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Prologue

The fair was lively with
bright lights and music. Sarah Mackenzie could hardly contain her
excitement as she snuck glances at her date. Jackson Jeffries, Jack
as she called him, was tall and broad shouldered, and she couldn’t
help but wonder if he would fill out like her father said he would
someday, or if he would still be skinny and gangly. She wouldn’t
mind either way, unlike some of the girls in their school did. She
thought he was dreamy just the way he was and could hardly believe
her luck when he had asked her out to the fair tonight. They had
been friends for as long as she could remember, best friends, but
she had been longing for something more. Her girlfriends teased her
about it constantly, but she didn't care. She would always love
Jack.

Jack drew back his arm and
threw another ball, knocking down the rest of the milk bottles.
Sirens and bells sounded around them, joining the others that
filled the night. Sarah clapped and cheered, spilling her hot
chocolate on her sleeve. He glanced sideways at her and grinned at
her feeble attempts to clean her shirt with a paper napkin, before
selecting a giant, fuzzy pink bear as his prize.

“This is for you,” he said,
grinning sheepishly.

“I love it. Thank you,
JACK,” she took the bear and gave it a giant hug.

“Come on, the concert
should be starting soon. Let’s put that bear in the truck first, or
you'll never see it.” He grabbed her hand and squeezed gently,
leading her away from the crowds.

“We should hurry. I want to
be as close to the stage as possible!” She said eagerly tugging on
his arm and JACK laughed as they walked, hand in hand through the
grassy field converted to a parking lot. It didn’t take long to
find his rusted, beaten-up green truck surrounded by smaller cars
and newer trucks. He unlocked the door and Sarah handed him the
bear to stuff into the passenger seat. When he shut the door and
turned towards her, she surprised him by pressing a kiss to the
corner of his mouth her heart racing.

“Thank you, Jack,” she
smiled, feeling suddenly shy.

“Come on, we’re going to be
late,” he grinned down at her before grabbing her hand and leading
her to the outdoor concert on the far side of the fair. Jack led
her through the crowd until they were nearly center stage, pulling
her to stand in front of him and wrapping his arms around her
waist. They were so close Sarah could feel his body burning into
her back as they swayed together. A breeze blew threw her hair as
the music pounded through her body, as Jack sung along to the
music, his breath warming her ear as his deep voice rumbled in
through her. Sarah closed her eyes and reveled in the heat of his
body pressed against her back. The crowd cheered and applauded as
the band left the stage, and Jack took her hand again and led her
through the jostling crowd back to the main carnival.

“We should start heading
back soon, before my dad finds out I snuck out,” she said quietly,
reluctant for the night to end.

“Come on, one more ride and
then I promise I’ll take you home,” Jack grinned at her, and her
insides melted.

“Okay,” she nodded, her
heart racing as he led her over to the Ferris wheel and handed in
the last of their tickets. He led her onto the ride, and they sat
together on the bench as the bar came down, securing them in their
seats before lifting them into the air. Sarah squeezed her eyes
closed and held onto the bar with a white knuckled grip. Why did
she let him talk her into doing this when she was terrified of
heights? She screamed internally at herself as her heart pounded
harder and harder with every foot they climbed into the air. Jack
slid across the bench and wrapped an arm around her
shoulders.

“Look at me, Sarah,” he
gently urged, tilting her chin towards him with his other hand. “I
won’t let anything happen to you. You're safe with me, I
promise."

Sarah slowly opened her
eyes and stared into his, seeing the lights from the Ferris wheel
reflected there. The hand on her chin skimmed down her throat and
shoulder, sending delightful shivers through her as it dropped down
to her waist. He pulled her closer until their knees and thighs
pressed together. Fire radiated from where his hand rested on her
hip, and Sarah held her breath, wondering if he was about to kiss
her. They climbed higher and higher in the sky, until the ride came
to a complete stop when they reached the very top. Jack smiled at
her and lowered his head to press his lips against hers. Sarah
shyly wrapped her arms behind his neck and pulled him closer,
letting him devour her mouth with his lips and tongue as he
deepened the kiss. She barely noticed when the ride started moving
again, and they were back at the bottom all too soon.

