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 Chapter
1

“You’re cheating on me?” Everett
bellows.

“I couldn’t help myself,” Dex, my soon to be
brother-in-law, laughs. “She’s so beautiful.”

Everett points at the framed photo on the
living room wall. “You put this print up in place of mine. How
could you?”

Standing off to the side at the far end of
the room, I stare at Everett. I swear the guy is more gorgeous
every time I set my eyes on him. He’s in his regular attire, a
formfitting black shirt with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows,
and jeans that hug his delicious ass just the right way. His salt
and pepper dark blonde hair is perfectly coifed. And the beard…
Very debonair. Closely trimmed and blonde like his hair, but with a
tad more salt than pepper. No man has looked sexier with facial
hair.

He causes me to salivate.

Too bad he can’t stand me.

If Everett never saw me again, he wouldn’t
miss me. He wouldn’t even remember me.

To him, I’m just his best friend’s fiancé’s
annoying little sister.

A tongue-tying, sad label I have rightfully
earned.

“Sorry, man,” Dex says. “But you have to
admit, it’s a great piece.”

“It is nice work.” Everett admits and
studies it with appreciation before turning back to Dex. “Who is
the photog?”

With a devilish grin, Dex points at me.

My heart takes off into a full-blown sprint
and I can't breathe.

Everett spins around to face me. His eyes
widen and mouths falls open. “You took this?”

He does nothing to hide his shock. That he
doesn’t like me surely enhances his surprise.

I met Everett a month ago, in this very
spot. I had been looking forward to the introduction for months.
When I found out that Dex was best friends with a world-renowned
landscape photographer, I went crazy. I’d heard Dex refer to his
buddy “Everett” from time to time in conversation, but I didn’t
know he was talking about Everett Shaw.

I have been studying the man’s portfolio for
years. He is one of my favorite photog’s. One of whom I’ve strived
to emulate. And low and behold, he’s Dex’s closest friend. What are
the odds? For me, that information was better than winning the
lottery. It beat any Christmas morning as a child. It was more
exciting than a trip to Disney land for a kid. This was my ultimate
jackpot.

But when I met him, I made a complete and
utter fool of myself.

I hounded the guy for two hours about his
work and gushed about how big of a fan I am. I jabbered nonstop
until he finally said—not verbatim, but in a nutshell—he was here
to catch up with his best friend, not go over his resume.

In Everett’s defense, he had every right to
snap at me. My exuberance over meeting him was excessive, to say
the least. Add to that his being the most handsome man I’ve ever
laid eyes on and I was completely googly over the guy. I acted like
a thirteen-year-old teeny bopper girl meeting my most beloved boy
band member.

Yeah… I was that level of
ridiculous.

I was and still am mortified. Since that
unfortunate day, I’ve barely been able to make eye contact with
him.

I nod in response to his question.

“You have a good eye.” He spins back to the
print. “You captured the light beautifully. The composition is
perfect.”

Did he really say that?

Trying to seem unaffected and cool, I shrug.
But my chest is tight and I can’t stop my face from flushing.
Everett Shaw is praising my amateur work!

But that’s just it. It’s amateur work. He
most likely sees flaws in it I can’t comprehend. He’s probably
being polite by not pointing them out.

I move closer to where he and Dex stand. “It
didn’t turn out exactly as I’d hoped.”

“Don’t be demure,” Everett chides, his
electric blue eyes now on mine. Lord have mercy, those eyes… “This
is genuine talent. You need to own it and take credit when it’s
due. This is something to be proud of.”

Hope springs within me. Perhaps he’s not
just being nice. “You really think so?”

“I do,” he declares. “And I’ll tell you
another thing, it wouldn’t be hanging in Dex’s house if it was
anything less than stellar. It took years to get him to display my
stuff.”

I want to jump up and down, screaming and
squealing with glee. And later, I will. But for now, I do my best
to remain calm and collected. “Thank you, Everett.” I smile. “That
means a lot coming from you.”

 


The instant Everett leaves, I run to the
kitchen where my sister Maren is baking. It’s all she does lately.
It’s her default whenever she’s stressed out or upset.

“Oh, my god!” I squeal too loud and Mare
covers her ears.

“What?”

“Everett saw my print in the living room. He
says it’s really good!” I bounce. “He wants to see more of my
work.”

“That’s great, Liv.”

“I know, right? He asked me to email some
stuff to him tonight. I’m so nervous I could puke.”

To look at Maren and I, one would never
suspect that we are sisters. She has wavy blonde hair and blue
eyes. I have straight, dismal brown hair and hazel eyes. She stands
five feet nine inches tall, I’m only five-three. She’s lanky with
long slender legs and an ample bosom. While I have always been
athletic, I’ve never been able to trim these curves. When I leave a
room, my ass lags. That’s just the beginning of our
differences.

She’s twelve years older than me, and we
were born to different women who raised us in separate cities.
Because of tensions between her mother and our father, my sister
only visited one weekend a month. Growing up, Maren wasn’t sure who
or what to believe. Our dad left her mom when she was only four
years old. The story Maren’s mother spun was that he abandoned
them. While he has admitted to some guilt, he left because Maren’s
mom was having an affair. It had been a long-standing liaison with
a colleague, and it wasn’t just sex. It was a full-blown
relationship with feelings.

My dad and Maren’s mom were high school
sweethearts. It crushed my father when he learned his first love
was cheating. When he took a job in Colorado Springs, he fought
hard for joint custody but ended up with weekend visitation. As
Maren got older, she lost interest in visiting. Her heart was in
Denver with her mother and friends. When she started college and
her adult life began, I hardly saw her.

