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CHAPTER 1




[image: image]


GRATEFUL.

Humbled.

Blessed.

Those were only three of the plethora of words running through my mind when I watched my wife and daughter sleep so peacefully in the recliner. Every time I've made a stop at home during the tour, this is what I've found. This time was no different.

My girls...

God, they're beautiful.

I glanced at the clock and smiled; I made it. I had promised to be back for her first birthday, and I was with a whopping three minutes to spare. Do I gloat or not gloat when I wake Talli from her dream? Or do I tell her I pissed off my manager and one prospective sponsor by refusing to stay an extra day or two in Chicago? Or do I simply kiss her?

I decided on the latter, kneeling beside that oversized recliner, first kissing the top of Elizabeth’s head where her blonde hair was starting to curl. She sighed in response, snuggling into her mother, and I felt my heart melt even more.

“Happy birthday, baby girl,” I said softly. At the sound of my voice, Talia jumped slightly, her arms tightening around our daughter as her eyes opened, frightened at first. “Sorry.” I grinned sheepishly, hoping she wouldn’t be upset with me. Those bright blue eyes softened, and her lips curled up in a smile that I just couldn’t resist.

Her lips were always so soft, so inviting. Tonight was no exception as she teased me with light kisses as I leaned above her, my arms braced on the chair. She sighed as I easily parted those lips with my tongue and I could feel my jeans becoming incredibly, uncomfortably tight almost immediately.

Would she ever know what she does to me?

One small hand on the side of my face scratching at my scruff let me know I wouldn’t be able to tell her right then.

I had to laugh as I pulled back and saw Elizabeth’s grin, she was so proud to have gotten her way.

“I didn’t mean to wake you up, baby girl,” I said to her, taking her from Talia’s arms. I stood up, stretching my legs out, holding my little girl close to me. She curled herself into me, resting her head on my shoulder, her body seeming to relax almost immediately.

“She’s missed you,” Talia commented. “More so than normal, I think.” 

I watched her stand up and stretch, then push those beautiful sherry-colored curls back out of her eyes. The familiarity, knowing this is what she was going to do, warmed me to my soul.

“What about you?” I asked, tilting my head to the side slightly to get a better glimpse of her expression. I saw that eyebrow shoot up as she looked at me, amusement etched in her features in spite of her words.

“Don’t give me that damn smirk of yours, Warner, you already know.”

“Must I remind you,” I asked, placing another light kiss on her lips, “that you are a Warner as well?”

I felt light as air in spite of my exhaustion as I walked up the stairs to lay Elizabeth down in her crib. I could hear Talia downstairs turning off the lights, ensuring the alarm system was armed before she would follow. I stood by the crib, watching our daughter turn on her side, snuggling her formerly white bunny that was in desperate need of washing.

She was a year old.

There was so much to celebrate; yet I had found myself rather distant in the days prior to this. I knew I was blessed; I knew someone up there had been looking out for all of us. This day wasn’t just her birthday, though.

It was a reminder of one of the hardest days of my life.

“Hey,” Talli’s voice broke into my thoughts, and I glanced at the doorway where she stood, the dim light from our room casting a glow behind her. 

She looked like an angel.

Just as quickly as the thought had made me smile, I felt my hands begin to tremble, remembering her lying there, so helpless. I couldn’t relive that. 

I just... couldn’t.

I knew she sensed when my mood shifted; she always could. When I crossed the room, she opened her arms for me, and I went there willingly, enveloping her in the warmest, tightest embrace I could. I could have easily lifted her off the ground the way her arms were wrapped around my neck, but I seemed unable to move. I simply stood there, my face buried in the crook of her neck, inhaling that sweet jasmine scent of her.

“Jase,” she said softly as she began to play with my hair, her fingernails lightly grazing my neck and sending a shiver down my spine. “Let’s go to bed.”

“Is that an invitation, Woman?” I asked, my voice muffled as I refused to move from my spot. She laughed softly.

“Take it however you want it.”

Well, alrighty then.

She squeaked and giggled when I picked her up, carrying her the short distance down the hall to our bedroom. I swear even in that robe she’d so obviously thrown on, she was absolutely beautiful, her curls fanning out around her face as I laid her back in our bed. I had hit the light switch on the way in, only the glow from the moonlight illuminating her. Her smile was so warm, inviting as she reached for me once more.

I froze.

What the hell was wrong with me? 

I was home, after nearly two weeks away, back in my bed, the woman I was so desperately in love with lying beside me, and all I could see was...

I sat on the edge of the bed, my back to her as I tried to gather my thoughts, calm my racing brain. It... it was a fluke, what had happened to her.

It... it wouldn’t happen again.

“You know,” I heard her say as I felt her arms go around me from behind, “I realize you’ve been avoiding this whole subject for a long time, but it just might help if you tell me.”

“Tell you what?” I tried joking. “You were there.”

I felt her shrug. “I was dead at the time.”

That familiar icy feeling crept over me and I snapped, “What the hell, Talia?” 

She actually had the nerve to collapse on the bed in a fit of giggles. “Oh come ON, Jase!” she exclaimed, her arms spread as wide as her smile. “It’s funny! How many other people can actually say that and have it be...well, true?”

“It’s not funny, damn it!”

Her laughter died off as I stood and paced the bedroom floor, my hands shaking uncontrollably. How the hell could she find any kind of humor in it? Did she not understand what I had been through? Did she think...

“Jase, stop.” She was suddenly in front of me, her hands on my chest, her eyes soft and kind. “You are doing that thing again.”

“What thing?”

“You know, that... thing. That avoiding the subject, shutting me out, acting like whatever’s bothering you is going to just disappear...thing.”

I felt a smile tug at the corners of my mouth. Even when she was infuriatingly right, she was too adorable for words.

“No... no, turn off the auto-smile, Jase; you’re home, you’re with me.”

“It’s not an auto-smile,” I disagreed with her.

“It’s that same damn smile you reserve for reporters when you don’t want to answer their questions, and yes... it is an auto-smile.”

“Is not, Talli.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake, I’m not having that argument with you. I’m just happy you don’t pull that shit with your fans; they would see right through it, too. Now...” She stood on tiptoe and kissed me softly. “Talk to me.”

“I can’t just...” I threw my arms up in frustration at my sudden lack of words.

