mom to tell her that I was okay, but once she started crying, I started crying until I was an emotional mess again. 
 
   It should have been nice to see a familiar face, but when Robert Vance smiled down at me with his perfect veneers, I wanted to groan. Hadn’t I been tortured enough for one night? I was told they had flown someone in from national security, but how small was the operation if I keep running into this schmuck. 
 
   “Why don’t you come back to the office with me, Joie?” He waved me back into a small office in the corner of the police station that had all the blinds drawn shut. The hospital had given me a set of scrubs to wear, but I was cold with my wet hair in an air conditioned room. So I was thankful when one of the officers gave me a dark grey blanket to wrap around myself until I could go home and get properly dressed. 
 
   “You gave everyone quite a scare back at the venue,” he informed me when I took the seat across from him at the table like I had a choice in the matter, but now that I thought about it I wondered how Hawkins was handling the news. The close call must have scared him senseless.  
 
   “How did you manage to get away?” he asked, but when I could only shrug, he added, “Well you’re safe now, and that’s all that matters. I just wanted to let you to know that we checked that abandoned warehouse you mentioned to the police, but unfortunately they must have cleared out of the place when you escaped because we didn’t find anyone in it.”
 
   “Did you find anything in the semi-trucks?” I asked, but before he could answer I added, “Because there had to have been at least three of them parked there at the loading dock.”
 
   “No—you see, it used to be a factory, and those trucks were also abandoned.”
 
   That didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me because they were usable, something I experienced firsthand, but then again what did I know? So I just nodded, hoping to get this over with as soon as possible so I could go home to see my mom. 
 
   “Why do you think the people there were terrorists?” he finally asked a relevant question. 
 
   “They knew what they were doing when they tortured me,” I nodded. “They had to be trained professionals.” 
 
   “How did they torture you?”
 
   “Do I really have to explain that?” I asked as a person who was completely exhausted and didn’t want to relive the experience that only happened hours ago.
 
   “We need to document everything we can for our records, but if you need to take a moment to gather your thoughts I understand. Here,” he pushed a bottle of water in my direction. “Maybe this will help.”
 
   My eyes snapped up to his, and for a second we looked at each other. Did he know what happened to me or was he just being polite? “I doubt it,” I said flatly as I pushed the bottle back in his direction, since just the sight of it made me feel sick. 
 
   But before I could give it another thought he added, “Would you like a cup of coffee instead?” 
 
   “No,” I sighed, knowing that I must be overwhelmed for what I was imagining in my head. “They put a rag over my face,” I shuddered from the memory and continued to explain, “And poured water over my mouth until I felt like I was drowning.”  
 
   “Water boarding,” he nodded. “It’s a type of torture terrorists use when they’re looking for information.  Do you know what they were looking for?”
 
    “I don’t know…something about a microchip?” I felt my face pinch with the explanation.   
 
   “A microchip? What information is on the microchip?” 
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “Then why did they think you had it?”
 
   “They kept saying, ‘she said you took it’ but I had no clue what they were talking about.”
 
   “Who’s she?”
 
   “That I also don’t know.”
 
   “Is there anything else that you want to tell me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well if you can think of anything else, don’t hesitate to give me a call,” he then handed me his card. Vance seemed satisfied enough with what I had to say before he suddenly leaned back in his chair and got up. 
 
   “Thank you so much for your time, Joie, you’ve been very helpful.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning, I was exhausted from lack of willful sleep, and I rolled over to find that my mom had spent the night with me. Although I wasn’t excited to be around water anytime soon, this kind of craziness was starting to lose its effect on me, unlike my mother who slept with me all night. I tried to slide out of her grip without stirring her, but when I moved my wrist that she was holding onto, her eyes flew open. 
 
   “Hey, ma, I’m going to make some coffee.” My mother jumped out of bed, ushering me to stay, and said she was going to make the crescent rolls with cinnamon and sugar that I have always loved. The stress of last night must have taken a toll on me because the last thing I wanted to do was eat, but she seemed determined to help me feel better in any way she could and I didn’t want to deny her of that as she got busy making my breakfast down in the kitchen. I turned on the television set overhead as my mom banged some pots and pans around downstairs.  
 
   When I got a call from Hawkins minutes later, I let the call go through to voice mail. It was a too little late to say ‘gee Joie, I’m sorry’. By the seventh unopened text, I shut my phone off for good. He wasn’t going to fix this with a simple text or a phone call. I was determined, but I didn’t fully understand how determined he was about getting through to me until my mom got a phone call from the presidential hopeful Nicholas Johnson. The same Nicholas Johnson my mom adored. He was like her version of a rock star.  
 
   “Nicholas Johnson called to ask how you were doing and to tell me that we are in his prayers,” my mom relayed the conversation, clearly excited when she came back into my room with a tray of food.
 
   “That’s nice,” I put a smile on my face for her while thinking in the back of my mind, ‘Damn you, Hawkins.’ Though the small gesture did get me to turn my phone back on again and maybe even check a message or two. 
 
   “Joie, I’m worried about you and your mother’s safety.” I read the text and thought ‘so am I’, especially after the creepy interrogation with the terrorists. When I read the next text, explaining that he was already on his private jet and was touching down at the Pittsburgh Airport within the next hour, I bolted up right in my bed. 
 
   I didn’t know if I was quickly freaking out on the inside because I looked like crap dressed in an oversized green hoodie, or that it was because he might be here any moment now. Of course, I hated myself for the excitement I felt, because in my mind I should have just been pissed. How dare he think he can just show up at my door like nothing had happened between us? 
 
   Quickly standing up from bed, I turned to haul ass out of the room in the direction of the bathroom causing my mom to ask, “What is it? You haven’t even eaten your breakfast yet.”
 
   “A complication—honestly.” Backpedaling a few steps, I decided to be truthful with her for once. “It’s Hawkins. He’s coming to the house because he thinks our lives are in danger.”
 
   “I don’t care what he thinks,” my mom confessed in a rush of words when the doorbell suddenly rang. 
 
   Oh hell.
 
   Well—it wasn’t like he hadn’t already seen me in sweats before I sighed as I headed down the steps. I swung the open the front door and asked rather harshly, “What is it?” 
 
   Just glad that I managed to get whatever attitude I could muster up out of my system before my eyes had a chance to catch up with my mouth. Sometimes I forgot how unbelievably handsome Hawkins was. Though I noticed his careless hair looked a bit wilder than usual, and I could tell he hadn’t shaved in days. Try as he might, the new haggard look couldn’t hide his model bone structure like his square jaw or his chiseled eyebrows. No amount of disarray could hide those simmering blue eyes either, that slowly looked me up in down as if I was something just as beautiful to behold, even dressed in my oversized hoodie. 
 
   I barely registered the paparazzi in the background anymore since they had become such a familiar sight, though I noticed they seemed to remember to stay off my lawn for once with the arrival of Hawkins security guards.
 
   “I’ve been trying to reach you,” he mumbled a bit stupidly.
 
   “Well—you’ve reached me.” 
 
   “Joie, please don’t be like that,” his voice softened. 
 
   “Be like what? …mad?” I asked mockingly. “Because you got rid of me like I was nothing to you.” I lifted my eyebrows prompting him. 
 
   “I only wanted to protect you, can you see that?” he asked earnestly. 
 
   “Well that didn’t work out either,” I said with a smirk. “Now are you done?”
 
   When he bit his lip in anger, but couldn’t find the colorful words to explain, I said, “Nice talking to you.” I went to shut the door on him, but he blocked it off before I could. 
 
   “No, you don’t get to do this,” he said with edge; growing angrier by the second. “You are in danger here, and I know you have enough common sense in that hard head of yours to know it too. So no, I’m not leaving here without you,” he muttered. “Whether you like it or not.”
 
   “You have no right to speak to my daughter that way,” my mom said from behind me causing me to briefly close my eyes. I knew that Hawkins was right; I just didn’t know how I was going to explain it to my mom. 
 
   “Can you please just give us a second?” I nodded stiffly at his arm - which was keeping the door open - and he stepped back so I could close the door again. 
 
   “He’s just scared, mom,” I turned to explain to her in a whisper. 
 
   “Please tell me that you’re not really considering this,” she pleaded. 
 
   “I was tortured for hours last night, mom,” I shuddered at the memory. “And it’s not going to take them long before they put two and two together and then come here looking for me. So you’re going to have to trust me this time when I say this is the safest option for both of us.”
 