Because of our age difference, we never had
much in common. Maren was always good to me, but we didn’t have a
solid sisterly bond. I wanted it but didn’t know how to ask for it
or how to initiate it. When I turned sixteen and Maren was
twenty-eight, she took more of an interest in me. She helped me
prepare for dances and dates. She was the only person not afraid to
be in the car with me as I learned to drive. When I had questions
about boys, she was my go-to.

At sixteen, when my mom got sick and later
died, Maren stepped up big time. She became a regular fixture in my
life. She called each day, and every other weekend she either came
to visit or took me to Denver to stay with her. Hers was the
shoulder I cried on and it was her strength I relied to on survive
my loss.

While we still have little in common, our
bond is solid and unbreakable. Our love for one another is
unconditional.

“Don’t be nervous,” she says as she
vigorously stirs an enormous bowl of chocolate batter. “It’s just
Everett, and your pictures are beautiful.”

She doesn’t get it.

“Mare, Everett is an award-winning famous
photographer. Having him look at my work is like having Martha
Stewart taste test your pastries.”

She scrunches her face as though I’ve
offended her. “Martha is a hack. Pierre Herme, on the other
hand…”

I roll my eyes. “Whatever. You get my
point.”

“Yeah, yeah. But even so, you have nothing
to worry about.”

I lean onto the island with my chin resting
in my hands. “Do you think he will be honest? If he hates what I
send him, will he say that?”

“He won’t hate them.”

I groan. “Don’t placate me, Mare.”

She stops working and faces me straight on.
“I honestly don’t think he’ll hate them. But I expect he will offer
you his professional and honest opinion.”

I blow out a breath, but I’m no more relaxed
than when I came in into the kitchen to talk to her.

“Why does he want to see them?” she asks and
goes back to her task.

Her question comes off odd, as does her
tone, but before I can respond, Dex enters the kitchen.

Dex is quite a catch with his sophisticated
manner and dashing good looks. At five feet eleven inches, he’s not
remarkably tall, but has an athletic physique. He has dark hair
with not a single gray and insists he doesn’t dye it. Yes, I asked.
He has broad shoulders and a killer smile. My sister is a lucky
woman. They are bound to make gorgeous babies.

He goes to Maren and peeks into the bowl of
batter. “We haven’t gotten through the batch of brownies you baked
two days ago. We gave away half of the muffins you made five days
ago.”

“This is for Mrs. Jones,” she explains. “Her
birthday is tomorrow.”

Dex leans against the counter. “Oh, I didn’t
realize.”

“Of course, you didn’t,” she scolds him.
“You don’t make a point to get to know our neighbors.”

He presses a palm to his chest, feigning
offense. “I talk to them all the time.”

She stops stirring and stands with her hands
on her hips. “Okay, how many children do the Albertson’s have?”

“Three.”

She holds up four fingers. “And another on
the way.”

He just shrugs. “So, I don’t count people’s
kids. That doesn’t make me a lousy neighbor. Besides, I bet none of
them know much about me.”

Maren rolls her eyes, but she’s not annoyed.
She’s just pretending.

“They probably know more about you than you
know about them.”

“How could they know anything about me if I
don’t speak to them?”

“Because I talk to them.”

“Perfect,” he smirks, “that means I’m off
the hook.”

I snicker. These two are perfect for each
other. “You two are so cute.”

“Just wait until you get one of these,”
Maren nods toward Dex.

“I hope we’re as adorable as you two,” I
reply.

After pouring her batter into separate
baking trays, she turns to her fiancé. Once again, there’s a weird
tone to her voice, “Liv says Everett wants to look over her
work.”

“Yeah.” Dex shifts to me. “He’s quite
impressed. He says if it’s half as good as the print in the living
room, you have a legitimate chance at a career in photography.”

“Seriously?” I shriek loudly and they both
make faces.

Dex nods with his palms over his ears.
“Yep.”

But my excitement withers fast. If Everett
doesn’t like what I send him, it will mean I have little to no
chance at a photography career.

 


Three agonizing days later, Everett calls
and invites me to his gallery to go over my work. He mentions
nothing of the photos I sent or his thoughts on them. Perhaps he’s
unimpressed.

As I approach the gallery entrance, my heart
palpitates and I feel faint. To try to calm my nerves, I inhale a
deep breath as I pull the door open. When I step inside, I catch
Everett’s voice and find him sitting behind the counter talking on
the phone. He holds up a finger and mouths, “Just a minute.”

Just like that, my nerves disappear.

Well, not entirely.

But I’ve forgotten about them for the
moment.

I’m hypnotized.

Everett could mouth the word cheeseburger,
and it’d probably be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Those lips
are the definition of sexy. Everything about him is sexy. I bet his
toes are sexy and I am not the least bit attracted to feet. I’ll
never understand foot fetishes. And yet…

I’m staring.

Though I hear his voice, I haven’t a clue
what he’s saying. I’m just watching his mouth move.

A laugh follows his smile. What I wouldn’t
give to be the person making him laugh.

Stop staring, Liv!

Now.

Turning away, I walk into the gallery show
room, studying the prints on display. Several of the pieces I
recognize, while others are new to me. All are stunning, but when
my gaze lands upon one called Enchanted Street, I fall in love. The
colors are so vibrant, the image is so crisp it’s as though I’m
standing on that brick road. I can almost feel the concrete wall of
the café. This… This photo is what I want to one day produce.

“You like it?” Everett asks and I jump. I
hadn’t realized he was standing beside me.

“It’s incredible.”

“It’s one of my favorites.” He beams with
pride. His biceps bulge as he crosses them over his chest. “Oddly,
it’s not a fan favorite.”

“They must be blind.”

He shrugs. “Art is subjective.”

I step closer to the print. “It’s my dream
to travel and capture places like this.”

“I took this in Prague. A truly incredible
place.”

“I can only imagine.”

