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Laura

There are many days we struggle through the mundaneness of life and then there are those days that change the course of our lives. 

Today should be the former.

But I was wrong.

It ended up being the latter. 

Sitting in front of the strawberry gold-haired Kirsten, the latest rising country music superstar, I take a sip of my coffee. “Your coffee always ...”

Kirsten cuts in. “Isn’t it because of you?”

“Well, you do have a wonderful taste for coffee. I only go and get it for you and me.”

“Yea, I do agree this coffee brand is a mood lifter. I can never get enough of it.”  

“Which is why you take several gulps of it before you hit the stage.”

Kirsten shrugs. “Force of habit.”

Glancing around, I admire Kirsten’s loft in the outskirts of Denver. It is minimalist but luxurious. Every time I work in this location as her personal assistant, I’m left in awe of the place. Kirsten has a unique taste to her living environment, just like her choice of coffee. There is no other way to describe it except say that all of it rings of Kirsten. My boss has just come off a grueling but fulfilling tour of the country. She played in so many places I felt like I was visiting half of the states in our country. The last concert ended over a week ago and everyone took some well-deserved downtime. I managed to return to my apartment, clean it up and tend to my plants. I had left one of my neighbors, Mrs Oakley, to watch over them. The older woman had done it diligently and I’m so thankful to her. If not, I could’ve expected another batch of dead plants.

“So, did you get to rest a bit at least?” I ask. 

“You know me too well.”

I’ve known Kirsten since our college days, and she would be the last to admit that she’s a workaholic. But that’s probably how she’s been able to attain country music superstar status. I’ve never seen anyone work as hard as Kirsten. The woman doesn’t know when to stay put and, at times, it was inspiring.

“Well, I hope you did. The tour was long.”

Kirsten smiles. “I know, but I love meeting my fans.”

I agree with her sentiment. Kirsten's desire to engage with her fans are second to none. At the end of every show, she will meet with each fan. No matter how long the queue is and despite being so tired after a three-hour show, she’ll wait for them with an infectious smile. What can I say? It’s incredible watching the woman in action. She knows the fans are the only reason she has become a superstar. Without them, she’d be nothing.

“‘I’ve been thinking about a few things and have come to a decision,” Kirsten announces. 

Kirsten tends to drop bombshells on me, but there hasn’t been any lately. Until now. “Oh.”

“I’m retiring,” Kirsten says matter-of-factly. 

I blink my eyes. “Excuse me?”

“I’m retiring.”

I gaze around her loft, expecting a hidden camera crew to be parked somewhere. “Is this some kind of prank?”

Kirsten shakes her head. “I’m not pranking you, Laura.”

“Come on! Where’s the hidden camera?”

Kirsten gives me a serious look.

I wave my hands. “You’re only thirty years old.”

“And I’m not getting any younger.”

“What does that have to do with anything? Haven’t you seen Dolly Parton?”

“Times are different. I want a change of pace.”

“But you just said you love meeting your fans.”

Kirsten offers a smile. “But I got to think of myself too, right? Don’t misunderstand me. I love my fans, but self-care is important.”

I’m at a loss for words as I drum my fingers on the kitchen table. This is the last thing I expected to hear from Kirsten. She’s my role model for making it in my twenty-seven years of life. She has even been nominated for multiple country music awards later this year, which is an astounding feat for a newcomer. Kirsten throws a sympathetic look my way. “I’m sorry for unloading this on you without any warning. You’re the first person I’ve shared this with. Even my parents don’t know yet.”

I appreciate Kirsten telling me first about her retirement plans. It means a lot. We’ve been friends for a long time. However, I’m still reeling from the news and can’t help but frown.

“Don’t give me that look, Laura,” Kirsten hums.

“Are you really sure?” 

“I’m also moving to Montana.”

The bombshells keep coming. “Wait a second! You’re moving?”

“I got an agent to look for some properties last week.”

I lift a single eyebrow. “So, you weren’t resting?”

“Sorry, ever since the last few tour dates, I’ve been thinking about this seriously.”