“Okay, so don’t start there,” she said with a shrug and a smile, taking my hand as she walked back towards the bed. When I didn’t budge from my spot, she gave my arm a quick tug. “Come on.”

“You’re pushing it, Woman,” I replied, unable to hide my smile at that little number she was doing, crooking her finger at me like I was supposed to follow.

Of course, I did.

Lying beside her in our large bed, comforter and pillows surrounding us, I was suddenly remembering that smaller mere full-sized bed we’d shared in Ohio. We were face to face, just like this, and she was telling me how she knew her mom would have loved me.

I missed times like those. 

“So, tell me.”

“What?” I asked, as her words brought me back to the present.

“What’s on your mind, Dork.” She poked me playfully on the shoulder.

“Oh...that. Ohio,” I replied.

“Ohio?” she asked, incredulously. “What the hell is in Ohio? I mean, besides my family, my friends, my parents’ graves, the church we got married in... why would any of that make you moody?”

“I am not...” 

I stopped myself. 

She was right. And she knew she was right, judging by that damn eyebrow she was raising at me again. 

“Talli, I know today is supposed to be happy; no, it is happy. It is.”

“It’s a celebration, Jase,” she silenced me with her fingertips against my lips, and I couldn’t resist kissing them. “But you are upset and withdrawn and... and I’m not going to pretend that I don’t know why.”

“Good, then you’ll quit bugging me to talk about it.” I kissed the tip of her nose and pulled her close to me.

“For now,” she agreed, snuggling in.

The fact that she wasn’t going to press me with the twenty questions didn’t stop my mind from racing all night long. Why would she possibly want me to talk to her about it, anyhow? I mean, what’s the point? We know the outcome, why does the story need told?

She sighed happily against my chest, holding me so close that I could feel her heartbeat, and suddenly I knew why.

Because life, love, happiness... all of it is fleeting. And sometimes we need reminded just how lucky we all are to have each of those elements in our lives.

“Talli?” 

I felt her startle a bit. Damn, I need to remember she scares so easily when she’s sleeping.

“Hmmm?” I heard her mumble.

“Do you miss it?”

“Miss what?”

“How simple things were back in Ohio.”

She waited before she answered me. “Yes and no.” I felt myself involuntarily start to shift away, but she stopped me. “Not like that, Jase...God, I wouldn’t trade what we have for the world.”

“Me either,” I whispered, kissing the top of her head as I played with her curls.

But that’s where it had started... the moment we left Ohio, the moment Talia left her world for mine.
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WHEN TALLI LEFT HER world for mine...

––––––––
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“DO YOU HAVE YOUR SUNGLASSES?” I asked for probably the millionth time as the plane approached LAX.

“No, in between this and the last time you asked, I flushed them down the toilet,” Talia teased. “Why sunglasses for when we get off the plane, anyhow? We’ll be inside; I can always put them on when we go out to the car.”

“Talli,” I began, running a hand through my hair, “just trust me on this, okay?”

“So some people may have cameras, I think I’m used to it.”

“No, you aren’t.” I didn’t mean for my voice to sound harsh, but the way she suddenly looked crestfallen apparently, I did. “Just trust me, okay?” I asked yet again. I reached over and tucked a stray curl behind her ear, knowing the smile that would touch her lips when I did so. “This isn’t Ohio, this isn’t someone random coming up to you in the supermarket.”

“That was awkward,” she said, scrunching her nose up. “No makeup, sweats on...”

“Those weren’t sweats, those were your sassy pants,” I cut in, wiggling my eyebrows for effect. The blush that crossed her cheeks let me know it worked. “But you see what I was saying, I ended up having to call my publicist and tell her you weren’t sick, or pregnant; you were just out buying groceries for your man.”

“For my man,” she giggled, settling back into her plush first-class seat. “You’re so funny.”

“I try.”

“But how bad could this possibly be?” she asked. I discreetly pointed across the way at two giggling teenage girls whose parents were nowhere to be found. “Those two girls?” she whispered. “Please!”

“Those two innocent girls have been intermittently making calls from the airplane phones, probably telling all of their friends what they’ve been moving all over this cabin to eavesdrop on,” I said quietly, a smile planted firmly on my face, trying my best to remain inconspicuous. “Those friends have probably called their friends, and so on, and so on.”

“Oh, like that old Heather Locklear shampoo commercial,” she quipped, giggling when I didn’t find the amusement in her comment. Okay, so I did, but I was trying to be serious.

“Only difference is, this is L.A. we’re talking about,” I tried to stress. “I know you’ve looked at Celebrity Gossip; it’s caused more than one argument between us.”

“I know, I know, I need to separate myself, not put too much investment or whatever in what they say, bla bla bla,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Not that most of it wasn’t true in some form or another. Put your eyebrow down, Warner, I’m not picking a fight with you.”

“I’m just saying...”

“That I need my sunglasses on when we get off this plane.” She flashed that immaculate smile, but it did nothing to erase that sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach.

This had the makings of something very ugly.

––––––––
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I HATE TO SAY IT—WELL, sometimes I do—but I was right.

Paparazzi. Fucking paparazzi.

Everywhere.

Hell, in Ohio every once in a while, there would be someone across the street snapping photos as we walked to her car, or out to dinner at The Greene. I know Talia had been a bit unnerved by it then, but that was pure cake.

I heard them before I saw them, and I stopped for a brief moment and took her hand in mine. “Stay with me,” I said in a low voice. “Don’t say anything to any of them, don’t look at any of them, keep your eyes on where you’re going. Jackie and I will take care of the rest, got it?”

“Jackie’s here?” she asked, her voice small, her eyes showing her worry.

“Yeah, he’s going to be right outside there along with whomever he’s felt he needed to call in for help.”

“Airport security?” The short laugh from me gave away my thoughts about that. “Oh...your security.”

“Are you ready?” I squeezed her hand, trying to silently reassure her that it was okay. She took a deep breath and nodded, and with that we finished walking through the corridor that took us directly into the airport. I felt her tighten her grip at the first flash that caught us both, but we kept walking forward.

It looked like something out of a damn movie, there were so damn many of them. To make matters worse, along with the paparazzi that I was trying so hard to ignore was a line of fans I’d recognized from shows—I hated that I couldn’t stop, I absolutely despised the fact that they had to see the scowl that I know was on my face.