A moment passes, my eyes lingering on the
picture. Everett stands to my right, watching me as I all but drool
over his work.

He places his hand on my elbow, bringing me
back to reality. “Follow me. I have something to show you.”

Following Everett to the back of the gallery
to a narrow corridor, we enter an office on the right. He flips on
the light and asks me to have a seat and close my eyes. Once I’m
sitting and he’s sure I’m not looking I hear rustling. A moment
later he tells me to open my eyes.

When I do, I come face to face with a huge
canvas print of a photo I took of the City Hall subway in New York
City.

Last year, my best friend Grayson and I went
to New York on a crazy whim and stayed for a week. Because it was
all we could afford, we stayed in a crap motel and ate fast food
every day. It was one of the greatest experiences of my life.

The memory of the day I snapped this picture
is as clear as though it just happened yesterday. It was our second
day in New York and I wanted to spend a day sightseeing and taking
photos. As always, Grayson happily obliged. It was a long day. We
walked and walked until our feet hurt. It was hot with one hundred
percent humidity. We were both miserable. Grayson was ready to call
it a day, but I needed to see one last place. The City Hall subway.
He groaned and said, “Okay, but this is the absolute last stop. I’m
sweaty, I stink, and I’m hangry.” I almost laugh out loud.

“This is fantastic work, Olivia,” Everett
praises. “It belongs in galleries and magazines.”

Upon examining the capture up close in print
form, it’s much more dynamic than on a screen. Still, my
insecurities creep in. “I almost didn’t send you this one. I wasn’t
sure the composition was quite right.”

“Are you kidding? Everything about it is
perfect. This picture is by far the best out of the collection you
sent.”

Everett’s words take me by surprise. I
wouldn’t have considered it the best. I sent him ten images and
almost sent another in place of this one. “You think so?”

“I do. In fact, I’d like to display it
here.”

I snap my head back in astonishment. “In
your gallery?”

Everett nods with a grin. “I assume you
don’t mind.”

“No. No, I don’t mind. I just can’t believe
it.” I haven’t inspected every picture here, but I don’t think he
has any other photographer’s work on display. His offer is a true
honor.

“You have real talent, Olivia.” After
leaning the print against the wall, Everett steps closer to me.
“Some of the photographs you sent me are better than I’ve seen from
photographers with twenty years of experience.”

Unable to believe my ears, I stand, mouth
agape. “I don’t know what to say.”

“I’m going out shooting next Saturday and
I’d like you to join me. I want to watch you in your element and
observe your technique.”

Somehow, I manage to not squeal.
“Seriously?”

He chuckles. “Seriously.”

“Yes, Yes! Absolutely.” And then I
remember…


Chapter 2

Grayson has requested that I be his plus one
at his friend’s wedding. My stomach falls. “Actually, I can’t
Saturday, but I’m free Sunday.”

Crossing his arms, Everett casts his gaze to
the floor. “Saturday is the only day I’m shooting.”

“Perhaps another day?” I ask, my tone
contrite yet hopeful.

Everett cocks his head to the side and
shakes it. “You shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth,
Olivia.”

“I’m not.” This is a chance of a lifetime.
My stomach is in knots that I might lose it. Grayson begged me to
join him at a friend’s wedding. His ex-girlfriend is in the wedding
party as is the guy she left him for. It’s only been a few months
since their split, and he’s still a little raw over it. He claims
he needs me there for reinforcement. I won’t let my friend down.
When I make promises, I keep them. “I really want to go, I just
can’t on Saturday.”

“We can’t choose when opportunity knocks, so
when it does, you should answer the door. It’s the only way to make
it in this business.”

“The door is open.”

He arches a brow. “But on your terms,
right?”

“No.” My voice is meek because my answer is
a lie. It is on my terms. He’s given me an extraordinary
opportunity and I’m refusing it because it isn’t on my timing.

“Why can’t you shoot Saturday?” Everett asks
and folds his arms across his chest. “Give me one good reason that
is more important than your career and I’ll consider taking you
another day.”

I shift feet and fidget with my fingers. “I
promised my friend I’d go to a wedding with him.”

“Let me get this straight,” Everett rubs at
his eyebrow, “you’re declining an incredible opportunity to be
someone’s date at a wedding?”

My initial response is to correct him about
Grayson not being my date, but that would probably just annoy him
further. Instead, I swallow and nod. “We made the plans months
ago.”

“He can’t take anyone else?” He throws a
hand up. “You know what, never mind. Call me when you’re serious
about building a career.”

 


“I can’t believe you turned him down,”
Grayson says as he drives us to the wedding.

“You begged me to come today.”

“Are you serious?” He sighs and stares at me
with disapproving gray eyes. “I could’ve come alone. I’m a big boy.
I’d survive.”

“Grayson,” I huff, “you and I both know that
you being in the same room as Jenna and Alex is a bad idea. You
need me there.”

This will be his first time seeing Jenna
since their breakup and seeing her with the guy she cheated on him
with is going to be miserable. I can’t let him go through that
alone. If the shoe was on the other foot, I would need him with me.
And knowing Gray, he’d stand by my side even if he was deathly ill.
I can’t do any less for him. That’s what best friends are for.

Grayson closes his eyes and sweeps his
fingers through his shaggy brown hair. “But you’ve lost an
unbelievable opportunity. I feel so bad.”

“You have nothing to feel bad about.”
Feeling high and mighty, I jut out my chin. “Mr. I’m-too-cool-Shaw
completely overreacted. Who is he to tell me how to live my life or
what’s right or wrong for me?”

“He’s a world famous, rich photographer who
could literally make your career, that’s who he is.” Grayson
narrows his eyes at me. “He may have been a dick, but I agree with
what he said. You have to take those opportunities.”