As her friend and personal assistant, I refuse to give up. “But your trajectory in country music is heading to the stars.”

“Isn’t it better to get out while on top?”

“What’ll your fans think?”

“I’m only human, Laura. I know I’ll be letting down my fans, but I got to think about myself too.”

I stare at the woman, who seems to have made up her mind. One thing I know about Kirsten is that once she has her mind made up on anything, no one can change it. That’s how Kirsten got to be a country music superstar. By being single-mindedly so focused on her goal. She even chose to write all her own songs, without letting others take creative control over her work. I for one was glad she did that because that’s her style. Kirsten prides herself on being authentic to every person she meets, and she happily tears down every preconceived notion a person has about her. I’ve seen it time and time again and it always blows my mind. 

“I presume you’ve settled on a property in Montana?”

Kirsten’s face brightens. “Yea, I got a five-hundred-acre ranch. It even has a winding creek going through it.”

I whistle. “I can’t even wrap my head around so much acreage.”

“I love the stables. I look forward to riding my horses.”

I smile. Kirsten loves horses. She could never stop talking about them. It was fitting she ended up with a large ranch because during her tour whenever we passed a ranch with horses, she would make it a point to get the bus driver to stop for a little while. Kirsten would then step down and just gaze at the horses. 

“I feel bad for Billy,” Kirsten smirks. 

I wave my hands. “How many times do I have to tell you that I’m not interested in Billy.”

“Well Billy likes you.”

“That’s your observation. I’m not interested in relationships.”

“Why not?”

Ever since my debacle in college, I’ve sworn off men. I can’t deal with how immature a lot of them are, especially those I run into. “I don’t feel like it. Men are always a challenge and so hard to read.”

“That’s because you haven’t found the right one.”

I grunt. Kirsten then begins to twirl her fingers through her hair. “Laura, because I’m retiring, I won’t need a personal assistant.”

“I know.”

The moment Kirsten told me about her plans to retire, I knew I had lost my job. When I had agreed to be her PA during the last year of her college, I knew it was never going to last. Eventually celebrities move on to the next phase of their life. Inevitable. Yet this sudden change came out of nowhere. It’s still sinking into my mind, but I know that my world’s about to change. I feel like I’m floating on a wide ocean with no land in sight. 

“I called the agency to get you a new assignment,” Kirsten admits. 

“You didn’t have to.”

“I had to. You’re my friend and you became my PA when I was a nobody. I’m not going to leave you high and dry.”

I rub my eyes. Kirsten reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Your next job is going to be even more fabulous than this one. I’m sure of it.”

Ever the optimist, Kirsten smiles at me. I return her smile, as I bask in the closeness with my soon to be former boss. I’ve no doubt that I’m going to miss her. 

“Stop looking at me like that,” Kirsten warns. 

“Like what?”

“Like I'm cutting off all the hanging threads. You’re my closest friend. We’re always going to talk, okay? I mean Montana isn’t so far from Colorado.”

“I’m aware of that.”

Being her PA was never easy. That was because many people around Kirsten thought I got the job because I was her college friend. I won’t lie because it’s the truth. Kirsten trusted me and wanted me to be her PA and there was nothing wrong with that. Yet many people were envious of me, especially as Kirsten’s celebrity status began to grow in leaps and bounds. At one point, I even considered leaving my PA job because it was simply too exhausting fighting against the tides of jealousy. Nonetheless, I kept on going. I had Kirsten to thank for that. She is a tour de force when it comes to things she wants to do, and she was adamant that I stay with her. So, I forced myself to rise above the drama amongst the crew. If they couldn’t handle it, they could leave. However, the whole mess did feed my insecurities to the point where I wasn’t sure people valued me for my capabilities or simply saw me as someone leeching off her friend. 

A change in job will be a new start with no baggage to feed my insecurities and no one to doubt my capabilities. Maybe Kirsten’s retirement is a blessing in disguise for my career and future. What kind of celebrity would I next work with? Would it be a man or woman? Does it matter? I’m not sure yet. Even then I wasn’t ready for my next boss. Not in a million years. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Grayson

Dean turns to me with a serious look. “How are you doing?”

