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THE FIRST STEP OF BEGINNING something is desire...

What do you do when your boyfriend suddenly becomes famous? How can you cope when there are millions of women out there who want him? I never thought I would find myself in this situation. 

When I met Jace, he was a male escort, handsome, charming, and adept at staying off the radar. But after starring in my feature film, The Queen of Brooklyn, he’s become a household name.

We’re on again, off again, and it’s driving me crazy. I can’t stop wondering if he would be better off without me. In a lot of ways, I feel like I’m holding him back, even though he swears that isn’t the case.

It all comes down to trust. 

Do I trust him to walk into a room and ignore the adoration of hundreds of female fans? Do I trust myself enough to support him as he steps into the role of a lifetime? Do we trust each other to always be there, so that time and distance lose their power to split us apart? And most importantly, can I avoid the tendency to see the glass as half empty and find the strength to believe in our future?
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Brenna
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PIPPA GAZES OUT FROM the bottom of the well, the slice of sky her vision affords her rapidly fading. 

I wrote the sentence and then studied it. I was trying to capture a feeling through my next sweeping saga. This one wasn’t a mafia romance but a fantasy, complete with fairies and elves. My new main character, Pippa, was a cross between a human and a fairy, and she was ostracized by both communities.

I couldn’t deny that’s how I felt. Cast off alone, at the bottom of a figurative well, I looked up to the regular world where everyone was walking around unconcerned. I wished I could be like them.

The people I saw at the coffee shop every morning seemed so happy. My mother, with her bed and breakfast, always had a smile on her face. My best friend, Amy, was constantly trying to cheer me up, but it was no use. My heart was broken, and it was all because of a boy.

Well, a man. Jace Russo, brilliant and handsome Hollywood actor, was the new name on everyone’s lips. I tried unsuccessfully not to think about him, pouring myself instead into my work. But the first novel I wrote after breaking up with him was painfully sad. This second novel in the series was shaping up to be just as bad. They were monuments to my failure but hopefully well-written ones.

It was late in the morning. I had already dragged myself out for a morning jog. Even though I was officially depressed, I liked to get outside at least once a day. It helped to put my feelings on pause and worry about mileage and the weather. Plus I made a habit of running past the coffee shop, buying a skinny latte, and walking home with the treat in my hands.

But now the paper coffee cup was lying in the trash, and I was on to my second hour of pounding away at the plot outline for book number two. If only I could lose myself in the fantasy world for a bit longer. I would never have to come back to reality and face the music.

I was determined to get the plot done that day, so I planted my butt in my office chair and wrote. It came out well, and I was pleased with the result. Just a few more tweaks to make the characters more robust, and I should be ready to start writing.

Glancing at my phone, I saw that it was already well past noon. I stretched, feeling like I was coming out of a tunnel. I loved the way writing transported me to another world, where I could leave my petty grievances behind.

Two o’clock, that was late enough for wine, wasn’t it? Since I had no one else to bounce ideas off, I made up my own mind. Yes, two o’clock was a fine time for wine.

I walked into the kitchen to pour myself a glass. Gazing out the kitchen window, I saw Dexter, my scrappy Maine coon cat, prowling around outside. Though I liked to think I had a big heart, Dexter made it hard to love him. He rarely gave cuddles, and more often than not, preferred to wander around the yard than to spend time in the house.

I wondered what other cat lovers did when their precious animals turned up their noses at human contact. I couldn’t be the only one in the world with an aloof feline friend.

“Dexter,” I said, sipping my wine.

He didn’t look up. He probably couldn’t even hear me through the window. This was what my life had come down to. I was begging for some attention from a cat who couldn’t care less.

The phone rang, giving me a momentary reprieve from the silence. “Hello?” I said after checking the caller ID. It was Renee, my literary agent.

“Brenna, are you okay?” Renee began, her voice awash with concern.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I told her. “What’s up?”

“Well, first I’d like to say that the publisher is very pleased that you were able to crank out the last book so quickly,” Renee said diplomatically.

“I’ve been writing almost nonstop,” I replied.

“Rex will have the edits back to you as soon as possible,” Renee said, mentioning the editor that I was assigned to.

“Great,” I answered.

“It’s just so sad.” Renee burst through her own carefully constructed author support speech to deliver the truth. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” I assured her. “The book has nothing to do with how I’m feeling.”