   “But I’ll never hear from you again,” the panic in her eyes made me suddenly feel ashamed. 
 
   “It won’t be like that this time, I promise you.”
 
   “He has said things about you,” she continued to resist. “That you’re riding on his coattails…and…and that you look like a grease monkey,” she grabbled for the exact wording from what I could only assume she had read about in the tabloids.  
 
   “That was weeks ago, mom,” I murmured. 
 
   “Exactly, just weeks ago,” she stressed.
 
   “And I said some pretty awful things about him too, but we are past that point in our relationship now.” 
 
   “Relationship…? What do you know of a relationship? You’re only eighteen.”
 
   “Mom, he is not dad, and I am not you,” I said to her gently. “And I know that I’ve hurt you by lying to you and running away, but that’s not going to happen anymore. So you can stop reading those…tabloids,” I was careful not to undermine them before I continued, “Because I’ll be texting and calling you instead…okay? And I know you don’t think very highly of Hawkins, but Nicholas Johnson didn’t just call because he wanted your vote.”
 
   I saw a flicker of surprise in her eyes before she nodded at the door. “Well—let’s not be impolite to our guest.” 
 
   “Let’s not let it go to his head either,” I quickly added.
 
   I watched her begin to slowly nod before she caved, “Well—if you think its best, you better go before I have a chance to change my mind.”
 
   Relief washed over me as I leaned forward to wrap my arms around her and we hugged. 
 
   “Remember, don’t hesitate to call the cops if you sense something’s off,” I told her once we finally broke apart. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about though—”
 
   “And why’s that?” mom asked.
 
   “Because it’s me they really want,” I admitted; knowing that I was a liability now.  
 
   “And why would that make me worry any less, Joie?” she sighed at my senselessness.  
 
   “Oh, yeah—sorry,” I rolled my eyes at myself before turning to leave. 
 
   I reopened the door, and watched Hawkins suddenly turn around, but I could tell by his expression that he had overheard the entire conversation, even though the valiant part of him tried to appear oblivious.
 
   “Bye, mom, I love you,” I called over my shoulder. “And you,” I turned to Hawkins. “Stop looking so damn happy.”
 
   I didn’t know how long I planned on punishing Hawkins for all the fear and pain I had gone through from being away from him, but unfortunately for him I was taking it one day at a time and today he was in the dog house.
 
   Flashes of lights went off from across the street, where Hawkins’ team had managed to corral the gang of men, but I barely registered them now that I had him back by my side.
 
   “A limo?” I turned to ask him questionably once I saw what was parked in front of my house.
 
    “Yeah, well when Riley told me that you got sick on the airplane ride home, I thought we’d drive the rest of the way back to Cincinnati.”
 
   “Oh—” I tried my hardest to think of something smart to say in reply, but the gesture secretly meant a lot to me. “I’m just glad that someone was there on the flight,” I added, finally finding the only fault I could as he held open the door to let me in. I saw him shake his head again as I slid over in the back seat.  
 
   Inside the limo were sleek black leather seats that lined either side. A mini bar was positioned behind the wall that separated us from the driver. I noticed a bucket of ice with a bottle of Champagne in it.  
 
   “I would have gone with you,” he sat down next to me and continued to explain, “If you hadn’t insisted on leaving so quickly.”  
 
   “Pfft—and what’s up with the Champagne? You really thought I’d be in the mood for a drink?”  
 
   “No, I thought I would be,” he smirked. 
 
   I could tell that a piece of him was enjoying my little tantrum. Maybe ‘enjoy’ was the not the right word, but I could tell that he had come prepared for a fight. 
 
   It was a six hour drive from Pittsburgh to Cincinnati, but that didn’t stop me from giving it to Hawkins the entire time.
 
   “And you wouldn’t believe what the paparazzi has been putting us through,” I said as Hawkins tipped the limo driver what had to be over ten one hundred dollar bills. 
 
   “Sorry,” Hawkins apologized to the driver that looked a bit overwhelmed from everything he must have overheard.  
 
   Once I was out of earshot of the driver, I picked up right where we left off by asking, “Why are you apologizing to him?” 
 
   “Joie,” he sighed as we climbed the steps to his tour bus again. “What am I going to do with you?”
 
   “What—you want to get rid of me again, already?”
 
   “Enough,” he hissed, like a parental figure that had put up with disobedient child for too long. His blue eyes simmered as they locked with mine. “Do you think you’re the only one who’s been hurting? Really?” he gave me a look, but I suddenly couldn’t find the words. 
 
   “You think that you’re the only one who’s invested in this relationship?” he asked.
 
   “Clearly you do,” he answered for me. “But I’ve been out of my mind! Worried sick for you because I thought -” he suddenly looked overcome with emotion. “- I thought I was protecting you, not making you more vulnerable. I had just lost a close friend and I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you too. You mean everything to me.” His blue eyes pleaded for me to understand. 
 
   I could tell that he had been hurting just as much as I had by the confession. This experience had torn him up too, but I couldn’t see how talking about it was going to make either one of us feel better. I went to pass by him in an attempt to lead him back to his bedroom, but he must have misunderstood my body language, because he intercepted me by outstretching his arm across to the fridge. He lowered his head and said, “No, I need you, Joie.
 
   “I need to know that your arms,” his fingers grazed down my arm to my hand igniting a trail of goose bumps as he went. “And every part of your body is exactly how I left it,” he leaned in with soft kisses placed here and there from my cheek down to the nape of my neck like he was taking in every inch of me. The touch of his lips made my pulse race; how long had it really been since I had felt him like this? 
 
   I must have passed Hawkins’ examination, because it wasn’t long before the soft gentle kissing turned into my back colliding into the fridge and then staggering back with a thrilling thrash of being lifted onto the top of the table.  
 
   I couldn’t free myself from my hoodie any faster than I did; stopping Hawkins long enough to take in the sight of me dressed in only my hot pink Victoria’s Secret bra and panties. 
 
   “Is it exactly how you left it?” I asked coyly as I propped myself up by my elbow.
 
   He wrapped his hands around the soft spot underneath my knees and pulled me closer to him; knocking me back against the table with an exhilarated laugh. 
 
   With my legs wrapped around his hips he lifted me off the table, causing me to let out a gasp as we pressed against each other. Being intimate with Hawkins meant a lot more to me than taking off my clothes. I finally felt safe again. I finally felt okay to let a tear escape. No one could hurt me now; I was in his arms. 
 
   “Joie, what’s wrong?” Hawkins looked up at me as I sniffed. 
 
   I smiled down at him as I went to wipe the tear away, and confessed, “Absolutely nothing.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   I texted Riley and Lizzie, letting them know that I was back, and that we should meet up around the picnic tables outside the pavilion seating area where Hawkins and the band were getting ready for sound check. Since I had arrived first, I ordered a cheesy fry from one of the nearby vendors and was just about to sit down when I saw Riley through the corner of my eye coming down the stage’s side stairwell. He must have been up there going over the lights with Harlow. 
 
   At first, when I saw him in his neon yellow t-shirt, I thought that he’d finally got his official crew shirt. Though I knew the color was usually reserved for the venue crew and I couldn’t remember anyone from the band’s crew wearing them because their neck passes clearly stated who they were. So when I did a double take and read the words ‘Team Joie’ in black bold print across his chest I laughed as I rush into his arms. 
 
   “How long have you been wearing that?”
 
   “After I got back,” he explained. “It was really Lizzie’s idea. I can’t take all of the credit. You know how she is when she’s on a mission,” he grinned.
 
   “Ah yes, and what does Gwyneth think of them?”
 
   “Oh—it’s definitely sent a message,” he assured me. “Harlow even wore a matching one the other day.”
 
   “He what?!” I bugged my eyes out in surprise; trying to picture it. I couldn’t believe that anyone on the staff was routing for me, especially Rob Harlow. 
 
   “Yeah well—he gets the real story from me.” 
 
   Riley grinned, causing me to run into his arms again and squeal, “I’m so glad to be back!”
 
   “Now I know why Hawkins finally shaved off that beard,” he smirked down at me as we broke apart from the hug. “I thought we were going to have to institutionalize him there for a second.” 
 
   “Yeah well—we made up,” I felt my cheeks grow a light shade of pink as Riley softly chuckled. 
 