Her father was waiting for
them when they climbed out of their seats, looking angrier than she
remembered ever seeing him before. He stood there with his strong
arms crossed over his chest, his jaw clenched as he spotted them.
Sarah reluctantly led Jack over to him, a pit of dread forming in
her stomach as she stared at her shoes waiting for him to
talk.

“I can't believe that the
two of you would sneak out like this! Do you know how worried your
parents and I have been Jack? Sarah? I trusted you, and you repay
that by sneaking out and cavorting at the first opportunity? I
can't believe you would sneak around like this. I have half a mind
to drag you home and tell your parents exactly what you've been
getting up to with my daughter!” Her father practically spat at
Jack.

“Sir, I think you have the
wrong idea. Nothing happened. We’re friends, having a bit of
harmless fun,” Sarah felt her heart splinter as she heard Jack
talk, rushing to reassure her father that nothing had happened
between them. Her father stubbornly refused to listen, ignoring
Jack’s protests as he stared at her smudged lip gloss.

“That’s a mighty fine shade
of lip gloss you’re wearing these days, Jack. It looks like the
exact same shade of pink as my daughter’s. Mighty surprising of you
since nothing happened.” Her father turned his attention back to
Jack and stared at him. “Let’s go Sarah. Your mother’s been worried
about you.”

Sarah followed behind her
dad, refusing to look at Jack as he called out to her. Why did he
kiss her if he only wanted to be friends? Hurt and confusion warred
inside her.

“Sarah, wait!” Jack called
racing to catch up to them. “I’m sorry. I was simply caught up in
the adrenaline of the carnival. I should never have kissed you like
that.”

“It’s fine Jack. I… I
understand. I’ll see you at school tomorrow,” she replied,
desperately trying not to show how much her heart hurt. Refusing to
look at him, she turned around and raced back to her dad’s side,
praying she made it home before the tears broke free.

“He’ll come to recognize
what a great girl you are one day,” her father muttered, wrapping
his arm around her shoulders, and pulling her closer to his side.
“But maybe you can do me a favour and wait a few years first. I’m
not ready to let go of my little girl just yet.”

Sarah sighed and nodded,
dashing away her tears with the back of her hand. She couldn’t help
but wonder if he was right, or if she should have listened to Angie
and her other friends and forget about Jack once and for
all…


Chapter 1

Love. What is love? Sarah used to
believe that if a man wanted to spend the rest of his life with
you, it meant he loves you. She was as much of a fool as the woman
in this movie she was watching with her best friend. Why would any
self-respecting woman waste her life waiting for a man that didn’t
love her back? It wasn't worth it. It never was. Men were nothing
but heartbreakers. They were dogs that cheated with every bitch
they could get their paws on.

“You swore you wouldn’t cry
this time!” Angela threw a pillow at her from across the
room.

“I can’t help it! She
wasted all that time waiting for her lover to return from war, only
to find out that he fell in love with the woman who had nursed him
back to health! She could have been so happy with someone else, but
instead she pinned her hopes and dreams of a family on a man that
didn’t love her back. She died an old spinster! Who wouldn’t cry
over the injustice of such a tragic fate?”

In some respects, the movie mirrored
the tragedy of her own life. She'd been a stay-at-home mom for many
years, raising her son Deacon while her husband worked long hours
at his uncle's car dealership. But when the bills started to get
harder to pay on her ex-husband Bruce’s salary, she dutifully went
back to work. For years, she had believed they were happy together.
Well, at least as happy as they could be. Maybe she should’ve
waited after all and risked dying an old spinster like Selena. At
least then she would never have dealt with the pain of catching her
husband of over a decade screwing around with the babysitter. It
was so clichéd it made her want to vomit when she thought about
it.

Angie moved to sit beside her, handing
her a glass of red wine. She took it gratefully, and sipped,
letting the blend of cranberries and black currants coat her
tongue. Sarah closed her eyes as she savored the flavors and warmth
and warmth of the alcohol as it trailed through her
body.

“I have something for you.
Call it an early birthday present,” Angie announced. Sarah’s eyes
shot open in surprise.

“My birthday isn’t for six
months,” She protested, arching a brow as Angie pulled out a small
packet from her purse and handed it to her.

“I know, but I thought you
could use a little pick me up after everything you’ve been through
this year,” she gestured at the packet excitedly. “Go ahead and
open it!”

