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TO ESCAPE FEAR YOU have to go through it, not around it.

Brady Simmons is doing well for herself after leaving her ex behind. Her gallery is successful and her paintings are selling, but she still longs for the one that got away, James Gilmore. 

An opportunity to work for a famous artist comes up, Brady decides to take the leap. She goes to England, finding herself close to where James lives. They meet again and sparks fly like they never have before. 

When Brady sees the trajectory to fame James is on, she pulls back. She doesn’t know if she can love another famous man. 

The only way to win with a toxic person is to not play.

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: image]

Contents

Toxic Touch Series

Find Lexy Timms:

Willful Blurb:

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Epilogue

Note to Readers

Toxic Touch Series

Find Lexy Timms:

FREE READS?

More by Lexy Timms:

––––––––

[image: image]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


Brady

––––––––
[image: ]


I TAPPED MY PENCIL on my desk, staring at the computer screen but seeing nothing. The numbers on the spreadsheet blurred as my mind drifted off to someplace far away. It seemed like I spent a lot of my time daydreaming. When I got caught, I used the excuse I was an artist. Artists were naturally dreamers. I claimed I was envisioning my next painting. 

In some ways, I was. I was imagining a life that included James. I was imagining a life where I wasn’t a coward. In my daydreams, I hopped on a plane and followed the man I was sure I loved all the way to the UK. I say the UK, because that was about as specific information as I had. I didn’t know where in the UK he lived. If I was brave, I would have jumped on the plane and found him. I would walk in on him sitting at a pub, drinking a pint. He would see me, jump up and we would kiss before heading off into the sunset together. 

That was the dream. That was not my reality. In reality, I got online and tried to buy a plane ticket. The damn practical side of my brain intervened. Hopping on a plane and flying halfway around the world to find a man that I wasn’t entirely sure even wanted me was silly. It wasn’t how I operated. I was too grounded. 

Now, if it was James in the position, I had no doubt in my mind he would do it. He was daring and courageous and not afraid to go after what he wanted. I seemed to be stuck in the same rut I claimed I wanted out of. 

I spent the last week dwelling on the loss of a relationship I never had. James and I had shared a single kiss. We’d talked a handful of times and that was it. I felt like a silly schoolgirl, crushing on the hot rock star. He was a nice man and was only humoring me. If he genuinely wanted me, I was sure there would have been some kind of declaration. 

Or not. Why would he? I was living with another man. I was engaged to that man. James was too good to try and go after an involved woman. And I was too much of a coward to tell him what I wanted. I couldn’t expect anything to change if I didn’t change. Unfortunately, I was a chickenshit and was terrified of change. 

I gave myself a strong mental shake, blinked several times and cleared my vision. The numbers weren’t horrible. After paying back Levi, I was still eking out a tiny little profit. It wasn’t enough to buy myself a house, but it was going in the right direction. We had artists coming in all the time, wanting to have their art on display. Things were picking up. 

I worked for a while before checking the time. I was meeting Alexus for lunch and didn’t want to be late. It had been too long since we’d gotten the chance to chitchat. With her newly married status, she was always busy being a wife. I was busy being a business owner. 

I walked into the restaurant and quickly spotted her at a table. “Hi!” I greeted her. 

She looked up from her phone and smiled. “You’re alive!”

I laughed as I sat down. “I’m sorry. It’s been crazy. How are you?”

“Good. I can’t blame you. I’ve been just as crazy busy. Being a wife takes some serious effort.”

“You guys lived together before,” I reminded her. 

“I know, but it feels different.”

“I’m happy for you,” I said, looking at the perma-smile on her face. 

“How is the gallery?”

“Good. Sold a few more of my paintings and we have enough artists hoping to cosign with us that the walls will never be bare.”

She clapped her hands together. “I cannot believe you are a gallery owner. I’m so happy for you.” 

“Thank you.”

“How about that other situation?” she asked. 

“James?”