I pulled Talia a little closer to me, still holding her hand, knowing that the paparazzi was eating this shit up with a spoon, not giving a damn that my people were going to be pissed that I was seen holding hands with her in public. It was so fucking loud, between all the shutters and the shouts of both of our names. I could just hear my publicist now, ready to go off on me for having the nerve to look like I was actually with someone, but I wasn’t about to let her go.

“Mr. Warner the car is directly outside,” Jackie’s gruff voice was still hard to hear over everyone else.

“You Mr. Warner’d me, Jackie. That’s not cool.” I couldn’t tell if he heard me or not as he was all business in the middle of this circus.

Four fucking bodyguards. And Jackie. That’s what it took to get Talli and me from the terminal to the car that was waiting outside.

“Sondra has arranged to have your luggage delivered,” Jackie said as he stood directly behind us, those fucking assholes right behind him trying to shove their way around and take pictures of Talia sitting in the car before I got in.

“Thanks,” I muttered before I felt his hand on my back to help me get in the car faster. The door slammed before I was even seated properly, the pounding on the hood of the car signaling for the driver to leave as fast as he could. I knew Jackie would be close behind, probably riding with one of the other bodyguards. I sighed, leaning my head back to compose myself. 

Fuck. 

That had been brutal.

“Jase?” Talia’s voice was small, quivering. I turned my head towards her, not the least bit surprised to see her fighting back tears.

“Come here.” I held out my arm so that when she moved across the seat, she folded herself into me, her head on my chest.

“Go ahead. Say it.” 

I barely heard the words coming from her.

“I love you,” I said, kissing the top of her head.

“You’re gloating, aren’t you?”

“About what?”

“Because you were right,” she replied. I sighed at her words, avoiding telling her that this was potentially just the tip of the iceberg.

“I...” Pausing to take a deep breath, I held her even closer. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else I can do or say,”

“It’s just a part of your world,” she finished for me.

“So are you.” I tilted her chin up and kissed those soft, full lips, smiling as she sighed.

“I guess the secret’s out, huh?” she asked.

You think?

Hell, it was no secret I’d been spending my free time with her, what else was there to say? Oh, right—they were about to have a field day when they realize that Talia’s not leaving. I wondered briefly if they’d already found out she’d given up her lease to her apartment. She had argued with me about the advice my publicist gave to have movers come in after we had already gone, just to try and make the transition a little smoother, hold off the paparazzi just a little while longer. Perhaps I should have given her more warning; I just didn’t want to scare her, at least not any more than she already was.

“How long will it take us to get to your house?” she asked, and I could feel my muscles involuntarily stiffen.

“Our house,” I reminded her. She hesitated, glancing up at me.

“This may take some getting used to.”

Well, wasn’t that just the understatement of the year?

I smiled instead of answering, saying a little prayer to whomever would listen that this transition would go as smoothly as possible. About that time, my cell phone was buzzing in my pocket, signaling a message from Jackie.

“What’s up?” Talli asked as I looked at the screen.

“Luggage is en route to our home,” I replied, skipping the part where reporters and such were already staked out around the property. She smiled at me then—one of those genuine smiles that drive me to distraction. As if she read my wandering mind, she moved swiftly, straddling me in the back of that private car with its darkened windows. “What are you doing, Woman?”

She cradled my face in her hands just before she kissed me.

I love it when she does that.

There’s something so intimate about this simple show of affection; I felt that familiar tightening in my chest as she touched my face softly while her lips teased mine. There was an unmistakable sweetness to it. She had this way about her that made me feel as if nothing else in this world mattered...just us.

It was one of the million reasons I had fallen in love with her.

“You know...” my voice trailed off as she started kissing my neck, “as much as I would love to do this....”

“Mmm hmmm?” I felt that up against my skin and I instinctively pulled her hips into mine. The moment I felt that friction against me, I knew it was a mistake.

Damn it.

This happened all the time with her.

“I don’t think...” 

Oh hell, what was I thinking? It was hard to as she lightly bit my neck. 

“Talli...”

“There goes your phone again,” she murmured against me. 

Yeah, I could feel it too.

“I need to get that,” I said, and she sat back, her bottom lip slightly out. “This is my first day back; it’s going to be like this.” 

In response she reached into my front pocket of my jeans and pulled out my buzzing phone. Damn, that felt good.

Again, it was Jackie, only this time he was calling.

“It’s not looking too good,” he said after I answered.

“What do you...” 

I’ll be damned if Talia didn’t start right back up as I tried to concentrate. 

“What’s...”

“I can tell you’re busy.”

“No, no, this is important.” 

At the tone of my voice Talia promptly stopped, shifting back to her original seat beside me. She was still grinning rather slyly, so I knew I had to be on my guard.

“They already caught two of them on the grounds,” Jackie continued.

“Fuck.”

Talia stopped mid-slide (there’s no doubt she was going back for my neck) when I spoke, concern etched in her features.

“They’re doing a full sweep, and they do believe no one else has gotten through.”

“Thanks, Jackie.”

“Is Ms. Emerson prepared?” he asked.

“As much as she was.”

“I’ve been told they were about three deep each side.”

“We’re just pulling into the garage, right? Before we get out?”

“Yes sir, but she’ll still be able to see them from the windows.”

Damn it. Damn it, damn it, damn it.

I didn’t move to the gated community why? Oh, right, because I didn’t like feeling so closed in. I glanced over at Talia, who was biting her bottom lip nervously, and wondered if we’d end up having to move. I just couldn’t see her wanting to live like that either.

“Jase?” Jackie’s voice broke into my thoughts.

“I’m sorry, what were you saying?” I heard Jackie trying to conceal his laughter. “Easy there, Jackie.”

“I was asking if you wanted to circle around, see if we could get them to clear out before heading home?”

I contemplated it for a brief moment. “Nah, I want to take Talli home.”

“We’ll make it happen, then.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked as soon as I hung up the phone.

“Wrong? What gave you that impression?” I couldn’t even bring myself to grin when I asked the sarcastic questions. “Don’t worry...”

“You and Jackie, and whomever else, will have it covered, I’m sure,” she cut me off. “But I’m a part of this, too, aren’t I?”

“Touché.”

“Then tell me what’s going on, please.” She had removed her sunglasses, and those blue eyes were piercing straight through me.