“I don’t abandon my friends in their time of
need.” I use my most self-righteous tone. “I think that says a lot
about my character and I happen to like who I am.”

“I like who you are too, Liv.” He lays a
hand on my shoulder. “But this isn’t a life-threatening situation
I’m in. I would’ve been okay.”

“Nevertheless, I believe I made the right
choice.”

“No. You don’t.”

I gasp and turn to him, ready to argue, but
he continues.

“Don’t lie to me,” he snipes, “but most of
all, don’t lie to yourself. You totally want to kick your own ass
right now.”

This is why I love Grayson. He calls me out
on my crap. And ninety-nine percent of the time, this time
included, he’s right on target.

“Yeah, I kinda do.”

“You should call him, admit your error and
apologize.”

“I’m not sure it would do any good.”

“You never know unless you try.”

 


Grayson’s last words stay on repeat in my
mind. Every day I tell myself I will get in touch with Everett. And
every day, I make excuses for why I can’t. Or I convince myself it
would be a futile attempt. It’s just nerves. I’m too big of a
chicken to make the call.

When I turned down Everett’s offer, I wasn’t
completely honest with him. I wasn’t even honest with myself. Yes,
I offered to help Grayson. And yes, my word means something to me.
When I tell someone I’ll do something, I do it. But there’s a
bigger reason I declined Everett’s offer.

His offer took me by surprise. It threw me
off kilter. It was the last thing I expected, and I wasn’t
prepared. My insecurity got the best of me. To go on a photo shoot
with Everett would be overwhelming and unnerving. I couldn’t handle
the pressure of him evaluating me.

It’s now Thursday. On Thursday’s, Dex and
Maren hold “family dinner” at their house. For the past couple
years, it’s only comprised of me, Maren, and Dex. Since his return
to the States, they now include Everett as Dex considers him
family.

I’m a freaking nervous wreck. I should have
called him. Calling would have been infinitely easier than facing
him in person.

When I pull into the driveway and see his
Jeep, my stomach drops. I knew this would happen. That at some
point, sooner rather than later, I’d come face to face with him.
Avoiding the inevitable is unlike me.

To make matters worse, I’m running late.
Maren loathes tardiness. I wasn’t able to call until the last
possible minute to let her know work had delayed me. I imagine the
scene now… the three of them at the table, waiting as the food gets
cold.

“Look who finally made it,” Mare says as I
enter the dining room.

I do my best to appear normal instead of the
nervous mess I really am. All eyes are on me, including Everett’s.
If I knew him better I would say there’s a hint of regret in his.
And he’s smiling at me!

“Sorry, all,” I say, “my boss kept me late.
You didn’t have to wait.”

“Nonsense,” Dex says. “Of course, we
waited.”

I take my usual seat across from Everett and
glance to the covered dishes on the table. “It smells
fantastic.”

“It’s a new recipe,” Mare states, wearing a
proud expression. “Pork chops romano in lemon-butter sauce with
green beans and salad on the side.”

Maren stands and unveils the food. The
spread looks as excellent as it smells.

“I’ve been looking forward to this meal all
week,” I say. “I’m so tired of eating takeout and chicken
salad.”

“You have a kitchen,” my sister points out,
as she often does. “It’s cheaper to eat at home than eat out.”

“So you say,” I argue. “You don’t have two
roommates who eat all your food.”

Maren and I have had this conversation
before. If she had roommates, they wouldn’t be eating her food
because she’d “nip that crap in the bud promptly.” And she would.
But Maren is stronger than me. She has a commanding presence. When
she speaks, people listen and take her seriously.

“So, how has everyone’s week been?” Everett
asks as we each fill our plates.

Dex starts, “Mine has been a week from hell.
My new chief of surgery is a pompous asshole.”

“I thought you were up for that role?” I
ask, my head tilted to the side.

Mare shakes her head, her brilliant blue
eyes drilling into mine. Evidently, this is not a preferred topic
of discussion.

“So did I,” Dex answers matter-of-factly and
leaves it at that as he takes a bite of pork chop.

“How about you, Maren? How has your week
been?” Everett asks.

The dynamic between my sister and Everett is
complex. Everett is Dex’s lifelong best friend. They’ve known each
other since they were young kids. They are more like brothers than
friends. But Maren doesn’t like Everett because of his well-earned,
scandalous reputation as a lady’s man. That wouldn’t bother her so
much if he hadn’t slept with one of her close friends after she
expressly asked him to exclude her cohorts from his extracurricular
activities.

Nonetheless, they both make nice for Dex’s
benefit. I have noticed, however, that it’s usually Everett making
the effort. He always includes her in conversations and goes out of
his way to be pleasant. She just accepts that he’s here without
being a bitch.

“Overwhelming,” she replies. “Between work
and wedding planning, I’ve scarcely had time to breathe.”

“Why haven’t you said anything before now?”
I ask. “I’m happy to help any time.”

I have told her this several times. I’ve
sensed her stress for weeks. She works long hours at her bakery
café. Most weeks she only takes one full day off from work unless
Dex demands they both take an entire weekend off. He helps where he
can, but admits he doesn’t have the first clue how to plan a
wedding and worries he’d make matters worse by trying. Maren is an
“I can do it all on my own” type who never asks for help until it’s
practically too late.

“I know, I know. I should’ve said something,
but you know me…” Yes, I most certainly do. “But I need you this
weekend. I’m looking at wedding gowns again.” The word
“again” comes out as an extended groan. She looks no more
enthusiastic than she sounds.

Choosing the gown is usually the part brides
are the most excited about. It’s the fun part of the wedding
planning. Most girls grow up envisioning the gown they will wear
when they marry their Prince Charming. Going out in search of said
dress is thrilling for them. But Maren isn’t a typical bride.