Sarah tore her gaze away from Angie to
look at the glossy envelope in her hands. Cautiously, she flipped
it open and pulled out the plane tickets inside. Her mouth dropped
to the floor, and she gasped as she stared at them.

“Surprise!” Angie shouted,
practically jumping out of her seat. “I won them on a radio
contest! We’re going to MEXICO!”

“Oh my god….” Sarah was
speechless. Mexico? She had rarely been outside of Canada. “What
about Deacon? Or my job? I can’t take off out of the blue like
this.” Or could she? Would it be so bad to get away from everything
for little while? Even as she contemplated it, guilt began to eat
away at her. What kind of mother would she be if she left Deacon
behind to go gallivanting around Mexico? Who would take care of him
while she was away? His father wouldn't offer. Bruce was simply too
vindictive as to support her need to get away for a little while.
Her pulse began to race, as a little voice inside her head asked,
when would she ever get this chance again?

“I’ve already taken care of
everything,” Angie announced. “Deacon will be with your parents
while we’re away, and your boss has already approved the time off!
What are you waiting for? Go pack your bags!”

The decision made for her Sarah leaped
from her chair. Butterflies swarmed inside her belly as she raced
down the hallway to her bedroom. She ignored her inner dialogue
screaming that she couldn’t possibly leave the country. Angie was
hot on her heels as they beelined into her closet. Sarah pulled out
an old, worn suitcase and dusted it off as Angie sorted through her
wardrobe, tossing clothes aside as she rejected them. Soon there
was a mountain of faded jeans and worn-out tops mixed with
pantsuits and blouses that were suitable for work but not for the
beach. Sarah slumped on the pile of discarded clothes, staring at
the empty racks and hangers. No wonder her ex-husband’s hands had
started wandering. Nothing in here was even remotely fashionable or
sexy. She was a frumpy mess. Half this stuff didn't even fit her
anymore as she'd lost a lot of weight since the divorce.

“I can’t wear any of this
in Mexico,” she cried. “I have nothing suitable for a tropical
vacation. Maybe you should go without me. I’m sure Greg would
prefer to be with you anyway.”

“My fiancé will be fine by
himself for a week. How did you manage to have such a wretched
wardrobe? Oh Sarah,” Angie gracefully knelt beside her and placed a
delicate hand on her knee. “I hate to be the bearer of such news
but there's only one way to fix this.... We need to go
shopping.”

Sarah sighed. There was no way around
it. She could not wear any of these clothes on vacation. In fact,
she should donate everything in here. Not that she would be doing
anyone else a favor.

“I’ll grab my coat,” she
replied, her knees creaking as she rose a little shakily from the
floor. A fluffy pink bear stuffed at the back of the closet caught
her attention. She could almost hear the carnival music, the bells,
and sirens of the games as he
smiled cockily at her, sending her heart racing.
Sarah shook her head to clear it of the memory. She hadn’t thought
about JACK in nearly twelve years. Had forced herself to forget him
when she had married Bruce. So why did he come unbidden to her mind
now? How much wine did she drink tonight?

“Maybe you should drive,”
she said and reached for her purse.


Chapter 2






You would only have to date her for a
little while. Convince everyone that you’re madly in love for the
very first time, and the tabloids will lap it up. It’s a win-win!”
Lenny wheedled; his hair plugs dancing as he gestured
wildly.

Alexander Hawkinson, also known as
Oscar winner Xander Hawkins, stared in disbelief at his agent from
across the table. The man must think he’s completely daft! Maybe he
was since he was listening to the bloody idea in the first place.
This was not what he'd had in mind when he came to Los Angeles to
pursue a career in acting. His family back home in London will
think he’s gone mad if they ever hear of this farce.

“Are you sure this is the
best idea to promote the movie? I honestly can’t stand the hag.”
Alex protested, taking a bite of his steak. Anonymity was something
he longed for these days, especially since the success of his last
few films had blown his career to a level he could never have
predicted. The restaurant was quiet, however, so he didn’t bother
trying to disguise himself to avoid unwanted attention. Now his
agent was trying to nag him into some cockeyed sham of a
relationship with his co-star, whom he absolutely abhorred. He
could almost see the headlines as they discussed his agent’s
proposal, “Spoiled Succubus Drags Hawkins into Her Web of Deceit.”
This was the exact thing he had sworn he would never do, and until
now it had never been an issue, but the film was struggling. Rumors
were swirling that it was on the verge of being cancelled. It
wouldn't affect his career if it did, but he hated that it would
put so many people out of a job.