“Hmm,” Renee murmured, unconvinced. “I was in tears when I read it. Rex was in tears. The publisher was crying. It’s deeply moving.”

I exhaled, proud of my work even though it was causing so much misery. “I’m glad to know you liked it.”

“I liked it,” Renee agreed. “I just don’t know why you couldn’t write something a little less depressing.”

“I just go where the words take me,” I said.

“Is this about Jace?” Renee asked, striking a blow straight through my heart.

“No,” I snapped.

“Because you could always reach out to him,” Renee counseled, giving me options that I knew weren’t on the table.

“Thank you,” I began, not wanting to get into it with her over the phone. “I’m really fine.”

“He really liked you. Maybe there’s some way you can make things work,” Renee offered.

“I hear someone at the door,” I lied. “I have to go.”

“I know that seeing him on commercials and in magazines is probably hard,” Renee continued, ignoring my attempt to end the conversation. “But he’s still a real person, and he cares about you.”

I wanted to shout at her, to tell her to back off and that it was none of her business. Jace had a million things to do, and he didn’t need me back in his life. He was a star, and I was a nobody. There was no way we could make it work. I just had to exorcise my own demons in my own time, and I needed Renee to butt out.

“I’m sorry.” I reiterated my falsehood. “There’s someone at the door. I have to go.”

“Brenna, I’m worried about you,” Renee tried once again.

“I’m fine,” I reassured her, hanging up before she could marshal another platitude.

I was surprised when there actually was a knock and glanced down at my phone in surprise. Had I actually summoned a visitor just by talking about them? That would be a neat trick. Maybe I could find a way to work that into my novel. Maybe Pippa could develop some magical powers to let her know when danger was approaching. It sounded plausible.

“Brenna?!” my mom called.

I put the wine glass in the fridge to hide it. I didn’t want Mom knowing that I had already started drinking. She wouldn’t care in terms of propriety, but she would wonder if I needed to talk, and that was the last thing I cared to do.

It was nice to have all these people in my life who wanted to help, but I was better off on my own. No one could convince me that Jace and I were going to end up together. We were just too different. He was traveling the country, attending high class functions and having his picture taken by the paparazzi. I was holed up in the house I’d grown up in, vying for affection from a cat who couldn’t care less.

“I’m coming,” I said, closing the refrigerator before heading out into the living room to open the door.

“Sweetheart,” Mom said when she got a look at me, “why don’t you put on some clothes?”

“These are clothes,” I said, glancing down at the matching set of comfy pajamas that I wore.

“They aren’t clothes,” Mom declared. “Go put something on.”

“Mom,” I complained, just as I had when I was a teenager.

“Go,” Mom insisted.

I turned around, marching back to the bedroom to pull on a pair of jeans. I decided not to wear a bra. That seemed like an extreme inconvenience when I knew Mom wasn’t going to stay very long. I grabbed a little black T-shirt and tugged it on, not bothering to brush my hair.

“You can’t feel better if you don’t look better,” Mom said, clucking over me as I reemerged from the back.

“Okay,” I agreed.

“I brought you something to eat,” Mom said, gesturing to a to-go box in her hand. “I’ll just put it in the fridge.”

“No,” I said quickly, afraid she would find the wine glass. “I’ll do it.”

“Okay,” Mom said, confused but not overly concerned.

I accepted the food from her and popped back into the kitchen to shove it in the fridge. Grabbing two diet sodas, I rejoined her in the living room. She waved her hand, refusing my offer. I set one of the sodas down on the end table and cracked open the other.

“So how is my favorite grand cat?” Mom asked.

“He’s outside,” I said. “How’s the B&B?”

“Good,” she responded. “You should come over more often.”

“I’m writing,” I objected.

“You can do that anywhere,” Mom scoffed.

“I need quiet,” I explained. It sometimes irked me how other people dismissed writing as not a real job. They seemed to think all I did with my time was go to coffee shops with my laptop. That wasn’t the case at all. I needed a very controlled environment in order to be productive. I had my whole setup in the second bedroom of my home, complete with a lovely view of the back yard. What more did I need?

“Sweetheart, I’m worried about you,” Mom said.

I rolled my eyes before I could stop myself. That was the second person to say the same thing in under five minutes.

“I’m fine,” I assured her harshly.

“I want you to come visit me more often,” Mom said.

“Fine,” I agreed.

“And I want you to eat that food I brought. It was made with love.”