Those four words have become the epiphany of my life in the last week. Everywhere I turn those four words are the first things uttered by anyone I run into. What’s wrong with people? I’m not a vase that is going to break. I’m a man who can handle whatever life throws at me. And what happened to the usual greeting? I never knew four simple words could produce in me a hate so great for life. 

“I’m okay.”

“You can give that reply to anyone else, but not me,” Dean interjects. “It isn’t everyday something tragic like this happens, Grayson.”

Tragic is an understatement. One week ago, I lost my longtime PA, Gerald, in a freak accident. As freak accidents go, it took the wind out of my sails. Freak accidents seem to follow me everywhere I go. This isn’t the first time it has happened to someone close to me and I doubt it would be the last, which is why Dean is here. I don’t want to go down this rabbit trail. I’ve already replayed the tragic event over and over in my mind during the last week. At night, I would even break out in sweats, thinking of Gerald’s body at the funeral. It was something I never would’ve imagined a month ago. 

“I’m hanging in there as best as I can,” I reply, turning my chair to stare at the Denver skyline through my office floor-to-ceiling window. Even the sight that often brings me joy isn’t helping me today. 

“Give yourself time to process everything,” Dean says. “What happened was shocking to all of us. It would be for anyone.”

I turn back and eye him. “It isn’t the first time I had to deal with something like this.”

“Let’s not go there. Have you seen someone?”

“Seen someone?”

“To talk through these things. Like a counselor. Our corporation has several that I can recommend. No shame in asking for help in a time like this.”

Time like this. What a cliche for my life? When isn’t it a time like this for me? 

“I don’t need to talk to a counselor.”

“Why not?”

“I can handle it myself. Remember this isn’t the first time I had to deal with such things. The last thing I need is for some professional to give me his or her standard advice on what I should and should not do.”

“But ...”

I slightly raise my voice. “Is that why you’re here?”

Dean frowns. “I came to see how you’re doing. We’ve known each other for years and we didn’t get to talk much at the funeral.”

Dean and I, along with Damien, established DGK corporation and we’ve been running it for several years. The three of us are like brothers and I appreciate it.

“I thought you were showing up because you heard the rumors.”

Dean tilts his head to one side. “What rumors?”

“That I was depressed and on medication ever since the funeral.”

Dean waves his hands. “We both know that you can’t stop people talking. No matter how hard we try. Let them say whatever they want. All I’m saying is that Gerald was more than a PA. He was like family.”

I choke back tears. “I know.”

I don’t want to have a meltdown in front of Dean. It’s already been over a week since the accident and funeral. Any meltdown would only add fuel to the rumors. I’ve seen how people around the building look at me and I don’t need their pity. 

“I’m sorry you got to go through this now, bro.”

I grimace. 

“Maybe you can take a few days or weeks off.”

“That’s the worst thing I can do. Sitting around thinking about it isn’t going to help me.”

“Grayson, you need time to grieve.”

“I’m doing that my way, okay?”

“Alright. Did the agency contact you?”

I look at him, confused. “About what?”

“A new PA.”

“Oh yea. They’re finding me a suitable one.”

Dean nods. “If you want to continue with work, you need a PA.”

I grip the edges of my desk. “Do I need one though?”

“Are you kidding me? We all need PAs. If not, how do we run our corporation? You all were helpful when I was doing my job forays. Let me help you now.”

I gently let go of the edges of the desk, only to find deep imprints on my palms. “I got this under control.”

Dean nudges his chin at me. “Your hands say otherwise.”

“I can handle it.”

Dean still looks unconvinced. He knows me too well, but I need to stay busy, and I guess a new PA is someone I will need during the next stage of my life. Next stage of life. Why did I think of it like that? This isn’t my next stage of life. I’ll admit that it’s my life without Gerald. Although Gerald was only a few years older, he was like an older brother to me. How on earth am I going to fill in this hole in my life? I really depended on Gerald in so many ways because I completely trusted him.  