“Of course, James. Have you reached out to him?”

I let out a long breath. “No. I couldn’t if I wanted to. I’ve decided I need to be alone. I need to figure out who I really am. I have been with Levi forever. It wouldn’t be smart for me to jump into something with James. I might discover I don’t like him as much as I think I do.”

She laughed and shook her head. “Girl, you are gaga for him.”

“I am, but that might be the me I don’t really know talking.”

“I get it,” she said with a nod. “You are right, and I think that is the smart thing to do. Get to know you and build up that confidence. You have been drifting for a long time. I want you to find yourself. You need to learn that you can stand alone. For too long, you’ve been in this limbo with him.”

“I’m going to,” I said with a lot more confidence than I felt. “It’s kind of scary and exciting at the same time. I have never really been just Brady. I’ve always been Levi’s girlfriend. I totally lost who I was. I still find myself learning new things about me. Like things that I like to eat, the way I like my living room arranged, just so many things. It’s crazy.”

She was smiling at me like a proud parent smiled at their child doing something amazing. “I know. I’m so proud of you. It takes a lot of courage to walk away from what you did. You followed your heart. Keep doing that. Never look back. You have found your wings and now it’s time to fly.”

We ordered our lunches and chatted a little more about our lives the last couple of weeks. “We have to see each other more often,” I told her. “I’ve missed you.”

“We will do a better job. We should set up a standing lunch date. How about every Wednesday?”

“Sounds like a plan,” I agreed. 

I headed for my car and was halfway back to the gallery when my phone rang again. I glanced over at my phone in the holder. I rolled my eyes when I saw it was Levi. The man was becoming a serious pain in the ass. 

“Hello,” I answered with frustration. 

“Hey, baby,” he said like we were still together. 

“Did you need something?”

“I’m just checking in on you,” he said. “I miss you.”

“Levi, shouldn’t you be at practice or something?”

“I want you back,” he replied. 

“We’ve talked about this. Many times. It isn’t going to happen. I’m moving on. You got your money back and now it’s over.”

“I’ll change. I told you I will be good. I’ll never even look at another woman.”

I sighed. I felt like we had the same conversation every single day. I was so tired of it. The more he pestered me, the more I knew I didn’t want to get back together with him. In the beginning, it had been tempting. I had been feeling especially alone and vulnerable. He promised me the moon. It would have been the easy road. I made a commitment to stick to the road less traveled. I was convinced it would ultimately lead me to the happy ending I wanted. 

“I have to go, Levi,” I told him. “Take care.”

“Dammit!” he shouted. “Quit being so fucking stubborn. What do you want from me? Do you want a bigger gallery? A bigger ring? What is it going to take to make you come back?”

This was the usual way the conversation went. He begged. I denied and then he got pissed. “I don’t want anything from you, Levi. It’s over. You don’t have what I need to be happy.”

“What the fuck does that mean? Are you making a dig about our sex life?”

“No, I’m telling you it’s over. Sex isn’t everything. I needed you and you needed your fame and fortune and a hundred women.”

“There wasn’t a hundred women,” he shot back. 

I told myself I wasn’t going to say anything about the latest rumors circling around him, but I couldn’t resist taking a dig at him. “Well, we know there is definitely one woman. The woman that is having your baby.”

“That’s bullshit! She wants money. You know this is part of the game. Women do this all the time.”

I rolled my eyes. Since breaking things off with him, I felt like I could see clearly. Six months ago, I would have believed the story. Today, I knew it was bullshit, just like all the other stories he told me over the years. “There must be some truth to the story. She knows a lot of details about you and had a couple of pictures.”

He growled and I heard something break. “The pictures are not of my face. That could have been any man.”

I laughed, shaking my head at the absurdity of it all. “But we both know that is your dick in the pictures.”

“Brady, don’t talk like that!”

“The truth? She has pictures! She has details.”

“That doesn’t make it true.”