   “Come to an understanding, did you?”
 
   “Stop it,” I playfully slapped his chest and he composed himself again. “Anyway, he thinks it’s safer for me to be with him instead of without him.”
 
   “So he’s finally changed his mind,” Lizzie joined the conversation as she came out the backstage door behind us. I noticed she was wearing the same matching ‘Team Joie’ t-shirt as Riley’s, but hers was tied in a knot below her chest to show off more skin. The gesture meant a lot to me, especially when I wasn’t even sure if Lizzie owned another t-shirt. “It’ll make my job of keeping you glamorous a heck of a lot easier,” she continued. “Thankfully we can blame the whole ‘wardrobe disaster’ on being depressed and away from Hawkins.”
 
   “Yes, that was first and foremost on my mind,” I rolled my eyes. “Thank god Lizzie will be dressing me again.”
 
   “I know I’ve been thanking God,” she emphasized as I ushered them over the picnic table where my cheesy fries were going cold, though that didn’t stop me from eating them. 
 
   “So what’s new around here?” I asked them. 
 
   “Harlow’s not a fan of the new security measures now in place because of Vance.”
 
   “What new security measures?” I asked. 
 
   “After what happened to Ted,” Riley explained. “He brought in his own security staff. These officials protect every aspect of the band’s affairs from the venues to their hotels. It’s beginning to piss Harlow off, especially when they weren’t going to let me be up there with him since I’m not an ‘official’ member of the crew yet. Well, I haven’t gotten my first paycheck yet, and Harlow went ballistic on him,” Riley cracked a smile. “You know he doesn’t have a problem telling people how it is.”
 
   I remembered the head of the lighting crew getting into an argument with Hawkins when we first arrived and how he didn’t want us, or rather Riley, back there with his team at the time because Lizzie had insulted him by calling him out for being gay. 
 
   “You don’t mess with Harlow,” I nodded in agreement. 
 
   “And what’s new with you, Lizzie?” I asked in between taking bites of my cheesy fries. 
 
   “You know you’re competition’s one hundred and ten pounds, right?” she looked from me to the fries. 
 
   “Do you ever take a break from your ‘job’?” I snorted. 
 
   “No, and neither should you,” she emphasized before continuing, “Ryan and I are finally over. He’s changed since high school. It seems like he never has the time for me the way Warren does.”
 
                 “Thank god,” I sighed in relief. “Riley and I’ve been planning this for weeks now.”
 
                 “Yeah, yeah,” Lizzie suddenly blushed herself. “What’s new with you? Any more photo op disasters I need to know about?”
 
                 “About that, brace yourself,” I smiled. “Hawkins picked me up in an oversized hoodie.”
 
   “Icck! You know, any other stylists would have dropped you by now for not listening. It happened before to Brittany Spears when she had that mental break down,” she scoffed like the girl could help herself. 
 
                 “Yes, because that’s what really matters since we’ve last seen her,” Riley raised an eyebrow doubtfully in Lizzie’s direction. “How are you holding up since…that night?” he seemed tentative about how to broach the subject. 
 
                 “Well—I got tossed into the trunk of my car,” I started at the beginning. “I woke up in only my underwear in this abandoned warehouse, and there were these three men who interrogated me for what felt like hours. They kept asking me where this microchip was, but I had no idea what they were talking about.
 
                 “They went out to have a chat halfway through when one of them realized I didn’t know anything. I was pretty sure they were going to kill me because I was worthless to them then. That’s when the guy guarding the door came up to me and began to talk about ‘the infamous Joie Hall’ and how ‘Hawkins would be so upset to see me like this,’ and then he licked my face.”
 
                 “Eww,” they both groaned in disgust. 
 
                 “I basically started to defend myself,” I continued until the end. “And escaped…you know, just another day on the tour.”
 
                 “Who’s this ‘she’ they were talking about?” Lizzie asked. 
 
                 “If I knew, I would have confronted her by now.”
 
                 “Well honestly, Joie, how many girls do you know besides me on the tour?”
 
                 “There’s those two girls on the crew,” I wracked my mind as Riley and Lizzie turned to look at each other. 
 
                 “Who else do you know who would sabotage you’re safety, just to save herself?” Riley asked next; prompting me to catch on. 
 
                 “When you say it like that,” I baulked. “You guys, you don’t think…it was Gwyneth do you?” I thought that they must have been kidding.
 
                 “That biatch has had it out for you since the first day she arrived. So yeah, that’s what we think,” Lizzie smiled with fake sincerity. 
 
                 “How’s she connected to the microchip? What would she really know that we don’t?” I asked in astonishment.  
 
                 “Lots of stuff, she’s a doctor,” Lizzie added, which made me snicker. “A doctor who works across seas - in a country where dealing with terrorists is a common practice,” Lizzie clarified. “Gwyneth knows something, and it’s your job to figure out what it is, or else knowing her, she’ll end up getting you killed.”
 
   “I agree,” Riley added. “If she’s capable of hitting you over something as small as a locket, who knows what else she would do?”
 
   “She told me it was a piece of jewelry given to her by her mother.”
 
   “Yeah, her locket,” Riley explained. “I overheard her talking to Warren about finally finding it.”
 
   “She freaked out over a…locket?” I drifted off when I remembered the terrorist saying, “It’s a very small chip that can be easily concealed in another object.”
 
   “If you two are right about Gwyneth,” I realized with a renewed sense of purpose. “She’s had the microchip on her this entire time, and I think I know where she’s keeping it,” I said before quickly getting up to leave.
 
                 “Wait, Joie, don’t confront her by yourself,” Riley warned. “At least have Hawkins there with you.”
 
                 “You think she’d hurt me?”
 
                 “That’s exactly what I think she’d do,” Riley locked eyes with mine. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Once I had explained that it might not be in my best interest to confront Gwyneth alone with the few ‘unanswered questions’ I had, Hawkins agreed to come along with me back to his tour bus where he texted Gwyneth to meet up with him for a talk. If the microchip was in the locket it would explain why Gwyneth desperately searched my belongings for it and how we ended up in the fight in the first place. 
 
   Before Gwyneth arrived, Hawkins pulled me in for a kiss and asked if I was sure I wanted to do this? 
 
   I nodded, “We need to clear the air.”
 
   Minutes later, Gwyneth sat down across from us on the other leather couch in front of the bus. I had no idea how I was going to apologize to either one of them if I was wrong, so I tried to approach the matter as subtly as possible.              
 
                 “I thought that you lost that locket,” I looked down at the piece of golden jewelry around her neck.
 
                 “It must have fallen off in my sleep,” she looked a tad bit guilty as she fiddled with it nervously. “I found it in my sheets.”
 
   “You were pretty upset the day you lost it,” I reminded her. “What made you think that I had it?”
 
   “Is this really why you brought me here?” she turned to Hawkins. “To talk about the day she hit me when I went looking through her things?”
 
   “Actually it was you who hit me first that day,” I set the record straight because I was sick of playing these games with her. “So why do you think I had it again?”
 
   “You’re one of the only other girls on the tour,” she added dismissively though I got a sense the locket wasn’t the only thing she felt I ‘took’ from her. 
 
   “Exactly,” I nodded, deciding that it was time to be honest now. “It’s in your locket isn’t it?” I asked as my eyes watched her nervously touch the locket again. “The microchip, isn’t it?”    
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gwyneth said, but I saw a flash of alarm in her eyes with the discovery.
 
    “That’s why you’re here.” It suddenly dawned on me. “You’ve been using the band’s security to protect yourself.” 
 
   “What’s she talking about, Joshua?” Gwyneth asked innocently enough.
 
   “No, you’re not going to lie your way out of this one,” I told her. “It was you who set me up by telling them I had the microchip. It was probably the day you couldn’t find it. The day that you assumed I had taken it.” All the pieces began to fall into place as I watched Gwyneth squirm in her seat. 
 
   “Please tell me you have a good reason for bringing all of this retaliation on the band,” I emphasized, and before she could even blink, I leaned over to rip the golden locket right off of her neck. “By wearing this—
 
   “Easy there, Joie,” Gwyneth whole mood suddenly shifted with the seriousness of the situation. Holding out a cautious hand, she continued to insist, “You don’t know what you have in your hands.”
 
   “After being tortured for hours, which by the way thank you for that,” I added glibly. “I think I have a pretty good idea what you’re hiding in this,” I popped open the locket and looked down at the tiny silver square microchip. 
 