He had to admit, when he came to Los
Angeles, his combination of looks and accent opened many doors for
him. Not all of them were for his career, he thought wryly. But not
everyone was so lucky, and it wasn't always the best idea.
Especially after he had been caught in bed with a prominent
producer’s wife and her best friend. While that had been exciting,
it had damaged his reputation in the film industry.

“Xander, this is exactly
what you need! You have never been publicly serious about anyone
before, and people are starting to wonder if you ever will. They’re
bored of the Hollywood playboy act. It’s been done to death, but
falling in love on a movie set? It's romantic and will set women's
hearts fluttering with the need to know more. It happens a lot, why
can’t it happen to you?” Lenny tried to sell him on the idea, but
Alex was still wary of it.

He would prefer falling in love the
old-fashioned way. With a woman he cared for and wanted a future
with. Perhaps even starting a family someday. He hadn’t met a woman
yet who tempted him into settling down though, and what was the
harm in having some fun with all the wrong women until he
did?

“Why her though? I can’t
stand her,” he protested again. “If we must do this, why can’t it
be someone of my own choosing? Who would believe I have fallen for
someone so vile?”

“Think of it this way, it’s
not only about the movie, its about your career. This is a great
opportunity to get your name in all the gossip magazines for
months. Possibly years! Xander Hawkins falls in love with co-star
Marissa Tate. It has a nice ring to it, am I right? You're both
young and desirable actors. So, act!” Lenny commanded, tapping his
fingers on the table. “It’s a lot better than the last time you
were in the tabloids!”

“I had no idea that woman
was married until her husband walked in on us. Or that her best
friend was also sleeping with her husband. I thought she was the
man’s daughter! She’s far too young and beautiful for that fat old
bastard. Believe me, I learned my lesson! I’ve been very careful to
stay out of the tabloids as much as possible since then.” Alex shut
up as the waiter arrived to collect their plates.

“Exactly! Too good! You’ve
practically disappeared, and studios are wondering if it’s worth
having you in their films if your name is no longer a household
one. Why should they pay you the big bucks if your fan base can’t
back it up! Its time to get your name back out there and put a
positive spin on your career. Enough with the Casanova reputation.
What better way to make people want you again, than to suggest that
they can no longer have you? You don’t have to marry her, Xander.
Only suggest the possibility of having finally been tamed. Do you
have any better ideas?”

Alex sighed, rubbing his chin as he
reluctantly admitted that he didn’t.

“Why her?” He asked, one
last time.

“She’s beautiful, talented
and successful. Who else can bring you the exposure we need, that's
free and willing to do it? Besides, no one would believe Xander
Hawkins was finally tamed by the girl next door.” Lenny explained,
taking a sip of his mineral water.

“Fine,” he reluctantly
agreed, tossing a couple bills on the table before standing to
leave. “But don’t expect me to enjoy any of this. Marissa’s a
spoiled brat and I can’t stand her. Don’t expect any elaborate
engagements or sexy outings either. I’ll only go so far with
this.”
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Two months
later:

"I love you, Bonnie Parker!" Alex
shouted to the woman sitting next to him in the passenger seat,
hoping to be heard over the bullets pounding against the metal
frame of the car. They were surrounded by a posse of US
Marshalls.

"I love you too, Clyde Barrow! Let's
finish this together!" She said, leaning forward to kiss him with
every drop of passion she had, before passing him a Browning
Automatic Rifle. He aimed it out the window and eased up slightly
from his seat to adjust his aim. Bullets pounded the car and passed
through his body before he had a chance to pull the trigger. Bonnie
screamed from the seat beside him and grabbed the rifle from his
lifeless hands. Careless in her grief, she took aim at the posse
that had ambushed them. She let off a single shot as a bullet
ripped into her skull, killing her instantly. Bonnie’s lifeless
body slumped into Clyde’s equally lifeless arms.

"Cut! That's a wrap folks! Great job.
See you all at the wrap party tonight!" The director called out and
everyone on set started to clap and cheer.