Luckily, I am excited enough for the both of
us. “Ooh yay!” I clap. “I’m in!”

Maren smiles, but it’s halfhearted.

My heart goes out to Dex. He’s thrilled
about the wedding. Maren, on the other hand… just… isn’t. Mare has
a serious marriage phobia. She loves Dex deeply and wants to be
with him for life, but she doesn’t believe in happily ever after.
Not after our dad and her mom’s contentious marriage and combative
divorce. If it was up to Mare, she and Dex would live happily
unmarried for the rest of their lives. Dex wants a legal and
binding marriage complete with kids and a white picket fence. His
Christian values expect that two people raising a family together
be married. His parents remain married even though his father has
lived in a skilled nursing facility for the past six years
following a stroke. Dex believes in the institution of marriage
because he’s seen the good side of it. Nevertheless, he understands
Maren’s feelings, and he respects them, which is why they’ve taken
their time getting to the alter. His patience is remarkable as is
his ability to accept her flippant attitude toward the wedding.

“I’m also stuck on the bouquet,” she adds.
“I can’t figure out what I like.”

“You should wait until you have your dress
picked out,” I suggest. “The flowers need to coordinate. You don’t
want a gigantic bouquet with a simple gown, and you don’t want a
dinky bouquet with a princess gown. They should be
proportionate.”

“You seem to know your stuff,” Dex says.

I nod. “I have been in so many weddings that
I’ve learned all the things to do and not to do.”

It’s only April and I’ve already been in
seven weddings. One of which I was the Maid of Honor. Last year, I
was in nine weddings. I am a perpetual bridesmaid. As such, I have
picked up a lot.

“Such as?” he inquires.

Counting on my fingers, I run down the list.
“Don’t set predictable tables, but don’t over decorate. Do your
floral research. Stick with classics, never go trendy. Don’t get
DIY happy. Never invite non-wedding guests to pre-wedding parties.
Don’t get a spray tan and don’t ignore your eyebrows… I could go on
all night.”

All three adults stare at me with open
mouths.

“Since you have it down to a science,” Maren
starts, “why don’t you plan the whole thing for me?”

“Ha, ha. You’re funny.”

The four of us spend the next thirty minutes
making small talk. While Everett and I aren’t ignoring one another,
we don’t address each other directly. I wonder if he’s still
annoyed with me. Despite his capacity for being a major dick, he
remains the most gorgeous man on earth. I can’t stop sneaking peeks
at him. His smile drives me wild and when he laughs… my heart can’t
take it. His voice is deep and husky. I could listen to him talk
endlessly and never tire of it.

 


Once we’ve finished dinner and everything is
cleaned up, I say my goodbye’s. I hug Dex and my sister before
bidding a quick goodnight to Everett. The only words I’ve spoken
directly to him all evening.

“I’ll walk out with you,” he says, and
gestures to Mare and Dex. “Thank you both for a fantastic meal.
Keep that recipe in the rotation.”

Maren and Dex close the door behind us. As I
approach my car, Everett calls my name. Stunned, I come to an
immediate halt. I spin to face him and am surprised to find him
standing directly behind me.

“I want to apologize for snapping at you the
other day.” His head is bent slightly down, but his eyes are on
mine. “I was in a shitty mood. Truthfully, I’ve been in a bad mood
for about three years. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. Please
forgive me.”

With marked contrition, his apology seems as
sincere as it is unexpected. Now it’s my turn.

“Only if you accept my apology.” I glance
down to my hands. “When I told my friend what I did, he called me
an idiot for declining your offer.”

“You were,” Everett jests with a crooked
smirk that is just too cute. “On a serious note, you have genuine
talent, Olivia. I want to help you foster it.”

Never did I imagine that Dex hanging my
photo on his living room wall would lead to a famous photographer
taking notice and offering to nurture my talent. I should say
something, anything. But the only words that come to mind are thank
you, and that’s lame. I refuse to be lame.

Casual and relaxed, Everett leans against my
car door. “Did you know eighty-five percent of photographers
fail?”

“I didn’t know the exact statistic, but I
knew most don’t make it.”

“What’s worse is, most who’ve made it don’t
have half of your natural ability. They only made it because
they knew the right people or had a stroke of luck. Those who
didn’t make it failed simply because they couldn’t get the right
doors to open. They couldn’t get exposure. It’s really all about
opportunities.”

With embarrassment and shame, I cast my eyes
to the pavement. I squandered a huge possibly career making
opportunity because I was scared and insecure. I’m such a
moron.

“Being a mentor has always been a goal of
mine,” he says and turns to me. “I’m finally at a stage in my
career that it makes sense and you’re the perfect student worthy of
my training.”

I am a “perfect student” with “genuine
talent.” My face flushes and butterflies take flight in my
belly.

“Join me on a shoot,” he urges. “We can
check our schedules and pick a day that works for both of us. What
do you say?”

I smile much too wide. “I say
absolutely.”

“Great.” He flashes his megawatt smile and
rests a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll call you tomorrow when I have my
calendar in front of me and we can figure it out.”

My heart drums in my chest. I feel like I
need to say something, but I’m at a loss for words. Again. “This is
amazing, Everett. Thank you.”

“Thank you for allowing me to put
things right between us. I felt like such an ass.”

“Me too. I wanted to call all week to
apologize for being an idiot. I picked up the phone so many times,
but I chickened out. And I figured you probably wouldn’t want to
talk to me anyway, so…” Why did I say all that?

He grins, thoroughly entertained by my
rambling. “I’m glad we got this worked out. I’ll talk to you
tomorrow.” He pushes off my car and walks toward his. “Have a good
night.”

The instant I’m in my car, I dial Grayson.
Panting, he answers on the fourth ring. It’s not like him to be on
the treadmill this time of evening.