   I flipped over the locket to catch it my hand as Gwyneth urged, “Careful, whatever you do, don’t drop it.”   
 
   “What’s that?” Hawkins looked from Gwyneth’s half hunched over body on the edge of the seat back to me standing above her. 
 
   “Would you like to tell him what this is?” I held up the tiny microchip, completely bluffing as I continued, “Or do you want me to?”
 
   “Okay—fine, will do this your way,” she caved. “What you’re holding there are the coordinates and locations for a hidden nuclear missile site in Sudan, Africa.” 
 
   Not quite expecting to hear that, I slowly and carefully placed the microchip back into the safety of the hard locket and then closed it. 
 
   “Exactly,” I finally said. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing carrying something like that around your neck?” Hawkins asked in astonishment. 
 
   “Because I can’t go to the police with the information,” she sank back into her seat with the confession.   
 
   “And why not?” I asked, because I thought that the government would want to know if there was a hidden nuclear missile site in a potentially hostile foreign country. 
 
   “Because it’s the only evidence that links me to Aarif Kumar’s death,” her eyes snapped up to mine. 
 
   “Isn’t Aarif Kumar the terrorist who was killed?” I felt my face pinch with the question. 
 
   “The terrorist…I killed,” her eyes locked with mine and for a brief moment, I felt a shiver race down my back. I knew Gwyneth wasn’t a saint, even if she may have looked like one, but I didn’t peg her for the murdering type and, judging by Hawkins’ dropped mouth, neither had he.
 
   “Do you remember the story I told you about one of my first experiences in Paoua, involving the brother with the gun and how I had to talk him down from killing anyone?” she looked from Hawkins and then to me for understanding. 
 
   “Establish a connection. Make them see you as a person. Help them remember that they are a person. Talk them down. Give them a reason out. Fight for your life.” I repeated with a sigh under my breath. 
 
    “Yes—” She eyed me for a second like she was surprised that I had actually been listening. 
 
   “Well when I said, I never saw him again—it was a lie. I think he must have trusted me,” Gwyneth suddenly whispered as she stared ahead at nothing in particular like she was remembering a distant memory. “Because he came back to the clinic the next day.”
 
   “He told me that he needed my help. That it was imperative that I come, but when I asked where the patient was he said that the injuries he sustained were too great for him to bring him to me. And I could tell by his desperate reaction that he was telling the truth so I agreed to go along with him.”
 
   “I should have known something was off when he led me toward a part of the village that our guys were taking the most fire from the hostile insurgents. When we finally found the man, I knew that he was one of them. One of the people fighting against us,” she sighed. 
 
   “But the sight of the man gushing blood made me feel less guilty about trying to help him as best I could by applying pressure to the wound. I had bought him enough time to say goodbye to his sister and son. Until eventually the man bled out and died.”  
 
   “I didn’t fully realize what I had just gotten myself in to,” she said regrettably.  
 
   “I was a hopeless naive kid who believed it was her duty to save everyone she could,” Gwyneth frowned. “And because of that,” she looked down at her hands, “they began to trust me.
 
   “In the beginning I did small stuff like giving out antibiotics to their children and for those who were suffering from A.I.D.S. But slowly,” she sighed, “it became bigger, more involved procedures like suturing gunshot wounds, and doing CPR. 
 
   “I lived with the mentality that I would and had been doing the same for our guys. I told myself that as a doctor I needed to remain unbiased. It wasn’t long until I was dividing my time up between being at the clinic and going out into the village. I guess you could say that I was a little lost,” she said wistfully. 
 
   “To make a long story short,” she exhaled heavily. “Two years later, I found myself administering dialysis to Aarif Kumar three times a week for kidney failure at his home in Khartoum, Sudan. One day while I was there, getting the machine ready to be hooked up, I overheard him talking in his office through the adjacent balcony. He was boasting about how he brilliantly duped U.N. Inspectors by smuggling the nuclear missiles across the border in ‘Seft’ trucks, which is an organization that helps the sick and impoverished, and how the only evidence left to the new locations were ‘close to his heart.’
 
   “I knew he wore a kind of locket similar to the one in your hand,” she nodded at it. “Around his neck at all times, and I figured that’s what he had meant by ‘close to his heart.’
 
   “I knew in that moment that I couldn’t pretend any more that this was okay when it really wasn’t. I knew that I would have to act fast and quick to make it out of there alive because it was heavily patrolled. When Kumar came into his bedroom for his usual treatment, I injected him with a lethal dose of barbiturates.” 
 
   “Used to kill people on death row,” I inserted, remembering overhearing this part from the news. 
 
   “And to euthanize terminally ill patients,” she added. “He was dead within seconds, and I now found myself in this situation.” 
 
   “At first I was only thinking of protecting myself, since I couldn’t just go to the cops. It’s why I came back here. I knew the protection that comes along with The Grimm Brother’s Band would buy me sometime, but the day the 02 Arena was…bombed. I knew they were really trying to destroy the only tangible evidence left that would lead our government to the nuclear site because of some stupid tweet I posted about going to the concert that night. 
 
   “They’re not retaliating because of the corrupting music; they’re retaliating because of what is in that locket.” When our eyes locked it made the hair on the back of my neck stand straight up. I thought of all the people who had been killed at the 02 Arena over something that fit into the palm of my hand.
 
   “So they built that makeshift bomb out of gravel and shattered mirrors because of you?” I asked. 
 
   “No, that was someone else trying to send me a message. If the real terrorists had created that bomb and placed it underneath my seat in the center 4 section that night, I wouldn’t be alive today.” 
 
   “I don’t understand? There’s someone else who wants the microchip?”  
 
   “How long did they torture you, Joie?” her eyes snapped up to mine. “How long did Uncle Sam give it to you?”
 
   “Uncle Sam?”  
 
   “You weren’t abducted by terrorists, Joie,” she informed me. “You were abducted by the U.S. Government.”
 
   Cocking my head back, I thought there was no way she could be telling the truth. These men had been brutal and unethical.
 
   “No…they tortured me for hours,” I said taken back, completely aghast. There was no way our government put me through that horrific night.   
 
   “Water boarding, right?” Gwyneth nodded. “Water boarding was invented by the CIA, terrorists don’t use it. There’s nothing quite like the feeling of fighting to get one more gasp of air at the same time you want to hack up the water in your lungs until you don’t know what side is up anymore.”
 
   I shuddered at the dreadful memory until I found the words to speak again, “But I’m a U.S. citizen.”
 
   “Yeah well—after 9/11 you lost a lot of those rights that protect you. You think I got that black eye because I’m clumsy and prone to falling?” she asked skeptically causing me to remember the shiner around her eye the day she was frantically searching for her locket.  
 
   “They don’t have the right to kill us,’ I insisted. ‘Not when we still have something they want.” 
 
   I was stunned into silence, and could only look from Hawkins back over to her. “So if that was our government that night, then where are the real terrorists?”
 
   “The real terrorists are the ones who killed Ted that day,” there was a hint of sadness in her voice because this was the first time Hawkins had heard any of this too. “They weren’t trying to bomb your van that day. They had confused it with mine.” 
 
   I remembered the matching silver Chevrolet van was parked next to our van that day in the parking lot, and it suddenly made sense.
 
   “So it wasn’t Vance,” I realized.
 
   “Robert Vance? No, why did you think that?”
 
   “I found him on Hawkins’ bus that day.”
 
   “What was he doing on my bus?” Hawkins joined the conversation when I realized I never got a chance to tell him about it because I went home shortly after the incident. 
 
   “I don’t know, it was weird,” I explained. “He was in your bedroom when we came up the steps. He said they were checking the bus for security type reasons—that it was protocol.” 
 
   “Weird,” Hawkins murmured.
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I agreed, but noticed that Gwyneth had gone completely silent, like something had suddenly dawned on her. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked her.
 
   “Nothing important,” she said dismissively. “The worst part is what happened to Ted…isn’t even as bad as it can get. You now know what happened in London,” she looked over at Hawkins. 
 
   The thought sent a sickening feeling into the pit of my stomach because I could still remember the feeling of the platforms wobbling and falling underneath my feet the night the stage collapsed. The memory of what happened must have flashed through his mind too, but it was secondary when it came to what Gwyneth was hiding.   
 