Alex climbed out of the suffocating,
bullet riddled 1934 Ford Fordor Deluxe and started stripping off
his Jacket and tie as he walked towards his trailer. He was in
desperate need of fresh air and a shower. The fake blood was
already drying and making his skin itchy. He shook his head as he
heard Marissa Tate ripping into her assistant again for bringing
her coffee from the wrong coffee shop. When she started screeching
threats about firing the poor woman, however, he stopped listening
altogether. Firing her would be a blessing in his opinion, and he
couldn't wait to shake the shackles she'd clamped on him two months
ago. He was so lost in thought that he didn’t hear his agent
calling out to him until he was practically on top of
him.

"Hey Xander, wait up!" Lenny, caught
up with him as he reached the door of his trailer, calling him by
his stage name. Lenny rarely used Alex's real name, paranoid that
he might make a mistake and let it slip in front of the wrong
person. It made hiding from the paparazzi and obsessed fans much
easier if they didn’t know it, and Alex was grateful for his
discretion. Sometimes though, he wondered if Lenny used his stage
name simply because he had forgotten what Alex’s real name
was.

"You’re coming to the party tonight,
right? Marissa wants to know when to meet you." Lenny
asked.

Alex groaned as he stepped into the
refreshing coolness of his air conditioned forty-foot trailer. His
relationship with Marissa comprised mostly of stories his agent had
fed to select tabloids. Yet she kept taking it a step further and
managed to appear everywhere he went. He wasn’t sure how she always
seemed to know where he was, but he suspected Lenny had something
to do with it.

Whenever he tried to ditch her,
Marissa threatened to reveal their farce to the press and ruin his
career. He could care less what she said to the press now that the
filming was over, or anyone else for that matter. As far as he was
concerned, Hollywood’s newest sweethearts were over. There was only
so much drama a man could take for the sake of his career. Alex had
been blessed to have had such a successful career that he could
retire quite comfortably on royalties alone if it came to that. He
was done acting like a love-sick puppy for the cameras.

"She can go whenever she wants, with
whomever she wishes. We're not dating, and now that the movie's
done, I hope I don't ever work with her again! Nor will I ever snog
her in front of another bloody camera. The woman is a manipulative
shrew," he replied, dragging a frustrated hand through his thickly
gelled hair. "I think I would rather shove hot nails under my
fingernails than spend another moment locked in this farce with
that bloody woman. No, I won’t be going to the party tonight. I
would rather have some peace and quiet, maybe read a book or
something for a change."

His agent gave a nasally snort of
laugher and plopped into one of the black-leather armchairs facing
the large flat screen television hanging on the wall.

"That's a good one! Seriously though,
be there for 10? It would be bad publicity if you don't at least go
for an hour," he called out as Alex walked away, pointedly ignoring
him as he shut the bathroom door and turned on the
shower.

The hot spray felt good on his sore
muscles, and he stood there letting it beat down his body. He
wasn’t surprised to find that Lenny was still there when he
emerged, refreshed, and dressed in his own clothes. Alex continued
to ignore the other man as he popped open a beer.

"I get it. You're tired. That was a
rough one to film. I'll make a deal with you. Go to the wrap party,
and tomorrow I'll have you on a flight to somewhere tropical. A
little sun, a little sand, the sea.... come on. What do you say?"
Alex took a long drink of his beer and considered his agent for a
minute before answering.

"I still say Marissa can show up
whenever she wants. I don't care what the tabloids say about us.
She's vapid, spoiled and annoying as hell, and I can't wait to be
rid of her." Alex replied after a few minutes.
“Tonight!”

"This relationship has been really
good for your image. Are you sure? The whole world thinks you two
are a match made in heaven." Lenny tried to bargain some more with
him, but Alex was firm. He didn't like Marissa, and he didn't care
if the whole world believed the fairy tale romance their agents had
spun for publicity. It wasn't hard to figure out how a woman so
vain, and selfish could be so successful in show business. She was
beautiful and had a banging body that she used to her advantage.
Given her reactions and attempts at seduction whenever he said “no”
to her, he had his suspicions as to another reason why she was in
such high demand. One that involved blackmailing some important
producers and film execs.

Marissa had made an easy transition
from modelling to acting, and she knew exactly how to manipulate
the paparazzi. She appeared in nearly every tabloid on a regular
basis. Headlines like "Tate and Hawk hook-up!" and "Tate steps out
with Brit!" had been plaguing him for months. His mother had even
called from London, incensed, and demanding to know why she had to
hear about the so-called love of his life from a magazine! He
wasn't entirely convinced she believed his denials.