“Gray!” I yell.

“Damn Liv, either take it down a notch or
move the phone away from your mouth.”

“Sorry,” I lower my voice to a somewhat
reasonable decibel. “I didn’t mean to scream in your ear, but
you’re never going to believe what just happened.”

He whispers to someone telling them to wait
a second. “What just happened?”

“You remember how I told you I was dreading
seeing Everett at dinner?”

“Yeah.” He breathes hard, there’s a rustling
in the background.

“Well I’m so glad I did. He offered to be my
mentor! Can you freaking believe it? The Everett Shaw as my
mentor!” I move the phone from my mouth and squeal.

“That’s awesome, Liv. Really,” he says,
followed by a quiet moan. “Can I call you tomorrow?”

“Yeah.” And it finally dawns on me. “Wait…
are you having sex right now?”

“Kind of.” He moans again.

“Yuck! Why did you answer?”

“It was an accident.” He laughs as though
he’s being tickled. “I was trying to reject the call.”

“Goodbye Grayson.” Hanging up, I try to
erase putrid images of Grayson getting it on from my mind.

 


I’ve barely slept. I’m too excited about
going shooting with Everett. It’s all I can think of since talking
with him. As eager as I am, I’m also extremely anxious. He’s going
to be critiquing my technique and my skill along with my weak
points.

What if he realizes I am a hack with far
more weaknesses than talent and ability? I’m such a bundle of
nerves that I’ll probably screw everything up.

My stomach rolls. I can’t breathe.

We agreed to meet on a Saturday since I work
Monday through Friday. My boss is never amenable when I ask for
days off. I’ve only had the job for six months. I haven’t acquired
any paid time off. Even if she granted me a day off, I can’t afford
to take it. I can scarcely buy food as it stands.

There’s a knock at my door and my stomach
flips. Everett has arrived to pick me up.

Here goes nothing.

Or everything.

Soon, I shall find out which.


Chapter 3

Pretending to be disinterested, my
roommates, Hannah and Jess, sit to the side. They are desperate to
meet the “hot photographer God” that I’ve been gushing about for
the past several weeks.

When I open the door, Everett stands before
me with an enthusiastic smile. “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” I reach for my gear that
sits by the door, but Everett holds out his hand to stop me.

“Allow me,” he says.

Ooh… Chivalrous.

As he picks up my things, I glimpse my
friends who are making googly eyes and mouthing how hot he is.
Somehow, I manage to keep from laughing.

 


It’s not until we’re on the road that
Everett tells me where we’re headed.

“I thought we’d hit Red Rocks. I assume
you’re acquainted with it?”

I nod. “I’ve been there a few times.”

“Have you done any shooting there?”

“A couple times for fun.”

“That’s what I was counting on. Today I want
you to try to see it with a fresh perspective, as though seeing it
for the first time.” He looks to me for a moment before turning his
attention back to the road. “Look at every minute detail. Observe
the way the light hits the rocks, the contrast of the blue sky and
the redness of the rock. Don’t just shoot something because it’s
pretty. Wait until you see something that really catches
your eye.”

I listen intently, hanging on his every
word, all the while picking furiously at my cuticles.

“You seem nervous,” he says.

I stop picking. “That’s because I am.”

His smile is soft and understanding. “Try to
forget I’m there. Have fun with it.”

I chuckle. Is he kidding? “That’s not
likely.”

“The fun part or forgetting I’m there?” His
tone is facetious. He’s trying to loosen me up.

“It would probably be fun if I can forget
you’re there.”

“Just pretend I’m one of your friends
tagging along for something to do.”

Let me put this into perspective for him.
“Who is your favorite photographer of all time?”

He answers without hesitation, “Brett
Weston.”

“If Brett Weston was taking you out on a
photo shoot when you were just starting out, would you be able to,”
I make air quotes, “forget he was there?”

His neck snaps in my direction. “Are you
saying I’m your favorite photographer of all time?”

My face heats up. “You’re in the top ten.
Answer the question.”

“No, I wouldn’t be able to forget. You make
a fair point. But Liv?”

“Yeah?”

“I may be a successful photographer, but I’m
really just an ordinary guy who enjoys taking pictures.”

 


We get to the park and start along the
trail. Everett also brought his gear, which is distracting. I find
myself watching him take pictures rather than observing the scenery
for what I want to shoot.

We speak infrequently, but the silence isn’t
awkward. I can tell he’s purposely being quiet so as not to
distract me from the task at hand. Little does he know that just
his proximity is befuddling. In the twenty minutes we’ve been
walking, he’s taken a few shots and I’ve taken none. This may be a
fruitless trip.

Then I see it.

The sunlight hits the rocks to my left in
precisely the right way to enhance the colors. Deep reds, light and
medium oranges, and the sky is a bright blue with a few high
clouds. Perfect contrast. I stop, set the aperture on my camera,
and begin snapping. I must take three hundred shots as I try to
encapsulate the entirety of the scene. Everett stands idly by
observing, but I’m no longer distracted by him or intimidated that
he’s watching. I’m too caught up in the moment and the beautiful
scenery to care.

For the next two hours, it’s much of the
same. We walk quietly until I spot the perfect scene. We stop. I
take a bunch of pictures while Everett watches. We walk more.
Everett snaps a couple pictures here and there. He even joins me in
snapping a couple of my chosen scenes. Being much more methodical,
he probably takes ten shots for every hundred of mine. That must
come with experience. He knows how to get the shot he wants with
ease.

Once we’ve finished for the day, he mentions
a trendy café on the way home and suggests we stop for a coffee to
discuss our day.