   “Gwyneth, you have to turn yourself in,” Hawkins insisted. “You can’t let that kind of information get back into the wrong people’s hands.”
 
   “I know,” she nodded. “I plan on doing it. I’m ready to face the consequences for my actions, but not before I say goodbye to Warren.” 
 
   “Just give me one last night with him,” she sniffed; slowly starting to break down now that she had confessed the truth for once.
 
   “One more night,” Hawkins nodded. “And then I’ll have security escort you safely to the police.”
 
   “Thank you, and I’m sorry about what happened to Ted. You don’t know how many times I wished it was me instead,” she wiped away a fresh set of tears and for a moment I felt bad for her. Hawkins could only shake his head in protest to stop himself from getting emotional too. 
 
   “And Joie, I know you may not believe this, but when I lied and told those men that you had the microchip because I couldn’t find my locket, I didn’t think they would actually believe me. I’m sorry for everything I put you through.”
 
   The sentiment was genuine, and a piece of me couldn’t wrap my head around it as I found myself saying, “It’s okay.”  
 
   Hawkins took my hand and led me off the bus after Gwyneth, but neither one of us seemed to know what to say to each other when we were alone again. Hawkins seemed more shocked than I was about what we had learned, but probably because he didn’t know what Gwyneth was capable of. 
 
   Thankfully, Riley and Lizzie were still sitting at the picnic table where I had left them when we came out the backstage door. 
 
   “Riley,” Hawkins turned to him. “Keep an eye on Joie. I got to go get the set ready.”
 
   “Is everything okay?” Riley asked. 
 
   “No, not really,” Hawkins answered earnestly. “Just promise me you’ll watch her.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Joie,” Hawkins turned to me next. “If the fight over the locket was any indication of the kind of stuff she was putting you through, I would have insisted that she leave.”
 
   “I knew you would have,” I assured him with a hug. “I don’t think any of us could have predicted this.”
 
   “Gwyneth had it in her locket, didn’t she?” Lizzie spoke up. 
 
   “Yes,” I nodded solemnly. 
 
   “Well I got to go,” Hawkins thumbed over his shoulder toward the backstage door and I nodded. I knew this was a lot for him to digest at one time too. 
 
                 “No big surprise there,” Lizzie droned once Hawkins was gone. “Gwyneth’s had it in for you since the first day she arrived.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand,” I began to explain how things had changed since I last saw them. “This is bigger than anyone of us could have anticipated. The microchip contains coordinates and the location of nuclear missile site in Sudan, Africa.”
 
   For a second, they could only drop their mouths in astonishment. 
 
   “Yeah—that’s what the men from the United States government who tortured me were really looking for, and what the terrorists are trying to destroy.” I decided to leave out the part about how Gwyneth killed Aarif Kumar because one shell shocker was enough for a day. 
 
   “I don’t understand, what do you mean?” Riley asked. “The men that tortured you aren’t terrorists?” 
 
   “No, apparently those were our guys. The real terrorists are out there…waiting.” I shuddered at just the thought. 
 
   “Well—they’re not going to get past Vance’s security,” Riley insisted.
 
   “I doubt they’re here to protect the band,” I said as an afterthought when it suddenly dawned on me. “Robert Vance isn’t protecting the band. He’s protecting the locket. He has to be…”  
 
   “You mean the guy who’s in charge of your investigation—”
 
   “Is probably the same guy who had me tortured,” I finished Riley’s thought. “I had the creepiest feeling when he was questioning me too, he offered me a bottle of water of all things that night and it just didn’t feel right.”
 
   “That’s sick,” Lizzie hissed. 
 
   “So that’s what he was looking for on Hawkins’ bus that day,” Riley reminded me. “He was looking for the locket.”
 
   “And Gwyneth had already been interrogated by then,” I realized. “He wasn’t sent here to ‘contain’ anything but to find that microchip.” 
 
   “It would explain how he could keep all this information from the public. You guys remember how he stopped the Tribune from running that story. Who knows what you can do under the Patriot Act?” 
 
   “The real threat has never been about the fans,” I realized. 
 
   “Especially when there’s only what twenty to twenty-five thousand in the crowd,” Riley explained. “That’s nothing compared to the scope of what could happen with a microchip like that in the wrong hands.”
 
   Now that I knew that the same men who had tortured me were the same men that took over for security for the band, I suddenly didn’t feel comfortable out in the open anymore. 
 
   “Can we go hang out with Harlow?” I asked, knowing that security was more focused on the places the public could easily access like our picnic table than the areas where the crew only worked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m supposed to be up there anyway,” Riley checked the time on his wrist watch. “The pavilion gates will be opening soon.” 
 
   I was just relieved that something felt familiar and safe as we climbed up the long ladder to the side of the stage and then headed down a long corridor to another smaller ladder onto the lighting platform below. 
 
   There were actually two lighting platforms that hung down below the pavilion roof, one on either side of the pavilion, and apparently a man from Vance’s security was on the other platform because Harlow had insisted he couldn’t do his job properly with someone he didn’t know breathing down his back or, at least that’s how Riley explained it to me in an attempt to make me feel better. Whatever the reason, I was just glad that it wasn’t our platform. 
 
   You’d never guess the same man that turned around in his swivel chair to beam up at us was the same guy giving Vance a hard time; a trait I quickly liked about Rob Harlow. 
 
   “Hey, Joie, this is a nice surprise,” he got up and pulled me in for an unexpected hug. “We’re glad to have you back. Riley hasn’t been the same since you left.” 
 
   “I didn’t know you were missing me that much,” I turned to Riley. 
 
   “Yeah well, I wouldn’t let him grow in a beard or anything,” Harlow laughed, and I couldn’t help but notice that he didn’t care if anyone overheard him. “But yeah, we’re both glad you’re back,” he smiled, and playfully patted Riley’s arm.
 
   I know that Riley insisted Harlow was still in the closet when it came to telling people he was gay, but by the way things were quickly developing between the two of them, I wasn’t sure that Riley was going to have to wait that much longer. 
 
   It wasn’t long before Riley and Harlow found themselves in another deep conversation about what lighting arrangements they were planning to do for the show and what arrangement went with each song on the set list. 
 
   Harlow, who used to never make an appearance before the show, was a veteran at this kind of stuff and could probably maneuver the lights in his sleep, but he was obviously taking the time to teach Riley everything he knew and that made me happy.
 
   By the time the entire lighting crew were in there designated spots around us, the arena below was nearly filled. I scanned the sea of faces, and could almost feel the crowd start to come alive with the anticipation for Hawkins and the rest of the band to finally cross the stage. 
 
   We didn’t have the closest view of the stage because the lighting platform practically sat overtop of the last seats in the venue, so I was able to see what I couldn’t quite understand. There, in upper pavilions seats, was one of the trader’s recording devices connected to a seat. The placement was weird because they usually put them in the front when suddenly another thought popped up in my mind. 
 
   “Riley, I thought they weren’t letting in any electronics?”
 
   “They aren’t. With Vance’s security, you can’t get anything in.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that a trader’s recorder?” I said pointing to the microphone sticking up above the rest of the crowd in the second pavilion seats below which were the furthest from the stage.
 
   Riley just stared at it before finally saying, “That shouldn’t be there.” I could hear the fear creeping into his voice, and I didn’t know if all of the threats were making us paranoid or not. That was until I spotted a blonde headed girl in a short green sundress work her way down the row of seats until finally coming to a stop in front of the equipment. 
 
   I felt myself suddenly go cold inside as if frozen to the spot like in a nightmare when I couldn’t spring to action fast enough because standing there in front of that microphone was Gweniverie Warren. 
 
   “Shit,” Lizzie and I said together as Riley gasped.
 
   I quickly turned around and nearly collided into another guy from the crew on my way to the platform’s ladder. I knew that it wasn’t just a coincidence, especially when I knew the makeshift bomb had been placed under her seat that night in Chicago. Except this time, I knew that it wasn’t our government who had rigged the equipment.  
 
   “Joie—wait!” Riley called after me as I climbed up the ladder and then ran down the hallway. 
 
   “I don’t have time to wait!” I shouted frantically over my shoulder as I grabbed onto the other ladder that dropped down to the side of the stage. 
 
   When I finally landed on the ground, I overheard Riley shout, “Joie, if it’s really what we think it is,” he quickly climbed down the rest of the ladder. “Then it could be triggered by a number of things, like a person in the crowd. If they see you messing with it, they might detonate the thing.”
 