It was all complete non-sense, and
some days it was nearly enough to make him give up acting and
return home to help run the family bookstore his parents had
started before he was born. His agents’ insistence that he continue
with this sham was irritating as hell. Damn his career if this is
what he had to do to maintain it.

"Never again, Lenny. She threw her
script at her assistant last week because her coffee was cold! And
if I need to break another door handle to escape her attempts to
seduce me…. Well, I don't care if it hurts my image, cut her loose,
and I'll go to the party tonight. After I pack a bag, of course.
Wouldn't want to miss my MORNING flight, after all." He blatantly
hinted to his agent.

"First flight out, you'll be sitting
in First class, sipping Mimosas." Lenny stood, dabbing at the sweat
beading on his forehead with a handkerchief and headed for the
door. "What do you think about a rehab story? We need to feed the
gossips something about your sudden split, and
disappearance...."

Alex slammed the bottle down on the
counter and crossed his arms, angered by his agent’s departing
suggestion. The last thing he wanted was for people to believe he
had some sort of addiction! Although... an idea began forming in
his mind. Lenny never said anything about him being the one with
the addiction.


Chapter 3

There were reporters and screaming
fans everywhere, causing total chaos in the street. Alex's limo
pulled up in front of the doors, and he stepped out, instantly
bombarded with camera flashes. Shouted questions asking where
Marissa was, and why she wasn't with him, came from every
direction. He nearly shouted back that he didn't care where she
was. Instead, he ignored the questions as he waved and walked into
the night club. Inside, the lights were dim, and the music was
loud, fog spewing from a machine clouding the dance floor where
couples writhed and grinded together in a seductive dance. Others
simply danced for the sake of dancing, having fun, and cheering for
each other. Greeting some of his co-workers as he moved through the
crowded space, he went straight to the bar and ordered a beer. He
barely said hello to David, the movie's producer, when Marissa
stalked through the door. Her face was red with fury, and her body
tensed as she searched for him, shoving party goers out of her way
as she passed through the crowd.

"I can't tell if she's mad, or if
that's how she normally looks when she's not acting," David shouted
over the music as he adjusted his glasses. Alex smirked and took a
long sip of his beer.

"Oh, she's pissed alright. You might
want to take cover, she's about to blow, and I'd hate for you to be
a fellow casualty," he set his beer on the counter as he watched
her storm towards him. "Sorry about the party, though. Hope this
doesn't wreck it for everyone."

David’s eyebrows shot up and Alex
could tell he was full of questions as the man subtly moved to the
far end of the bar.

"I gave your career a huge boost, and
this is how you repay me?!" She spat. "By having your agent break
up with ME! No one breaks up with me! We're supposed to be
Hollywood's Sweethearts! What do you suggest I tell people? Hmm?
Everyone's expecting us to be announcing our engagement at the end
of this movie! Not splitting up!"

"Whoa now, calm your horses! You're
getting ahead of yourself. I never agreed to anything long term,
and I'm certainly not marrying you!" He replied in a frosty tone,
glaring at her.

"We don't break up, unless I say we're
breaking up! And we are NOT BREAKING UP!" She screeched, taking a
step closer to him.

The room was suddenly quiet, except
for the pulsing beat of the music and Alex didn't have to look
around to see that every eye in the room was on them. A couple
people even had their camera’s out, he noticed, and were not so
subtly filming their argument.

"We both need this relationship to
advance our careers. Now be a dear, and get down on one knee and
propose," Marissa practically seethed as she spat out the words,
furiously digging in her clutch and pulling out a ring
box.

"I don't think so Marissa. I could
never marry such a dictator! I would rather screw a harpy then
spend another moment in your blasted company. I sincerely hope we
never work together again. Have a nice life." He said, artfully
dodging her attempts to thrust the box into his hands, as he walked
away.

"Get back here! How dare you walk away
from me?" She spat, stomping after him as he headed towards the
door. The crowd parted before him, like the Red Sea, as they
watched the drama unfold. "What are we going to tell
everyone?"