“More paparazzi at the house,” I finally said, then quickly added, “but we’re going straight in through the garage, so we won’t have the flashbulbs in our faces this time.”

“Um... yay?”

“Talli, I don’t know what else to say.” Other than I wished that her first impression of our home wasn’t like this.

She tilted her head to the side and smiled at me.

“It’s part of the package, I know.” She leaned forward, kissing my cheek softly. “You’re worth it.”

––––––––
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I WASN’T SO SURE SHE would still think I was worth it three hours later when all of the front and side curtains and blinds were closed and the police were helping to keep the “press” off the lawn. Security was planted outside to keep them from coming up to the door, the pizza delivery guy was practically mobbed just to find out what we ordered, and I was elbows-deep in conversation with no less than three people telling me what needed to be done in the next few days regarding the new album.

Hell, I didn’t even get to give her a tour of her new home.

It honestly had slipped my mind that she’d never even been out here, but after the accident it was smarter for her to stick close to her doctors. After they released her, she went right back to work, even with me there. I didn’t mind staying at her place while she was gone; I was accustomed to making myself at home nearly anywhere. I spent many hours on the phone taking care of business before she got home, wanting to give her my undivided attention from the moment she walked through that door.

She knew I kept a hectic schedule. She knew about that before she even knew what I did or who I was through the countless hours we’d spent on the phone. Even though we had discussed it at length, it still seemed to be a bit of a shock to her when dinner was spent with me in the office and her...well, elsewhere, I have no idea where. A couple of times she didn’t know quite where she was either, when I would hear her voice come across the intercom.

“Uh...Jase?”

I smiled as I pushed the button to the intercom and said, “Yeah?”

“Where the hell am I?”

Jackie, Sondra, Chris, and I all shared a laugh that broke up a rather heated discussion on how soon I had to go on the road to do press.

“Well... you’re in our house, in California...”

“Okay, smart ass , there’s...well, the room is kinda blue... games and...games? How the hell old are you, Warner?”

Women. 

“What are you trying to find?”

“Uh... you?”

“You need to tell her we’re busy,” Chris said as I reached for the button.

“Go out the door, down the hall to the left, last door on your right.” I held Chris’s glare as I silently dared him to say anything else. Jackie’s chuckling made me turn and I could hear Talia’s voice as she walked down the hall.

“Holy fucknuts, I need a... a homing device or something,” she was muttering just before she knocked softly on the door. She looked tired, frazzled, stressed, in spite of her smile. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“Peachy,” she replied. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to interrupt.”

“We do need to finish this,” Chris spoke before I could assure her everything was all right. A faint blush touched her cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she said again. I rose from my chair, signaling to everyone to give us a minute as I walked with Talia out to the hall.

“I know we just got here, I apologize that I’m tied up like this,” I said as soon as I closed the door behind us.

“I understand; I’ve monopolized so much of your time recently, and you need to focus.” She said all of this as she wrapped her arms around me, and I leaned down to kiss her.

“Give us just a little bit longer, ‘kay?”

“Of course,” she agreed, smiling up at me.

“And we’ll spend the rest of the night making sure you’re well acquainted with the house,” I said with a grin of my own.

“Promises, promises.”

A short while later, she was on her way to find our bedroom, and I was back in that meeting. You know, that meeting that only had a couple more things to wrap up...that took until almost two in the fucking morning. I was exhausted and frustrated, hoping beyond hope that Talia would understand.

When I walked into our bedroom, I saw her lying there close to the middle of that king-sized bed (why had I bought a bed so big, anyhow?), curled up on her side, fast asleep. I made quick work of my clothes, stripping down to my boxer briefs before crawling into bed beside her.

Tonight, we would sleep.

Tomorrow I would tell her how soon I had to leave.
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“TOMORROW?” 

The disappointment was evident in Talia’s voice, but just as quickly she recovered. 

“I’m sorry, Jase, I know it’s necessary. Look at all the time I had in Ohio.” She smiled at me over our breakfast that was set up on the patio out back.

“It’s only for five days, a week tops if they add something else,” I added, knowing that Chris was really pushing for more publicity that did not include Talia. Ah, the joys of fame.

“But I’ll get to see you on TV, and I have the strangest feeling that you’ll probably call.” She was grinning up at me still, looking so damn adorable in that tight peach t-shirt with those curls pinned up, a few stray tendrils framing her face. She curled her legs up in the chair, the remnants of her summer tan on those gorgeous legs of hers.

Have I mentioned she drives me to distraction?

“Jase...”

I grinned at her in response.

“Are you even listening to me?”

I bit my bottom lip, definitely busted. “Um... can I say I was?”

She rolled her eyes and threw a piece of torn bacon at me. “Anyhow,” she continued, “is Jackie going with you?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Alfred goes everywhere...er, most times.”

“I was about to say you never drug him to my apartment.”

“I don’t think he would have been too interested in watching us christen every room there,” I said. “And hey...where did that hole in the wall behind your bed come from?”

“From you, duh.” She frowned slightly before taking a drink of her orange juice, and I had to grin. 

Oh yeah. I’m good.

“Oh lord... I shouldn’t have said anything. Anyhow, um... is anyone going to be here?”

“You,” I replied, ducking when she threw another piece of bacon at me. I love my girl, but she didn’t want to start food wars with me. “Sondra’s just a phone call away.”

“She seems nice enough,” Talli commented.

Actually, when it came to handling business, Sondra was a real shrew—I wasn’t really sure about her personally, so I shrugged instead of assuming.

“I promise everything you need will be here, you can just relax for a few days. Consider it a vacation of sorts.”

“Ooo yay, a vacation in a house big enough for my entire family plus some, all by my lonesome. Please don’t look at me that way, Jase, I’m just trying to give you a hard time.”

“I feel guilty,” I admitted. “We just got here.”

“But here wouldn’t be...well, here if you didn’t go do what you had to do.” She contemplated her statement for a moment, then nodded as if to say ‘makes sense to me.’ “Besides,” she added, “you love what you do. You love the music, the fans, the touring. All of it.”

But I wasn’t going to love this.