   “Well they’re going to do it one way or the other,” I insisted as I quickly looked around for any sign of the band, but couldn’t find Hawkins anywhere.
 
   “But you could be killed,” he pleaded for me to stop. 
 
   “Listen,” I turned to Riley and explained. “I’m short. I’m a girl. They’ve never seen me before so they won’t have any reason to become suspicious. Stay here and try to get ahold of Vance.” But before Riley could say another thing, or grab me up like how he was about to do, I turned to race down the side of the stage and to the steps below. 
 
   No one stopped to check to see if I had a ticket on me in the orchestra pit because security never seemed to care about the people moving further away from the stage. Except I knew that everyone might be in danger, no matter how close they were to the band or not, especially if the real terrorists had succeeded at creating what appeared to be a recorder but was really a bomb. I assumed they must have, if it got past Vance’s security at the gates which meant we were all in trouble; the kind of trouble that blasted out a chunk the size of a crater in the 02 Arena in London. 
 
   My heart was practically racing outside of my chest, but I acted nonchalant as I walked up the steps toward the second pavilion seating. I scanned the crowd looking for anyone who didn’t seem to belong as I closed in the distance between Gwyneth and me. 
 
   For the first time, being short was actually a plus as I turned down Gwyneth’s row and shuffled past the other tall frat boys. I eyed the black microphone over her chair as I watched her sip on her beer, completely unaware that I was steadily approaching her. A part of me was seriously praying that I was just being paranoid as my eyes drifted down to the small box positioned underneath her seat. 
 
   The crowd suddenly roared to life as Hawkins crossed the stage solo tonight. The sight of him alone reminded me of the night the stage collapsed, and for a second I froze as if waiting for the world to cave in. Thankfully, Gwyneth did a double take in my direction before her eyes finally locked with mine. I tilted my head in the direction of the recording equipment behind her and mouthed, “We have a problem.” She followed my gaze and quickly snapped her eyes back up to mine with alarm.          
 
   Gwyneth took a quick glance behind her before turning to smile at me. I didn’t understand at first what she was doing until she began to gush a bunch of nonsense like we were long lost friends but I didn’t catch a word of it because of all the shouting and hooting going on around us. I quickly realized she was putting on the show for anyone who might be watching us. 
 
   She then squeezed my hand and guided me down to the seats below now that everyone was standing. Not having enough time to chitchat, I slid the bomb forward with my foot and in the process, the ‘recorder’ part came out halfway from the carrying case around it. Sending a sickening shiver into the pit of my stomach because there on the top of it was a timer that indicated we had less than three minutes to figure out what we were going to do with it. Something about the timer though immediately changed Gwyneth’s whole demeanor. She dropped her shoulders in relief; in fact her whole body looked a fraction more at ease, but I had no clue as to why. 
 
   Gwyneth reached up to rip the locket off of her neck before lowering it discreetly into my hand. We exchanged a brief but haunting look. I had seen the expression before when Hawkins had made the decision to sacrifice his life for mine though I didn’t get a sense that’s why she was giving me the locket now. I knew that she felt responsible for everything that had happened in her past and what was happening right now. 
 
   “Tell Warren that I love him,” she mouthed and before I could stop her, she quickly picked up the ‘recorder’ and took off down the aisle in the opposite direction. I closed my eyes for a second, half expecting to get blown into pieces since Gwyneth had clearly moved the bomb. When it didn’t go off, I realized what she must have understood when she saw the timer on the bomb seconds earlier; that the person who had rigged it was probably long gone by now. 
 
   Finding my feet again, I took off after her down the row of people. 
 
   “Out of my way!” I shouted as I rounded the end of the row and rushed down the second pavilion pathway toward the steps facing the lawn. The walkway in front of the lawn was packed full of people, and I only caught a few glimpses of her blonde hair flying in and out of the crowd up ahead. 
 
   Once I was out by the vendors, I shoved the locket in my pocket as I looked back and forth, but I didn’t see her anywhere. I turned to my left and raced up toward the amphitheater gates in the direction of the parking lot. It was the only place I figured she would go to protect everyone else. I skidded through the exit to the pavilion seconds later and scanned the parking lot looking for her until my eyes fell on the back of her blonde hair and petite frame as she sprinted for the woods in the distance.
 
   “Gwyneth!” I shouted as I ran after her. I understood that she wanted to protect as many people as she possibly could but there couldn’t have been that much time left before the bomb detonated. 
 
   “Throw it and run!” I hollered at the top of my lungs because she was at least the length of a football field away from me by now, but she didn’t even look back as she continued to race away. “Throw it and run!” 
 
   Flooded with emotions, I choked back a few tears when suddenly a white heat seared along my skin and an invisible force tossed me back through the air causing my body to land with a crashing blow on the ground before everything went dark.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Albert Pike once said about death, “What we have done for ourselves alone dies with us; what we have done for others and the world remains and is immortal.” If Gwyneth scarifying her life to save twenty thousand others wasn’t immortal, I didn’t know what was.   
 
   When I came to again, I was in the hospital bed, and judging by the thin gown I was wearing and the IV hooked up to the back of my wrist, I knew that I must have been there for a while. 
 
   I sat up, and quickly regretted doing so, because my back felt as if a layer of skin had been scraped off of it. Grimacing, I slowly adjusted until the pain wasn’t completely unbearable. The sudden movement caused Hawkins to stir in the hospital’s recliner beside my bed. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” he asked. 
 
   “Beat up,” I smacked my dry lips but was too tired to tell Hawkins not to fuss over me as he poured me a glass of water. 
 
   “Thanks,” I took a sip and felt a moment of relief.
 
   “Riley and Lizzie stayed by your side the entire night, but I told them to go back to the tour bus and rest up until they heard from me. Your mom’s here though. You just missed her. She went to get a cup of coffee.”
 
   “My mom? How long have I been out?” 
 
   “Not that long, all of last night and most of today.”
 
   “Then how—”
 
                 “I sent someone to pick her up with my jet.”
 
                 “Well, she must have liked that,” I emphasized.
 
                 “I think she liked the gesture,” he flashed a smile as if winning my mom over was a part of his plans. He then cleared his throat, and asked more seriously, “Do feel well enough to tell me what happened with Gwyneth? I only ask because I don’t know when we’ll get a chance to be alone again, and Vance has been going nuts trying to reach me; I had to literally turn off my phone.”
 
                 The mention of Robert Vance’s name made me quickly grab at where my pockets had been last time I was conscious, but after quickly realizing that someone had changed me out of my clothes, I was frantic that I might have lost the microchip. 
 
                 “Where are my clothes?”
 
                 “I already packed them with the other clothes I brought for you to leave in,” he explained.
 
                 “And the locket was it in my jean pocket?” I kept my voice down so no one would overhear us as Hawkins’ eyes darted over to mine. 
 
   He seemed surprised, “Did she give it to you?” 
 
   “Is it still in my jean pocket?” I repeated, not having the patience to wait for answer. 
 
                 “Uh, I dunno know,” he sat up and walked around my bed. He opened a thin closet and bent down to sift through the bag of clothes he brought for me.
 
                 Once he found my jeans, he searched the first pocket, but didn’t find anything, causing my heart to suddenly race. What if someone had lost it in the process of changing my clothes? It was a very small piece of jewelry after all. My growing anxiety was short lived though, when he pulled out Gwyneth’s thin gold necklace from my other jean pocket and the perfect circular locket dangled free in the air. 
 
   “It’s crazy how something so small could cause so much damage,” Hawkins muttered, and I realized how difficult this was for him. Gwyneth wasn’t just his best friend’s sister, she was also his ex-fiancé, and knowing Hawkins he probably blamed himself for what happened to her. “So why do you have this locket?”
 
   “She passed it to me before she made the decision to take the bomb and run,” I explained to him how it had really happened. “She died saving god knows how many lives. She’s a hero. I just wish I had her same courage…” 
 
   “Don’t say that,” Hawkins snapped lightly. “All I kept thinking when I heard the explosion, all I kept praying for was…please, God don’t take her. You don’t know how helpless I felt…”
 
   “I’m sorry that I scared you, but once I realized what was happening I had to stop it. I couldn’t lose you either. It’s just the last thing I remember was being thrown through the air. I haven’t had the time to completely wrap my head around it yet.”
 