"Say whatever you like! Personally, I
think you need to go to rehab Marissa. It was fun at first, but
this sex addiction of yours is getting a bit out of hand, don’t you
think? Perhaps therapy would even help you become a better person,"
he shouted over his shoulder as he stepped out the door. Already he
felt lighter, as if a giant boulder had been removed from his
shoulders. He smiled at the cameras as flashes lit the night.
Winking flirtatiously at a few of his fans, Alex smoothly climbed
into the back of his limo and headed straight to the
airport.


Chapter 4

Mexico

Sarah was exhausted by the time their
coach rolled up to the front of the resort. Night had long since
fallen, and she could see very little of their surroundings beyond
the palm tree lined driveway and towering hotel. Stretching her
tired, aching muscles, Sarah followed Angie off the coach and stood
waiting as the hotel staff unloaded their luggage. She still had
trouble believing how many bags her friend had insisted on bringing
with them. It had been a nightmare lugging it all through the
airport.

Inside, the brightly lit
lobby was almost blinding as they made their way to the front desk.
Sarah stopped to admire the fountain of leaping, happy dolphins,
spitting water onto the rocks below. What was it like to be so
happy and carefree, like those dolphins? It has been so long she
had nearly forgotten what it’s like. Carnival music rose, unbidden
to her mind. Her pulse beat rapidly when he grinned, holding his hand out for
her to take.

“Let’s go get settled in
our room, and then I want to go explore this place! Isn’t it
incredible?” Angie handed her a room key, completely unaware that
she had interrupted her friend’s thoughts. Sarah shook her head and
smiled tiredly. How did Angie have enough energy to want to
explore? All she wanted was a hot shower to wash off the griminess
of travel, before crashing in her bed for the rest of the night.
Grabbing the handle on her suitcase, Sarah followed Angie and the
bellboy as they climbed into the elegant, glass elevator. Her grip
tightened on the handle of her bag, and she squeezed her eyes shut
as they ascended. Thankfully, their room was only on the third
floor, and she eagerly leapt off the elevator as soon as the doors
opened again.

Inside their room, Sarah was instantly
overwhelmed by the brightly decorated room, with painted orchids
decorating the walls. The bedspreads were equally gaudy in her
opinion, but the beds! Oh, the beds looked so welcoming that she
wished she could crash in one and sleep the entire week.

“Dibs on the bed by the
balcony!” Angie laughed as she dashed past and leapt on her bed.
Sarah laughed at her child-like excitement and plopped her suitcase
on the opposite bed.

“Fine, but I call dibs on
the shower,” she responded and dug out some fresh clothes. Angie
turned over and grabbed the room service menu off the nightstand
separating the two beds. Sarah’s stomach growled at the sight,
reminding her that it hadn't eaten since breakfast.

“Go ahead. I’ll order a
midnight snack for us.” Angie waved her off, reaching for the
phone.

Sarah gratefully padded into the
bathroom and turned on the shower. All sense of time was washed
down the drain as she enjoyed the hot spray beating down on her. By
the time she exited the bathroom refreshed, and rejuvenated, Angie
was fast asleep. Sarah took the half-eaten breadstick out of her
hand and draped an extra blanket over her haphazardly sprawled
body. Careful not to wake her, she took her own, cold plate of food
and stepped out the sliding glass door onto the balcony. Setting
her plate on the small table, she moved to lean against the railing
and look out at the view. The salty breeze tossed her hair, as she
watched the palm trees gently sway under the starlit sky. Shadows
darkened the horizon, but she could make out the dim shape of
buildings, and the sound of waves crashing in the Ocean somewhere
in the distance. She savored the atmosphere as she took a bite of
cold French fries, her mind drifting back to the first boy she'd
ever loved. So many things had changed since that night at the
carnival. Despite how wonderful their first and only date had been,
she couldn’t help but wonder about what might have happened if her
father hadn’t caught them. She loved her father, but his
interference that night had changed everything between her and
Jack.

What was he like now? She wondered if
he had grown into his height and broad shoulders, like her father
had predicted when they were kids. Would she even recognize him
now?

Somewhere below, a man was drunkenly
singing as he stumbled along the path linking the buildings and
breaking her from her reverie. Even as Jack faded from her mind,
she cringed internally. The man was very out of tune, and when he
couldn’t remember the lyrics, he made up his own bawdy ones.
Giggling, Sarah leaned further over the balcony railing,
unintentionally drawing his attention upwards with the
movement.
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