“I’ll be personally interviewing the candidates,” I admit. 

“Are you ready for it?”

“Why wouldn’t I be ready for it?”

Dean jabs a finger at me. “You’re going to interview Gerald’s replacement. Can you do that in your current state of mind?”

Dean had a point. As always. I hadn’t thought through the process of interviewing Gerald’s replacement. “What are you talking about, Dean? My state of mind is fine.”

Dean sighs. “Alright. I tried to warn you.”

“There’s nothing to worry about. When it’s work, I’m at the top of my game. I don’t let anything distract me.”

I was lying through my teeth, but I hope Dean didn’t see it. Dean offers a reluctant nod. Either my friend and business associate believed me or gave up on me. I don’t have time to ponder on it because I need to deal with hiring a new PA. That’s a whole mountain I got to learn to climb despite still feeling raw at the loss of Gerald. I better grab the bull by the horns and settle the matter. 
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Laura

Walking into DGK corporation was surreal. The building was massive, and, if I was a betting person, which I’m not, I’d place all my money on this tower being the tallest one in Denver. The top of the building had those three letters engraved and I’m sure a passenger on a plane flying over Denver might even be able to see them. Nonetheless, I hadn’t expected the agency to post me to be the potential PA for a company executive. 

Potential.

Need to pass an interview.

That was a first.

Argh! I’m so spoiled. When I became Kirsten’s PA there had been no hiring process nor interview, which I appreciated. Kirsten hired me on the spot because we were friends. The woman didn’t have to consult anyone. No HR department. Not even her family. She trusted me, but this morning is different. I met Sue, the senior hiring manager for DGK corporation and she briefed me about my role as a PA. Simple, nothing fancy. Sue remarked that I had come highly recommended because of my PA job with Kirsten. Sue had been licking her lips when she mentioned Kirsten’s name. Obviously, the woman was a fan of the country music superstar. Nevertheless, Sue didn’t ask me anything personal about Kirsten. I’m sure it took all the willpower Sue could muster to stay in control, but then the woman dropped a bombshell on me. I never saw it coming. I was applying for the PA job for a billionaire. My heart nearly dropped, but in the last second, I managed to keep a neutral expression. 

PA for a billionaire! 

Prior to retirement, Kirsten was a multi-millionaire. A billionaire was ratcheting up my services several notches. However, the billionaire was a corporate, not a celebrity. I doubt the paparazzi would be chasing this billionaire everywhere he went. I had already assumed it was a man. How disappointing of me? Why couldn’t it be a woman? Although Sue was evasive about the identity of the billionaire, her body language was a dead giveaway. It's a man. I wondered what kind of old man I was going to be PA for. Until then, I hadn’t even considered the fact that it could be an older man. If my theory turns out to be true, do I have time to walk away from it? I don’t know. It’s my first time being assigned by the agency. I don’t want to come across as fussy to the agency. I know Kirsten would’ve put in a great word for me. Dealing with old money people is going to be a new experience. I’m not adverse to it and I’d need to get used to it. I could’ve blown off this interview, but to be honest, I do need the job. Who's kidding who? The economy isn’t in the best of shape, and it isn’t like PAs are in high demand at this time of the year.

Sue leads me down a corridor and I step into a small meeting room. “Laura, please take a seat here.”

“May I ask a question?”

Sue smiles but I can sense the disapproving look lurking behind her smile. “Sure.”

“What happened to the previous PA?”

“Oh. I’m not permitted to talk about that with you.”

“I see.”

“Make yourself comfortable. I’ll be back shortly.”

With that, Sue slips out of the room. I take a seat at one end of the oval wooden table. It is luxurious, as is every part of this building. Even the carpet along the corridor exuded luxury. Unfortunately, I hadn’t done my due diligence when I had agreed to the interview. I should’ve checked on DGK corporation, and I might have even been able to discover the executive I could be working for, but I didn’t. I don’t know what came over me. Chalk it up to being lazy.