   “No, I’m sorry,” his blue eyes suddenly softened. “I know this is a lot to process at one time.”
 
   “It’s just that I keep thinking maybe Gwyneth did what she did to make everything right again,” I remembered the look in her eye as if it was seconds ago. “She had said that she felt lost from helping the terrorist, to killing Kumar, to watching Ted get blown up, but this Gwyneth,” I stressed. “This Gwyneth was the same girl who talked a grieving brother down from retaliating on a bunch of doctors at the clinic. This Gwyneth was the girl that I had only heard about in her stories and honestly, that’s how I’d want my brother to remember me. I don’t think you should tell Warren the truth.” I finally got to the point I was slowly building up to because for the first time I wanted Gwyneth to appear to be the person she may not have always been. 
 
   “Well, we haven’t talked much since the incident because he’s inconsolable right now, but,” he nodded. “It’s best that he never know what really happened with her, that is if Vance doesn’t blow the case wide open.” 
 
   “Yeah, well I have my own bone to pick with him,” I was just about to continue to explain when my mom walked in causing Hawkins to quickly tuck the locket inside his jean pocket and close the closet door.
 
   “Thank god,” my mom breathed a sigh of relief as she came to a stop halfway into the room. For someone who wasn’t usually emotional, I watched the tears well up in her eyes. “You’re up.” Once she wiped away a few tears that had escaped down her cheeks, she came over to kiss me on my forehead and take my hand in hers to squeeze it. 
 
   “Are you mad?” I asked. 
 
   “Not right now,” she brushed back my hair and smiled. “Will get to the reckless and scared part later,” she nodded assuredly and I started to laugh, but flinched from the jarring pain in my side causing both my mom and Hawkins to rush closer. There was a long pause before my mom spoke again.
 
   “For now, let’s just focus on the fact that you helped save thousands of lives last night, from what I understand from Hawkins,” she smiled over at him and I could tell how much it meant to her that he had thought to include her in my recovery. “Being brave and a bit of a dreamer is a trait you share with your father.”
 
   I groaned, and she shook her head, stopping me. “No, Joie, when I met your father I loved that he was a dreamer, it was what attracted me to him. But often in relationships, the things you love the most about a person can be the hardest to understand. And I know if he were standing here today, he’d be extremely proud of you.”
 
   I felt my heart swell with love because I knew he’d be proud, but mostly because I knew my mom was healing too. 
 
   “Good, I see that you’re up,’ a blonde female doctor dressed in light pink scrubs with teddy bears on them approached us. She introduced herself as Dr. Penelope Cross.  ‘You know they’re calling you a hero around the office,” she smiled down at me as she began to check my stats by placing a stethoscope over my lungs to listen to me breathe and then moved it down around my abdomen.   
 
   “Yeah well, I’m not the real hero,” I remembered Gwyneth sprinting away from me. 
 
   “You raced toward a bomb when most people would have been running away from it. If that’s not a hero,” she looked down at me as she pulled the stethoscope out of her ears and placed it around her neck. “Then I don’t know what is.”    
 
   I just gave her a half smile, because honestly I didn’t think about it when I did it. I think a person just acts when things like that happen. 
 
   “Well, we got your blood work back and your cat scans,” she nodded. “And everything looks good. No internal bleeding or head trauma. The most damage you sustained was to the skin along your back, but the cuts and scrapes should heal over time. I’m going to prescribe an antibiotic ointment for you to apply on the wounds twice a day for the next two weeks or until they heal.”
 
   Once the doctor seemed done updating us, my mom gushed, “That’s wonderful news.”
 
   “Yes it is,” she took a tentative glance in my mom’s direction before turning back around to face Hawkins and me. “You know my daughter is such a fan. I’m embarrassed to admit that I get daily updates on your relationship status,” she half laughed. “She thinks the two of you should get married and have lots of children.”
 
   “Someday, hopefully,” Hawkins quickly replied, causing me to smile over at him in surprise.
 
   “Right—well,” the smile quickly faded from her face as she glanced over at my mom again, who was busy texting someone on her cell one key at a time. I wondered why the doctor seemed so fascinated with her, when she politely informed her, “I’m so sorry, but cell phones aren’t allowed in this wing.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” my mom apologized as she went to put the cell phone back in her purse. “Everyone just uses the lounge down the hallway instead,” she quickly added. “I can show you where it’s at if you like?”
 
   “No, I’m sure I can find it on my own,” my mom insisted as she got up to leave. “I really need to tell all your aunts and uncles that you’re going to be alright,” she explained with a guilty look on her face, but I just nodded and said, “It’s okay, mom.”
 
   I didn’t need the heart monitor to know my heart rate was picking up because the doctor was starting to scare me. What did she not want to say in front of my mother? 
 
   The doctor waited until my mom was out of earshot to turn back around to face us again. “I don’t know if you knew or had told your mother yet, but that someday…is here now.” She looked from Hawkins back to me. “That’s why I’m really here. I’m a pediatric doctor.”
 
   “What?” we both exclaimed in unison. 
 
   “You are eight weeks along in your pregnancy,” she looked down at me. “And the baby is doing just fine. It’s got a strong heartbeat and everything looks good on the sonogram.”
 
   Goose bumps ran down my arms as I looked down at my belly. I was carrying a life inside me? But fear quickly replaced my initial reaction as my eyes snapped over to Hawkins. What if this wasn’t what he wanted?
 
   “It’s…okay? Are you sure?” he stammered. “She ran after a bomb and it exploded,” he seemed to slowly come undone and in that moment, I understood how much I must have really scared him. Tears welled up in my eyes, as he continued to ask, “So are you sure…our…our baby is fine?”
 
   “Yes,” she assured him as she beamed down at us, obviously thrilled with how we were taking the news. 
 
   “My mom,” I murmured as it slowly dawned on me that the doctor had spared me that experience, at least for now. “Thank you,” I added. 
 
   “Like I said, my daughter gives me updates,” she smiled one last time before she turned to leave us alone. 
 
   Hawkins leaned forward in his seat to take my hand in his as he moved in with his other hand and placed it lovingly on my stomach. “Hey there buddy,” he cooed. “How did mommy not know you were in there?”
 
   I went to explain that I had never been regular with my periods, but he shook his head when I realized he wasn’t upset that I didn’t know, he just wanted to talk to the baby. 
 
   “Well we know now,” his eyes snapped up to mine filled with admiration and love. “Don’t we, mommy?”
 
   “Yes, we do.”
 
   I felt a little silly talking to my belly, but the more and more I heard Hawkins talk to the baby, I knew without a doubt that he would be a better father than even I could have hoped for. Unfortunately, our little happy bubble was short lived when we got an unexpected visitor.  
 
   “Ah yeah, Mason, I’ll have to call you back,” Vance slapped his cell phone shut instantly announcing his arrival. 
 
   The mention of the name Mason brought back memories of the night I was kidnapped and terrorized. I couldn’t believe Vance actually waltz in my hospital room talking to one of the men who had helped abduct me.  
 
   Hawkins instantly stood up, and I could tell he was feeling protective of me, the mother of his child, as he stepped forward ready to pummel the man. 
 
   “Hawkins, it’s okay, I got this,” I stopped him with the severity of my tone. “Why don’t you go find my mom for me?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Joie,” Hawkins was so angry I noticed his knuckles were white from clenching his fists so tight. 
 
   “I can instantly call for help if I need to,” I held up the remote on my bed to show him.
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “I’ll only be down the hallway,” he was speaking to me but he continued to glare at Vance as if begging the man to give him a reason to hit him. “If you need me, just call,” Hawkins knocked his shoulder into the man before leaving the room.   
 
   “O—kay?” Vance’s eyebrows knitted together like he didn’t understand what Hawkins deal was about. “Well, how’s your recovery going?”  
 
   “Let’s cut the BS and tell me why you’re really here.” 
 
   Maybe it was my, baby or just my hormones, but I couldn’t have been anymore pissed than I already was with Vance, now that I knew he was working with the men that kidnapped and terrorized me.  
 
   He just stared at me, but if he thought I was going to jump first, he had another thing coming. He must have come to the same conclusion because he shifted his weight, huffed and crossed his arms before speaking. 
 
   “I know you have the microchip,” he was bluffing, I figured because there wasn’t any reason for him to think that, other than hope.
 