I knew the questions that were coming, and I was still arguing with Chris, Sondra, my publicist Karen, and almost everyone else on how to answer them. I couldn’t very well say ‘no comment’—well, ok, I could, but it wouldn’t be wise—and I didn’t want to say I was single. I wasn’t single, damn it. The woman I loved more than life itself was sitting across the table from me, the California sun kissing her cheeks, trying to reassure me that she was fine with me leaving.

“Question, though.” She tilted her head slightly to the side. “If you’re going to be calling at night will it be... Ohio time, or California time?”

“Pardon?” I asked.

“Two thirty-five, or eleven thirty-five?” she clarified, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief.

“Am I that predictable?” I asked.

“Oh God, no.” It was so cute how damned serious she was, and I had to laugh.

“Then you’ll just have to wait and see.”

“You’re not going back to the no sleeping thing, are you?” she asked, genuinely concerned. I wish I knew the answer to that one.

“Hell, I don’t know,” I replied honestly.

“The last album and tour did so well,” she said with a smile. “You really proved yourself.”

“I still have a lot to prove, Talli.”

And that was the truth.

The last album had been a rousing success, and we had toured our asses off with it. It had ended up platinum, but we’d fought to get it that far. Hell, it wouldn’t have come close if the record company hadn’t caved and allowed me to put out the music I’d written. This one, this album, was the follow up to a record that was hard to beat. I felt very strongly about it, I had put so much of myself into this album and was making sure the songs that made it all had my touch. It was the backlash over all this that I was concerned about...

No. Damn it, no, there wasn’t going to be a backlash because I wouldn’t let there be one.

No one had the right to tell me that I shouldn’t be happy, that I didn’t know what made me happy. No one had the right to tell me that I was committing ‘career suicide’ by wanting to wake up to that smile every day. Hell, I thought Jackie was going to reach across the room and choke Chris when he had made the off-handed comment.

“I have a feeling Chris doesn’t like me very much.” 

Talia came up with that comment out of thin air, but I silently wondered if she was reading my mind.

“You know,” I said suddenly, “let’s just not talk about all that shit right now.”

“Okay,” she drew the word out slightly.

“I have to go first thing in the morning; let’s just enjoy today. You and me.” 

I grinned at her expression. She could never go into theatre; every thought, every emotion showed in those beautiful blue eyes of hers.

I knew exactly what she was thinking about.

“All day?” she asked.

“Of course,” I replied, then rolled my eyes as my cell phone began ringing. “Let me take care of this, and then I’m all yours.”

“Of course,” she said with a smile.

It was almost an hour later when I caught back up with her as she was coming out of the bedroom rather quickly.

“Jase,” she whispered, her eyes wide, “I think...there’s someone in there.”

“Someone in...oh.” I smiled and pushed the door open. “Hello Linda!” I called out to my housekeeper. She came over about three times a week to straighten up whatever needed it.

“Linda? Who’s Linda?” Talli continued whispering.

“Linda, this is Talli.” I put my arm around Talia and pulled her into the bedroom with me where Linda was making the bed. Talia waved shyly then shot me a ‘why the hell didn’t you tell me’ look, to which I shrugged.

“Hello, Talli, it’s nice to finally meet you,” Linda said, still hard at work. Linda was a single mom with two young kids, with the work ethic of a saint. I was so happy when Jackie had suggested her when I was looking for a housekeeper; Jackie was a good judge of character, and Linda was no exception.

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” Talia replied cordially.

“Didn’t mean to startle you, ma’am.”

“Please don’t call me ma’am,” Talli said quickly, and I stifled a giggle.

“I think she hates that she’s older than I am.”

“Oh, would you stop already!” she said rolling her eyes at me, swatting at my arm, following me as I stepped back into the hallway laughing. “You think you’re so damn funny.”

“I am funny.”

“Is there anything else you haven’t told me?” she asked.

“Tons,” I said. “Hey...did you see your room?”

“My room?” she asked. “I thought we were sharing a room.”

“No, no...not bedroom.” I took her hand, walking quickly down the stairs to one of the lower-level rooms, hoping Sondra had seen to it that everything I’d requested was in place.

“I was gonna say, Warner, cause if I came out all this way to have to sleep alone more often than I have to...”

Her voice trailed off as we entered the large, warmly colored room. There was an overstuffed cream-colored sofa with several throw pillows on it, a plush tan papasan chair (she had said how much she would miss hers), two matching rocker/recliners, one beside the papasan chair and one across the room from it. The wall of gadgets was in full view of every seat, the shelves lined with her favorite music and movies. The built-in bookshelves were stuffed with every book we had ever discussed and then some.

After scanning the room quickly, I glanced over at her face, one small tear escaping as she noticed the pictures that had been hung up in all the right places. She walked over to the far wall, her fingertips tracing a picture of her parents that I had secretly sent to be framed. All along the walls, spaced out so it wouldn’t appear cluttered, were pictures of family, friends... us, too. I’d even gotten a print of that picture snapped by the elevators at Body English, I got such a kick out of that look she shot me there.

I had to give Sondra credit—even though I hadn’t asked for it, I had mentioned that lilies were Talia’s favorite. There, in the far corner by the couch, was a beautiful bouquet of lilies, the scent permeating the air. Talia saw them and smiled softly. She turned back to that first picture of her parents and sighed, her arms crossed in front of her.

I know she missed them.

I walked up behind her and gathered her into my arms, her back to my chest. I turned my face into her hair, inhaling that sweet scent, wishing that either I could stay or she could go, but not wanting to make an issue of it at that point.

“You did this for me?” she asked. 

I kissed her temple softly. “I’d do anything for you,” I found myself saying.

“This is...it’s beautiful, Jase, all of it.”

“You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?”

“Feel better about what?” she asked, twisting in my arms to face me.

“About...”

“I swear if you say about leaving, I’ll... beat you. Or something.” 

I raised my eyebrows. “Really? Shall I test you, then?”

“You sir,” She leaned up and kissed me softly. “Are insufferable.”

“Yes, I am.”

“I love you, Jase.”

I don’t think I could ever grow tired of hearing those words from her. Hell, the first time she blurted out her declaration in the elevator, all I wanted to do was kiss away all the hurt I had caused her.

Now I wanted to show her I felt the same.

I didn’t give a damn if this was an open room, I certainly wasn’t thinking of Linda roaming around the house, all I was thinking about was how phenomenal those curves looked dressed in peach and white, and how much better they’d look with nothing on at all. Without even moving my breathing was becoming labored, the memory of her lying breathless and sighing beneath me being enough to make me hard, make me want to see her like that all over again.