Behind me is a view of the Denver skyline. Pretty incredible if I must say so. I’ve never seen the city from this vantage point. My mind begins to play a guessing game as to the identity of the billionaire. How old is this billionaire going to be? Sixty. Seventy. Eighty. Oh gosh. What have I got myself into? I’m not ageist or against the older generation but can I really be a PA to them? I’ve only been a PA to my friend Kirsten. That’s the only experience I’m bringing to this new job. What if the billionaire finds me too young? What if he takes one look at me and dismisses me? I grip the sides of the chair before I start taking a few deep breaths. After a few seconds my heart stops pounding.

I’m not used to changing jobs since I’ve only had one job since college. It feels like I need to do the adult version of standing in front of my high school class and introduce myself all over again. I cringe at the thought. That’s not me. A knock at the door and a young man, slightly older than me, in a black suit, steps inside and he freezes. 

“Excuse me, but I think you got the wrong meeting room,” I say. 

The man blinks. “Huh? I think you’re in the wrong room.”

The way he accuses me for no reason forces me to stagger to my feet and stare at this man, who looks like a junior executive. What’s he talking about?

“Sue told me to wait here,” I say, glaring at him. 

Despite feeling a tightness in my chest, I notice the man’s sharp nose, square jaw, and smooth skin. Not bad. 

The man frowns. “Did you just say Sue?”

“Yea.”

What’s wrong with this junior executive? He obviously stepped into the wrong meeting room and even after I mentioned that Sue brought me here, he hasn’t turned to leave the room. Can’t he understand that he made a mistake? Then, Sue steps into the room. Finally, she will clear the air and get rid of this junior executive. “Ah, Mr Grayson you’ve beaten me here,” Sue announces. “This is Laura, who you’ll be interviewing for the PA role.”
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Grayson

I turn to Sue. “She’s my potential new PA?”

Laura stares at me. “You’re a billionaire?”

The question is overflowing with doubt and the woman isn’t shy to show her disdain for me. Sue sends everyone a soothing smile. “I apologize for the confusion. Let’s all take a seat. Please.”

My eyes flick back to Laura. She’s my new potential PA. Hmmm. I expected a man in a suit, not her. I have nothing against a woman PA, but I expected the agency to match me with someone like Gerald. That would’ve made the transition easier, and it would make sense. What was the agency trying to pull by sending me a woman? And a young woman of all people. 

Sue opens a file. “Laura comes to us highly recommended from the agency.”

I think the agency is losing its edge, but I dare not bring it up here. Not in front of Laura. The woman already seems displeased with me. Despite that, Laura’s emerald, green eyes are astonishing. Her hazel tresses are a whole other attractive feature that I can’t seem to stop staring at. At an interview, these are inappropriate thoughts. I break my fascination with Laura by turning my gaze to Sue. “Is there anything else I need to know before we begin?”

Sue shakes her head. “I’ll leave you two alone.”

I play with my Rolex watch strap as Sue gets to her feet and slips out of the room. I feel the tension in the room, which is thicker than smoke from a wildfire.

“Shall we begin?” Laura asks.

I clear my throat, picking up the file that Sue left for me. “Of course.”

I skim through Laura’s resume. I know her eyes are on me, but I try not to let that rush me through my process. After a few seconds, I close the file. Impressive. Laura was a PA for a country music superstar. I cast a smile at her, trying to ease the palpable tension in the room. “How long were you Kirsten’s PA?”

“Several years.”

“Was it your first job after college?” 

Laura’s shoulders sag. “We were college roommates when she began to write and sing at the local bars. Then, things kind of snowballed from there. She got picked up by a local agent and she needed a PA. She asked me for help, and I accepted her request. The rest, as I like to say, is history.”

My lips let loose a soft chuckle. 

Laura frowns. “What’s so funny?”

I lower my gaze. “I didn’t mean it like that. Did you have to deal with the paparazzi?”

“All the time.”

“The male kind?”

“Most of them were men. You know how guys get too obsessed with celebrities and want to marry them. It’s crazy the things people will do for their celebrities. They live in an alternate reality.”

“I can’t even imagine
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