   “I know you work with the men that kidnapped and tortured me.”
 
   “I don’t work with them,” he said flatly.
 
   “And I don’t have the microchip,” I countered in the same tone.
 
   “Do you even know what’s on that chip?
 
   “Yes … I do.”
 
   “Then you know that it holds information that could be a threat to our country.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you going to give it to me then?” He asked as though I should have handed it over a long time ago, which I would have if he weren’t working with the same people that could have raped and killed me.
 
   “Not yet.” I waited to see if he would take the bait.
 
   “You know, I could arrest you. Actually, if you don’t give me that microchip, that’s exactly what I am going to do.”
 
   “I never said I had the microchip, and if you arrest me, Hawkins and I will tell every magazine, newspaper, and TV reporter what your men did to me.”
 
   “No one will believe you.”
 
   “Oh really? Why don’t you try telling that to the two witnesses; Maria Rey at the grocery store and the cashier at the gas station. One of them saw me get shoved into the trunk of my car and the other saw me half naked after I escaped. Besides, it’s already been in all of the magazines. Everyone knows that I was kidnapped. It’s one of the very few advantages to having the paparazzi follow me around twenty-four seven.”
 
   “Alright, alright, what do you want?” He asked in a manner that I could tell he realized how bad this could be for his team and with it being an election year he had to be extra careful.
 
   “The first thing I want is for the men that kidnapped and tortured me to be fired or dishonorably discharged.”
 
   “Those men were just doing their jobs.” He seemed shocked that I would request this first, but I knew he knew the extent of what I had been through and what I could possibly be sharing with the press if he didn’t give me what I wanted.
 
   “You teach your men to lick their captures’ faces? And who knows what he would have done to me if I hadn’t got away; I know what he wanted to do.” The color quickly drained from Vance’s face like this wasn’t the first incident he had been made aware of.  
 
   “Fine, is that it?” he barked.
 
   “Not even close, so you better get out your handy little notepad,” I calmly stated, then didn’t blink as he tried to stare me down again. With a roll of his eyes, he pulled a small notepad out of his suit’s inside pocket and nodded for me to go ahead.
 
   “I want my mom’s mortgage paid off.” 
 
   “How much is that?” he asked, clearly shocked by my demands.
 
   “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Fine, anything else?”
 
   “I want Gwyneth’s record expunged, except for what she did in the end.”
 
   “You know she’s the one that told us you had the locket and the reason you were kidnapped in the first place.”
 
   “Yeah—after your men had scared her half to death. I can’t believe she gave up my name after being repeatedly punched in the face,” I was growing angrier by the second, but Vance held up a hand to calm me as he looked back at the semi-closed door. 
 
   “Next?” 
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   “Good, where’s the chip?”
 
   “You will get it after I get those things on the list.”
 
   “I can’t wait until then, I need that chip.”
 
   “Then I guess you better get busy on that list.” I prepared myself for another stare down, but he must have realized his time was better served getting me what I wanted.
 
   “You better have that microchip, and it better not be damaged from the bomb, or we’ll take everything back,” he made a point of saying before he high tailed it out of the hospital room.
 
                 Shortly after, Hawkins and my mom entered the room discussing the art on the hospital’s walls of all things. When he took a moment to see if I was okay, I understood that he was keeping her distracted on purpose. 
 
                 “You know how Van Gogh really lost that ear, right? he asked my mom.
 
                 “Wasn’t he mentally ill?”
 
                 “No, he lost it in a fight over a girl with Paul Gauguin.”
 
                 “Really?”
 
                 “Yeah, so he’s just as mental as I am,” Hawkins laughed darkly as if implying he’d liked to have done the same thing to Vance.  
 
                 A nurse followed in after them with my release papers, and then reiterated everything my doctor had said about the antibiotic ointment for my back. She finally unhooked the IV from the back of my hand and told me that I could get dressed again. 
 
                 “I’ll go pull the car around,” my mom offered.
 
                 “Be careful,” Hawkins called after her. “The paparazzi are out there.”
 
   Groaning, I asked why they couldn’t they give us a moment of peace? Then I got up and pulled out the bag of clothes that Hawkins had packed for me, but I slowly started to freak out when I realized he had only packed my usual white tank top and pink rolled up sweatpants.
 
   “Oh no, no, no…”
 
   “Joie,” he reached a hand down to gently lift my chin until our eyes were leveled with each other. “I don’t know what made you think you had to change your look, but I hope it wasn’t for me, because I’ve never seen you look more beautiful than when you’re in these clothes.”  
 
                 “But Gwyneth?”
 
                 “I’m not with Gwyneth.”
 
                 Pressing my lips together, I tried my hardest to hold back the lopsided grin that desperately wanted to form on my face. 
 
                 “I’ll just let you get dressed then,” he cracked a smile.
 
                 “Okay,” I nodded as I watched the back of him leave. 
 
                 Grabbing up my sweats, I hugged them and thought, God—I’ve missed you.   
 
                 I didn’t think I fully understood how much Hawkins had missed seeing me in my white tank and pink sweats, because minutes later when the paparazzi had swarmed around us outside, he pulled me in for a long, passionate, overdue kiss.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The band cancelled the next couple tour dates. Warren went back to Canada to be with his family while they got the fun[bookmark: _GoBack]eral ready. Hawkins and I would be flying up in a few days, but needed to spend some time with just each other. Lizzie went with Warren and was being really supportive, as though she didn’t spend all of her previous energy bringing Gwyneth down. If Warren knew, he hadn’t let on, since he would not let her leave his side. The rest of the band and crew members were flying home to hug their loved ones before going to Vancouver to show their respect. Besides Hawkins and me, the only other two people that stayed with the tour buses were Harlow and Riley. Harlow had made some story about needing to work on some lighting problems and although Riley wished he would have just told everyone the truth, he was thankful when Harlow asked Riley if he would be willing to stay and help. 
 
   The FBI made sure that Gwyneth’s death was on every national news station so that the terrorists would think that Gwyneth died with the microchip still on her. The terrorists took responsibility for the bombing, but didn’t seem too upset that only she died in the explosion. Nevertheless, I knew whenever anyone spoke of Gweniverie Warren, they would only speak of the hero that she was and how she saved many thousands of American lives by taking her own. 
 
   “Joie, your mom’s been trying to reach you on your cell,” Hawkins explained bringing my focus back to him on his tour bus.  
 
   “Oh, thanks,” I took the phone from him and began to dial her number because I knew it took a lot of effort for her to just text something on her ancient cell phone. That didn’t stop her from trying though since we had kept in touch like how I had promised we would.  
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey mom, you wanted to talk to me?”
 
   “I don’t know how to thank him,” her voice was shaking with emotion. 
 
   “Who mom?”
 
   “Hawkins, I don’t know how to thank him for what he did. You know this whole time, I thought you were making a mistake but after meeting him in person and knowing what he did to help me, I couldn’t have picked a person more perfect for you, than him.”
 
   “I appreciate that mom, I really do,” I said genuinely. “But what did he do?”
 
   “Oh he didn’t tell you yet,” she breathed. “I hope I didn’t ruin the surprise.”
 
                 “I’m sure it’s fine,” I turned to look in Hawkins’ direction as he leaned against his bedroom doorway exposing his defined bicep muscles, and looking hotter than hell with a raised eyebrow over those smoldering blue eyes.
 
   “Well, I got a call from the bank today. Apparently an anonymous source paid off the mortgage on our house.” 
 
   For a second I just blinked, because I knew who had really paid it off, but I realized how it must have appeared to my mom because only someone with a lot of money could have done it.  
 
   “He did what?!” I suddenly beamed in fake reverie because this couldn’t have turned out better for me.
 
   “I know!” my mom gushed. “I don’t know how to thank him.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll tell him,” I locked eyes with him.
 
   “Please make sure he doesn’t go crazy, I’m not needy.” 
 
   “He knows that, mom,” I continued to play it up even if Hawkins continued to look completely confused.
 
   “Love you, honey.”
 
   “Love you too, mom, bye.” My eyes never wavered from Hawkins as I clicked off the phone and tossed it on the kitchen booth. A slow smile formed on his face as I curled my pointer finger. “Come here.” 
 
   “What did I do?” he pushed off the wall and walked into my arms. I closed my eyes as I took in the soft scent of his cologne and murmured, “Everything.”
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