I laughed. “But it doesn’t make it not true.”

He growled. “Drop it, Brady.”

“I have. I dropped all of it. I don’t care how many illegitimate kids you have. You can go around fucking everyone. You are free to do whatever you want. Goodbye, Levi.”

I ended the call. Initially, it felt good to have him begging me to come back. When I thought about my life with him, I thought about the sadness and the stress. I didn’t want to go backwards. The initial leaving took a lot of courage. I couldn’t go back into the relationship and hate myself for not standing strong.

I got back to the gallery which was sadly very empty. It was the middle of the week, in the middle of the afternoon, I assured myself. Sales tended to be all at once and then nothing. It was the ebb and flow of business. It would pick up. It had to pick up.

With no need for me to hover in the gallery, I headed for my office once again. Instead of doing the work I should have been doing, I found myself doing a little light stalking. I Googled the band’s name, Grind, and skimmed through the articles. There was almost nothing new about them. It was like they’d disappeared. 

I pulled up Facebook and found the band’s page. I smiled when I saw an image of James. He was gripping a microphone, his eyes closed and his mouth open. It was the James I loved to watch. He was on stage, doing his thing. 

I scrolled down a little and found a message posted, I assumed by their manager. 

“Grind will be taking a little break from the stage and heading into the studio,” I read aloud in a soft voice. “We have lots of new material we are working on and can’t wait to bring it to the stage in front of all of you. We’ve been on the road a lot the last year and are looking forward to spending time with our families. We’ll see you soon.”

I sighed, a little bummed that I wouldn’t get to see new pictures of James. I scrolled through the page, smiling at the pictures from their US tour. I stopped scrolling when I came upon a picture of James on stage. I knew the outfit. It was Vegas. It was the concert I was at. I stared at the picture for a ridiculously long amount of time. 

I wondered what he was doing right then. Was he with his family? Was he in the studio like his page said? I wished like hell I could call him. I wanted to just say hi or check in. I missed him. I had no business missing him, but I did. 

I was still struggling to understand my feelings for him. I didn’t know if I could trust what I felt. I had been lonely and longing for attention when I met him. He gave me the attention I was craving. He showed me what it was like to be the center of someone’s world, even if it was only for a few precious hours. I couldn’t say for certain I had real feelings for James. 

At least, that’s what I told myself. It made the missing him a little easier to handle. No matter whether my feelings were real or just a passing infatuation, I knew deep down I’d missed out on something good. I’d missed out on the chance to be with a man like James. I knew he would be the kind of man that cherished his woman. He would sing to her every night and ask her how she was feeling every day. He would give her the attention she needed to feel loved and cherished. 
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“WHO’S READY FOR ANOTHER round?” I asked the girls. We were having a few drinks at a local bar before we went out to the club. It was much cheaper to get a buzz at the bar than the club. 

Alexus held up her hand. “Me!”

Morgan and Rebecca quickly raised their hands. “Are you up for shots?” I asked. 

Alexus groaned. “I have not drunk since Vegas. I mean, the wedding, but not like this. You are going to leave me with a hangover.”

“That only means you had fun,” I teased. 

“Who knew innocent little Brady was such a wild woman?” Morgan teased. “I think I like this side of you.”

“It’s been too long since I’ve partied.”

“Not that long,” Rebecca countered.

“I mean I haven’t let loose like this at home.”

“So how many paintings did you sell?” Morgan asked. 

I couldn’t stop my smile. “Two.”

“That’s good, right?” Rebecca questioned. 

“Let’s just say I don’t have to worry about paying the mortgage next month.”

They all hooted, congratulating me. “I told you it was going to happen,” Alexus said. “If you build it, they will come.”

“Oh, you are such a wise one,” I teased.

Our tequila shots were delivered. “After this one, then we have to go to the club,” Morgan insisted. 

I had been reluctant to go. It was a popular club, kind of high-end and there was a good chance someone would recognize me
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