At the café, Everett pays for both of us and
we take a seat at a corner table, tucked away from the hustle and
bustle. Here comes the part where he tells me what he thinks. I’m
more nervous now than I was when he picked me up. I recall a trick
my mom taught me when I was young. Whenever I was anxious or upset,
she told me to focus on the sights, sounds and smells around me as
a means of taking me out of myself.

I start with noises. The patrons are
talking, a cellphone rings, someone drops their keys on the floor.
Next, I move to scent. The room smells of toasted bread and
cinnamon. I love the smell of cinnamon. I breathe in long and slow,
and a sense of calm slowly wraps around me. Before I can move on to
sights, Everett begins.

“I enjoyed today,” he says. “Would I be
mistaken if I said you did, too?”

I shake my head with a smile. “You wouldn’t
be.”

Once I got used to him being there, it was a
lot of fun.

Everett leans forward, hands clasped
together on the table, and sets his eyes on mine. “I feel like the
mission was a success. You showed me the one thing I needed to see…
a passion for photography. Watching you shoot, it’s plain to see.
You go totally into the zone, fully fixated on the scene. You’re
intense, but completely in your bliss. It reminds me of a time long
ago when I still got excited over taking pictures.”

Blinking, I stare. Did I hear that right?
One of the world’s top photographers doesn’t enjoy his work? Say it
isn’t so… “You’re not passionate about it anymore?”

“Not so much.” He shrugs and sits back into
his seat. “Photography has become old hat for me. Just more of the
same old same old.”

“I can’t imagine ever feeling that way.”
Mindlessly, I spin my glass of iced tea. “Every time I hold a
camera in my hands, I get a rush of adrenaline. As though the world
is a canvas and it’s up to me to capture it just right. For me,
taking pictures is like smoking. It’s my vice. If I don’t take at
least one picture a day, even if it’s just of a flower, I get
twitchy.”

Everett closes his eyes as if he’s
remembering something.

“I haven’t had that feeling in so long.
Seeing the passion and excitement in your eyes when you were
shooting was inspiring.” He swallows as he pauses. “I had more fun
taking pictures today than I’ve had in a long time.”

Based on his depth of tone, this is a big
deal for him.

“Hopefully I’ll continue to inspire you with
my excitement and love of the craft.”

“Hopefully.” He clears his throat. “Now, on
to the technical stuff.”

My stomach tightens and I screw my eyes
shut. Here we go. “Be gentle.”

I jump at the sensation of his hand on mine.
He chuckles. “Don’t worry, Liv. Today wasn’t a test where you pass
or fail.”

His warm hand is big and strong looking,
much like the rest of him, and the contact is reassuring. But it’s
gone all too soon as he pulls his hand away.

“The second thing I noticed is, you’re what
we in the business call a sprayer and prayer.”

“A what?” I ask, nose wrinkled. Whatever it
is doesn’t sound good.

He chuckles again. “A sprayer and prayer.
It’s when a photographer takes hundreds of pics of the same scene
in rapid succession. It’s called spray and pray. Taking a bunch of
pics hoping to get the perfect one.”

I nod. “I’ve always done that. Is it
wrong?”

Everett shakes his head. “It’s not wrong,
but extremely time consuming in the long run. I’m guessing you took
five-hundred pictures today, maybe more. Now you have to comb
through them, which will take considerable time.”

I nod again. He’s right. I put in more time
combing through my photos than taking them. It’s my least favorite
part of the process.

“Then,” he continues, “once you’ve examined
all of them, there’s the process of elimination which takes even
more time, am I right?”

“Yes,” I sigh. The task seems never-ending,
but I assumed all photog’s go through the same.

“And then,” he continues further, “you get
them narrowed down to a few or even a dozen, but you’re torn on
which you like best.”

He’s reading my mind. “Right again.”

“It’s fine, and works for many
photographers,” Everett says, probably to make me feel better, “but
unnecessary. Focus more on the setup. Imagine what you are trying
to capture. What do you envision? Personally, I visit a location
several times before taking a single shot. I’ll spend days there
deciding what I want to capture. The sunrise? A foggy morning? The
low light of the evening? Once I figure that out, I watch the
forecast, pick the date and time that matches my vision and I go
out.”

The man a genius. I have been going about
things the wrong way! I slap the table. “That makes so much sense.
I never thought to do that.”

“What we did today, I rarely ever do,” he
confesses. “I do my due diligence. I plan out the photo shoot, set
it up, and then and only then will I do any shooting. It takes
time, but it’s infinitely more enjoyable to spend a day out on foot
than sitting behind a computer screen scouring through images.”

“I agree. I’m going to try it that way.”

“Over time, it’ll eliminate your need to
spray and pray. When I go out, I take several shots, but I usually
end up with more than one winner and I always get at least one that
is exactly what I was hoping for. How often does that happen for
you?”

“Rarely,” I admit and slink back into my
seat. “I get good pictures, but seldom what I was wishing for.”

“That’ll be your first assignment. Choose a
place and we’ll go out and study it in all different weather.
You’ll decide what you want to capture and when the weather is
right, we will set up the shoot.”

I don’t need time to consider where I want
to go. “Is Bear Lake too far away?”

It’s a good two-hour drive from Denver.
Maren and Dex took me once. It’s a stunning place, and I was so
excited to take pictures. I was beyond disappointed to discover the
battery in my camera was dead. All I had was my phone. I got some
okay photos, but nothing like I could have taken with my Nikon.
Unfortunately, I haven’t been back.

“Of course not. Bear Lake it is,” he says
easily, and rubs his hands together with an eager smile. “Now
enough with the business talk. Let’s dig into these pastries. They
are the best in Colorado.”

“Don’t let Mare hear you say that.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” He winks and
just like that, I’m at ease and once again under his spell.




I don’t know why, but Grayson and I spend
most of our time together running. Well, it’s more of a speed walk
mixed with jogging than a run, but calling it running makes us feel
better about ourselves.