A sly smile crossed her lips just before her hands moved swiftly, cupping Little Jase through the fabric of my jeans. “What’s this, Warner?”

“Sweetheart if you haven’t figured it out by now, I don’t know what to tell you.” I couldn’t disguise the slight rasp that was now in my voice. She moved her hand against me and my eyelids slid shut at the friction.

“What’s the matter?” she asked innocently, and I looked at her through narrow lids. My arms were still draped loosely around her as she continued teasing me.

“Not a damn thing.” 

I hadn’t even moved to kiss her; I simply watched her expression as she made short work of the button and zipper, reaching inside my jeans but keeping her fingers outside the boxer briefs.

“Why didn’t you wake me when you came to bed?” she asked, her fingertips tracing Little Jase’s outline through the thin material.

“You looked peaceful,” I replied. “It had been a long day; I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“Jase...” Her voice was softer, lower as she reached inside those damn boxer briefs, her hand closing around me. “Sometimes I think I’ll never have the same effect on you that you do on me...”

Hello? Could she not feel the effect she had on me?

Damn it, I couldn’t find any words as she kissed me, her hand beginning to move. “All you have to do,” she continued, her lips still against mine, “is just...be, and I lose all control.”

Fuck.

Control? What the hell was control?

I had no idea as I pushed her hand away, roughly pulling that shirt over her head, my hands working the clasp of that bra that could barely contain those 34 Ds... yeah, those were all mine now. I was kissing her roughly, deeply as I pulled that scrap of fabric off of her, my hands cupping her breasts as soon as they were free. I could feel the moan coming from her, those hands of hers now pulling at the hem of my t-shirt, pushing me back as she pulled it over my head.

It was that look—the pure heat radiating from her eyes—that held me captive as I stood there, drinking the sight of her in. Her curls were coming loose, hanging around that beautiful face of hers, those full, pouting lips slightly parted with her labored breathing. There she stood, confident, knowing exactly what she was doing to me with just those white shorts on, hugging her hips.

Damn it, those shorts needed to be in that pile of clothing on the floor.

Similar to that first night we were together, we seemed to move at the same time, no friendliness as our hands worked feverishly to get the rest of each other’s clothes off. We had inched our way back to that cream-colored Italian leather sofa, skin to skin as I covered her body with mine.

“You, sir,” she breathed as I teased her neck, moving my hips against her without entering her, “play so nice, so sweet...”

“I am,” I sighed in response, pulling her legs up, nearly losing what was left of my control as I felt just how ready she was for me, so hot, so wet.

“Please,” she scoffed, her hands grabbing my hips to force them forward. “We both know the devil is just below that surface.”

“Until you set him free,” I agreed, kissing her deeply as I pushed just a fraction of an inch inside of her and stopped. There it was...that sigh from her, the way she threw her head back when she moved against me, trying to pull me in deeper.

That’s what made me lose control.

Sometimes I wonder if I hurt her when she gets me like this, where I can’t stop, where I have to bury myself in her over and over. Is it pain or pleasure that makes her dig her nails along my back? All I know is it feels so damn good to have her moaning beneath me, knowing I never have to let her go.

It’s as if I can never get enough of her, the feel of her, the taste of her. God, I can’t even keep track of my hands on her, they seem to have a mind of their own. When I reached down, hooking my arm around her leg and pulling it up, I swear I was in even deeper, and I just couldn’t stop. I felt the chills spread across her dampening skin, heard each whimper with every thrust...

“Do you feel what you do to me?” I growled in her ear.

“Y...Yes,” she whispered back feverishly, giving every bit as good as she got. 

I reached up, grabbing the arm of that couch for leverage, pushing as hard as I could. I was so lost in her, the whole world falling away, leaving just the two of us there, panting and moaning, striving together to reach absolute bliss.

“Oh God, Jase,” she whispered breathlessly, and I knew she was close. I could feel her muscles tightening around me as she moved her hips along with mine, heightening the sensation. I could tell right when it happened, when her whole body tensed up and she cried out against my lips... feeling her body’s response to me was that last push I needed, and I could feel my release from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.

Control, I decided, was overrated. Highly.

“Have you made a mess on my couch, Mr. Warner?” she asked, still breathless, always beautiful. I pushed a damp curl off her forehead and laughed softly.

“No, Woman, it’s all in you.”

I hadn’t moved—I didn’t want to. I wanted to lay with her like this, sated, happy.

Loved.

The outside world, however, had other ideas.

“Mr. Warner?” I heard Linda’s voice floating down the hall.

“Fuck!” Talli and I whispered in unison, scrambling off the couch, reaching for our clothes.

“Just a minute!” I called out to her, hoping she’d get the hint and not continue towards this room.

No such luck.

I had my jeans on, boxer briefs kicked halfway under the couch, and was pulling the t-shirt over my head when Linda showed up in the doorway, Chris beside her. I glanced sideways at Talia who was, thankfully, pulling her shirt down her torso and had her shorts on, but her bra was somewhere...else? I had no idea where it had landed.

“Well, isn’t this... charming?”

Talia’s face turned red at Chris’s remark, and I snapped “Ever heard of calling first?”

“I tried; apparently you were preoccupied. We have some last-minute preparations to go over.”

I seethed silently, not wanting to lose my temper with Talia still in the room. Before she left, I pulled her close to me. “This will only take a minute, okay?”

“Oh lord, I’ll see you in three hours,” she joked, smiling, her cheeks still flushed.

“I love you, Talli.”

“I love you,” she replied, kissing me softly before she started to walk out of the room. “Oh, wait... have you seen my pink bag?”

“The pink...oh, yeah, I put that in the box by the door.”

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“The box by the door...”

“In the apartment in Ohio?” she asked, and I nodded. Just a flash of worry etched across her features before she recovered. “Okay...um, I’ll see you when you’re done.”

I shook off that look, having no clue exactly what was in that pink bag that she was looking for anyhow, and turned my attention to Chris.

“Jase, there are some papers here...”

“If you ever,” I cut him off, stepping closer, “ever disrespect Talia again, you will answer to me, do you understand?”

“I don’t think putting some... fling in front of your career...”

“She’s not a fling, I’m not putting her in front of my career, and I will not put up with you or anyone else treating her that way.”

“Whatever you say, boss,” Chris replied.

Hell, if this was how people who worked with me were going to react to her and treat her, what would everyone else’s reaction be?
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CHAPTER 4
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CHRIS FUCKING WEBBER was working my last fucking nerve.

It wasn’t bad enough that I had left Talia after less than 48 hours of bringing her to our new home—no, now I had to listen to Chris fucking Webber telling me how I needed to lie to people.

Of course, in his eyes, it wasn’t a lie.

In mine...in Talia’s... it was.

“Damn it, Chris,” I whispered to attempt to keep other first-class passengers from hearing, “I am not single.”

“Do we need to go over this again?” he asked. “Do you really want me to pull up all of these websites? Do you want to see what is being said?”

“I told you no.” I couldn’t stress that enough.

“You put so much stock in what your fans say, perhaps you should read...”

“Chris,”

“Jase, I am trying to tell you—career suicide, do you hear me?” 

He pushed a printed-out page from Celebrity Gossip in front of my face. Who the hell were they to question Talia’s reputation? I crumpled the paper up without reading it, tossing it back in Chris’s lap. 

“Do you have any idea how much hell Karen already went through after the Vegas incident? How much hell we all went through trying to cover your ass?”

“Vegas wasn’t Talli’s fault.”

“Do you think any of that matters?” Chris asked, and I shot him a look telling him to keep his voice down. “She could be the sweetest person in this world and the fact that she has a past... believe me, no one will care if she was a teenager when she had a drug problem...”

“What?”

“You’re telling me she wasn’t honest with you? And you’re defending her to me?”

“Of course she was honest with me, Chris, but there was so much more going on back then... what the fuck, how did you find out?”

“I should have found out from you; Karen should have found out from you.”

“I asked you...”

Chris took the wadded-up piece of paper and began to smooth it out, keeping his eyes locked with mine. “We also should have known,” he continued, “about the affair she was carrying on with a married man, starting when she was seventeen.”

“It doesn’t fucking matter,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Your album drops in less than two months,” Chris pointed out, holding the printed-out paper in front of him. “And this here... your association with someone whose reputation is suspect at best... can break you, you know that.”

The headline was absolutely ridiculous: Warner shacks up with Vegas Bad Girl. What the fuck ever. Could they not get their facts straight first? Talia wasn’t even from Vegas, that’s just where they found out about her. There were older pictures of her from an era she would much rather forget, along with pictures from Vegas and a couple from the airport.

“Are you reading?”

“No I’m not fucking reading,” I snapped at Chris. “I’m not reading it because it’s garbage.”

“I have to know how much of it is true.”

Fuck.

I didn’t want to read it; I swear under any other circumstances I wouldn’t have. I certainly wouldn’t have chosen to spend my time on the plane to New York reading a printout of a sensationalized piece of garbage about my girlfriend, who sure as hell didn’t deserve to be raked over the coals this way.

Who was I kidding? 

They weren’t raking her over the coals. 

They were crucifying her.

Every word was taken out of context, there were no answers from our camp to soften the blow. The people reading this piece of garbage weren’t going to know about what Talia was going through back then, not completely. Minus the fact that the (formerly) married man that she had the affair with was rather proud to talk about having sex with her in the bathroom at the funeral home when her father died, just before the services.

Let me see that jackass, let me come face to face with him. Just once.

No mention, of course, about how he along with Lisa and her husband had supplied her with the drugs and alcohol. Also, no mention of how he was so obviously taking advantage of her...her situation, her pain, her vulnerability. She had poured her heart out to me about all of this, and it wasn’t anyone else’s fucking business; yet, here it was, in black and white along with a few colored pictures, for all the world to see.

Oh, fuck... please don’t let her see this. Please.

“How much of it is true?” Chris asked again. I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to fight off a nagging headache that was beginning to pound.

“It’s blown way out of proportion,” I said softly, my heart breaking for Talia.

“I said,”

“All of it, Chris,” I cut him off, shoving the papers back at him. “All of it, are you happy?”

“Infinitely so.” The sarcasm was dripping from his voice as he shoved the papers angrily back in his bag. “You know...”

“Don’t.”

“We could have had a leg to stand on with this asshole, had we at least known.”

“Chris...”

“Hindsight, I know,” he bit out. “Hell, we could have even raised hell about a grown man having an affair with a child had she not carried on past the age of eighteen.”

“Chris, you don’t,”

“Understand, right,” he cut me off. “Jase, do you know how many people are going to be pissed off that you are dating someone who was blamed for breaking up a marriage?”

“I’m sure that bastard had nothing to do with it, it’s all Talli’s fault, right?”

“It is time, whether you like it or not, for damage control.”

No, Chris, it is time for me to get to a phone and call Talia, tell her how much I love her, let her know what was going on before she found out the hard way.

“Jase, it would be so much easier if she had her...her own place, her own home.”

“Fuck you, Chris.”

“You didn’t discuss this move with anyone, minus Sondra and Jackie. You didn’t tell me, you didn’t tell Karen,”

“I don’t have to discuss this with anyone, Chris,” I pointed out. “Talia and I are two consenting adults, we love each other, living across the country wasn’t working.”

“She doesn’t have to live across the country; get her a damned apartment in L.A.”

“Fuck you, Chris,” I repeated.

“It’s my job to look out for you...Jase, you. Not Talia. You.”

“Talia is part of my world, like it or not, accept it or not.”

“You’re not married,” Chris pointed out.

“No shit.”

“So if you’re not going to say that you’re single, tell them that you’re not married.”

“That’s implying,”

“Do you not understand, Jase?” He threw up his hands in frustration. “If this album is a success, then great! If the tour is a success, even better! I will take back everything, I will apologize until I’m blue in the face. But you know just as well as I do that if this fails in any way, commercially or critically, your relationship with Talia is going to be blamed for it.”

“That’s such bullshit.”

“I know, okay? I know it’s bullshit.”

“If you just got to know her,”

“I think,” Chris cut me off, “that it’s best for all involved if I remain neutral.” 

I rolled my eyes and looked away. 

“Someone has to remain unbiased here, someone needs to be able to see the whole picture.”