“Inquiring minds want to know who you were
boinking when I called the other night,” I say.

“Boinking?” He screws up his sweet, baby
face. “No one says boinking anymore, Liv.”

“Mare does. In fact, it’s her preferred term
for doing the nasty.”

“The nasty? There’s another expression I’ve
never understood. There is nothing nasty about sex.”

I shoot him a look. “Alabama hot
pocket.”

Grayson chokes on his laughter. “Okay, point
taken.”

“So?” I bump him with my shoulder. “Who is
she?”

He hangs his head with mock shame. “My
boss’s personal assistant.”

My head whips in his direction. “The hot
blonde with the giant stick stuck up her ass?”

He laughs again. I’m on a roll. “The one and
only.”

“I thought you hated her?”

“I did. I think I still do. But she said she
wanted to deep throat my meat, so I let her.”

It’s my turn to choke. “She didn’t say
that.”

“Literally, those were her exact words. It
may have been the booze speaking, but she followed through so…”

My favorite thing about Grayson is his blunt
honesty. I love the guy, honestly and truly. Like a brother. But
whenever he says things like that, I end up envisioning him in the
act and it makes me acutely nauseas. I push the repugnant vision
out of my mind with memories of Everett’s sexy smile and velvety
voice. I haven’t been able to stop thinking of him since he dropped
me off yesterday.

We ended up spending an hour and a half at
the café talking about this and that. We talked about his travels,
Dex and Maren and what a perfect, if unlikely pair they are. Oddly,
we didn’t talk much about photography. It kind of felt like a date,
even though it obviously wasn’t. But when we said goodbye, his gaze
lingered on my lips. I’m sure it was all in my head. I’m fantastic
at seeing things I want to see when they aren’t there.

To my dismay, Grayson continues. “She called
me already and asked for round two. Guess she got a taste of
something she likes. Pun intended.”

I gag. He says crap like that on purpose
just to gross me out. “Next subject.”

“How was your photo shoot with Hottie
McHotness?”

I throw my head back in laughter. “Hottie
McHotness?”

“Yeah. All you’ve talked about for weeks on
end is how brilliant and good looking the guy is.”

“McHotness is a catchy nickname. I like it.”
All this talking while jogging has me out of breath and I slow
down. “The shoot was great. He observed my technique and gave me
good advice.”

“It wasn’t as nerve-racking as you expected
it to be?”

“At first it was, but I got over it for the
most part. Now I have to go through all the shots I took and send
him my two best to critique. That will be seriously
nerve-racking.”

“He’s seen your work before.”

“Yeah, but what if they’re shit? I don’t
want to give him shit to critique.”

“You’re being self-conscious, Liv. Your
pictures are awesome.”

“To the untrained eye, but Everett will
notice every flaw.”

“That’s a good thing,” my friend encourages.
“When he points them out, you’ll learn what mistakes not to
make.”

“True, but still…”

Grayson slows almost to a stop. “Can I make
a suggestion without you biting off my head?”

“Of course.”

“Spend your time with him honing your craft
rather than trying to impress him.”

I open my mouth to argue that I’m not trying
to impress Everett. But that’s not entirely true. Sure, I want to
learn and perfect my craft, but I also want Everett to be impressed
with me. “You know me too well Grayson Masters.”

 


Before beginning my Bear Lake assignment,
Everett is taking me to shadow him on a shoot at Mount Falcon Park.
We arrive at his chosen location two hours before sunset. The sun
is already low in the sky, casting a golden hue on the landscape.
The calming scent of pine needles and earth hangs in the cool
Spring air. Everett sets up his equipment and gets ready. We each
have a chair placed on either side of his tripod.

“How are you coming with the Red Rock
photos?” He glances my way.

It’s been two weeks since we were at Red
Rocks. I’m still sifting through all the photos I took. It’s been a
grueling process. “I’ve narrowed it down to seven. I’ll process
them this week and decide which are my top two. But I’ll warn you,
they aren’t my best.”

Unimpressed with the photos, I need him to
know up front that I’m aware it isn’t stellar work.

Everett shrugs. “I’m not seeking perfection,
Liv. I just want to get a sense for how you work. What’s your
style? Your signature, so to speak. Then I can help you refine
it.”

I take a chance and ask the question that’s
been burning in my mind since the day I met him. The question I
would have asked that day had I not been such a complete spaz. In
all the interviews I read, I’ve not found his answer to it. “You
probably get asked this a lot, but how did you become a
photographer?”

His expression turns thoughtful, and a
moment passes before he answers. “I never set out to be a
photographer. If you were to ask me twenty years ago if I
envisioned this as my profession, I would’ve laughed.”

His response doesn’t answer my question, but
I assume there’s a reason he doesn’t want to discuss it. Probably
the same reason I never found the answer in all his interviews. If
I had to guess, I bet it has something to do with his father and
the Shaw family legacy that Everett was expected to continue. His
dad owns a conglomerate. A multinational business Everett’s
grandfather built from the ground up. According to Dex, Everett’s
father was none too pleased when his only son didn’t follow in his
footsteps. He cut Everett off financially and their relationship
remains nonexistent.

His choice to walk away and venture out on
his own astounds me. The man was born into incredible wealth and
privilege. He would never worry about anything for the rest of his
life. He gave up everything to follow his dream, even if the
decision meant being broke and scraping to get by. I have immense
respect for him for making that choice. Few people would, or could,
do what he did.

Reaching into the cooler between us, Everett
retrieves a bottle of sweet tea. After taking a long swig, he
answers my question. “Photography found me when I was struggling to
figure out who I was. It was therapy for me, in a way. I carried my
camera everywhere I went. I’d sit in
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