I didn’t respond to him; there was nothing more that I could say. We were silent for quite some time on that long flight to New York. I couldn’t sleep, I had lost my appetite so I didn’t want to eat, I had a knot in my stomach that felt like it was never going away. What was I going to say to Talli? How could I convince her that this would all blow over somehow, when my own team wasn’t so sure it would?

“Look,” Chris finally said just before we touched down, “Karen and I will make some phone calls, some special requests of the interviewers that hopefully they will abide by, although I make no guarantees.”

“Thank you,” I replied quietly.

“Since you had no idea about this story, I take it Talia doesn’t know either.” 

I shrugged, unable to answer since I didn’t know whether or not she’d been on the internet, or if one of her friends had seen it and called. 

“I’ll hold people off for just a bit while you give her a call, but do it in private, in the car or the hotel room when we check in.” 

I nodded, still silent, but grateful that Chris seemed to be softening even if it was only for my benefit.

––––––––
[image: image]


“I WANT TO COME HOME.” 

Those were the first words out of my mouth the moment Talia answered the phone.

“Well I’d tell you to hop on the next plane, but I think your management would hate me even more than they do now,” she replied. “And, by the way, I love you, too.”

She sounded so happy to hear from me. The last thing I wanted to do was break her heart.

“I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until much later,” she was saying.

“Have you talked to anyone else, anyone from Ohio?” I asked, so very nervous. I just didn’t want to do this... it was bound to happen sometime, but not now, not when I was so very far away.

“No, why? Did someone call you, is something wrong?”

“No...well, fuck... Talia, I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry?” she asked. I could tell she was confused. “Sorry about what? Don’t tell me you’ve lost your damn mind without me already.”

“When the pictures in the airport were made public,” I began, “obviously some of the wrong people saw them.”

“Hey, you know I don’t have skeletons in my closet, I have a fucking graveyard,” she said with a laugh. “Why, did someone call you?”

“No...they called Celebrity Gossip.”

“Oh.” Her voice was small, her mood definitely changed. “Well, you told me to ignore that site, so I have, and... so you’re telling me I should take a look now?”

“Keith Anderson,” I said.

“Oh, yay.” 

If the situation hadn’t been so serious, I would have laughed at the sarcastic tone in her voice. 

“He isn’t out to get money, is he?” she asked with an exasperated sigh.

“My guess is he’s already gotten it.”

“Well,” she drew the word out, “guess this explains why the paparazzi are still out front.”

She didn’t sound the least bit concerned that all of those skeletons in her graveyard were on display for millions of people to see, and I didn’t know whether or not this was a good sign. It wasn’t about the fame, it wasn’t about notoriety, she was sitting there in my... in our home because she loved me. 

Me. 

Not what I could do for her, not what she could gain. 

She loved me.

“I have a lot of interviews in the next few days,” I began.

“And I’ve put you in one hell of a predicament, haven’t I?” she cut me off before I could finish.

Well, truth? I was in a predicament. I was. But I couldn’t hold her responsible, it just wasn’t fair. So, what could I say to her?

“I love you, Talia.”

“I love you, too.” 

At least I could hear her smile. 

“Hell, here I was thinking Chris was going to try and convince you that I had to leave.”

I didn’t think it wise to tell her she was right. “You’re not going anywhere,” I said instead.

“If my being here is going to hurt you in any way, I’ll go,” she replied, and I felt that stupid knot in my stupid stomach start again.

“You’re not going anywhere,” I repeated. “I’ll call again tonight, okay? And I’ll have more time to talk, and we will, and...” I took a deep breath. “Hell, just... don’t look at it, okay? Don’t look at it, don’t read it, it will all blow over.”

“Jase...”

“Please?”

She was quiet for a moment, and I wondered if she had already opened up her laptop and typed that damned web address in.

“For you,” she finally said, seeming to force her voice to sound cheerful. “Now... it’s time for you to turn on that charm.”

“Are you okay, Talia?”

“I’m fine, don’t worry about me.”

It was almost comforting to hear her automatic response.

It would have helped more if I could actually follow her advice and not worry.

––––––––
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THE HOUR WAS LATE WHEN I was finally alone in my room that evening, emotionally drained. The late-night talk shows were actually taped during the day, so after finishing that day’s taping the rest had been spent doing commercial spots and attempting to convince Karen and Chris that I knew what was best for me.

Hell, at least Karen had said she had seen a positive change in me.

But Chris was almost gloating, he’d been so right about some of the comments being made. One call-in interview was nearly stopped in the middle due to the dj’s offhanded remarks about Talia, and Chris was more than happy to replay the now-posted interview in Karen’s New York office much to my chagrin.

He’d even pointed out that some of the pictures already posted on websites that had been taken in New York by the paparazzi and had some so-called fans in the background with a sign (that I had refused to sign) that read ‘Team Kate’.

Team Kate?

Fuck, I thought that had blown over.

Of course it was all over social media about me being ‘grumpy’ and apparently arrogant as well. What bothered me most was how Chris pulled up post after post after comment about how Talia was a negative influence, how our relationship was going to be the death of my career...it was as if Chris had signed up under a few dozen different names and posted everything himself, it mirrored his earlier rant so closely.

I almost wish he had, then it wouldn’t have hurt so much.

They didn’t know her, none of them knew her. 

Not like I did.

I sighed, looking down at my cell phone, memories of my last tour washing over me. How many days like this had happened, how many nights had I sat there staring at that phone, wishing I could talk with someone? Sometimes it wasn’t even that the day was bad, sometimes I just wanted someone to share everything with.

That’s when I’d found Talia, completely by mistake, but she’d been such a beacon, such a ray of light. She made so much... sense to me, she was sent to help me through, and I was grateful that I had her in my life. I’d had no intentions of falling in love with her, none at all, but I had.

And I’d be damned if I was going to give it up.

I dialed the home phone number, my hands slightly shaking. After about five rings, it went over to voicemail. A bit unnerved, I dialed the number again. Again, to voicemail.

No, she wouldn’t have.

I dialed her cell number, biting the inside of my lip as it rang.

Please answer, baby. Please.

She answered after the third ring.

“Hello?”

Oh, fuck. She’d been crying.

“Hello?” she said again.

“Please don’t cry,” I begged, wishing I was there to hold her in my arms. She took in a shaky breath, and the background noise sounded as if she was in a car. “Talli, where are you? Where are you going?”

“I
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