“I’m sure it was,” I allowed, kissing her on the cheek. “I have to go, I have to work.”

“My daughter, the big-time writer,” Mom said, squeezing my shoulders before finally letting go.

“I’ll come by tomorrow,” I promised, waving at her as she walked away.

The bed and breakfast that my mother owned was about half a mile from what used to be our home. After my father left, my mother decided to go into business for herself. She bought a mansion with her half of the marital assets and renovated it. Now she lived over there in a room on the first floor so that she could be present at all times for anything the guests needed. There was a full restaurant in what had been the living and dining rooms of the original house. And there was a little bookstore to one side. With the combined income from the inn and the store, my mother lived comfortably. She left the house to me, and so I spread out.

It wasn’t big, but it was the perfect size for me. I tried not to remember how friendly the house felt with Jace in it. He’d brought the whole thing to life in a way I couldn’t do myself. Dexter liked him too, that little traitor.

I shook my head, returning to the kitchen to fetch my wine. Despite telling Mom I would eat, I decided I’d rather drink instead. Just one glass, and then I could go back to my office. There were still many productive hours left in the day, and who said I had to stop? Writing was what was going to get me through this heartache. As long as I kept typing, nothing else could go wrong. 
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Brenna
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“RISE AND SHINE!” AN annoyingly cheerful voice punched its way through the haze of sleep that had comforted me all night long.

I rubbed my eyes, wondering if I should be concerned. It didn’t sound like a burglar, and it definitely wasn’t male. That meant it was either Mom or my best friend Amy, the only two people who had extra keys to my place.

I cracked one eye to discover which one of those two individuals had disturbed my rest. It didn’t even look like it was day out yet. The sun shone weakly through the blinds, not even at full capacity.

I identified the intruder as Amy and then immediately grabbed my phone to check the time. It was seven in the morning, way too early for her to be that chipper.

“What are you doing here?” I complained.

“I’m sick of you moping all the time,” she said, crossing the room to sit down on the bed.

I scooted over to make room for her, pushing myself up on my elbows so that I was at her same height. Luckily, I wore a full pajama set with long sleeves and matching pants. Amy handed me a paper coffee cup with a smile that could have lit the night sky. It was hard to stay mad at her.

“I’m not moping,” I objected.

“What do you call this then?” she asked, gesturing toward my toes.

“I’m sleeping,” I said. I wiggled my toes just to get her attention, and she laughed.

“Let’s get up and do something,” she suggested.

“What about work?” I asked. “Don’t you have an actual job?”

“I do,” she agreed. “Unlike some people in this room.”

“Writing is an actual job,” I disagreed.

“Not hardly,” she sniffed. “You make your own hours, you commute to the living room. You don’t have a boss telling you where to go and what to do.”

“All those things are nice,” I mused, sniffing the coffee she brought me. It smelled strong.

“Yeah, and they’re all crutches,” Amy said, smacking me on the thigh. “Come on, get up. I’ll wait for you in the living room.”

I sighed. “What about your job?”

“It’s Saturday,” Amy said, getting to her feet and walking out the door.

I slumped my shoulders, setting the coffee cup down on the bedside table. “All the more reason to let me sleep,” I grumbled, pulling the covers aside so that I could get up.

I dressed quickly, not paying very much attention to how I looked. I didn’t even bother to brush my hair, an oversight that Amy immediately caught.

“What’s wrong with your hair?” she asked.

I touched it, feeling the knot on one side and the disgraceful arc of unruly locks on the other. “Nothing.”

“Go brush your hair,” Amy commanded. “And put on some makeup while you’re at it.”

“You’re worse than my mom,” I complained.

“Go,” she insisted, pointing toward the bedroom.

I wandered back into the bathroom where I went through all the motions. At the end, I actually felt a little bit better. It was nice to be presentable, although it went against the feeling of utter despair that I carried around in my heart. Why did it matter? Why should I take any pride in my appearance at all? Jace was gone, and no other man was ever going to look at me. I’d had my shot at happiness, and I’d blown it. So who cared if my hair was crazy and my eyes looked sunken and watery?

Apparently, Amy cared. And if I had to be honest with myself, I appreciated her for that. I walked back into the living room wearing jeans and a sweatshirt but looking presentable at least. Amy nodded.

“Do you want to go to Portland?” she asked.

Portland was only twenty minutes away and was the largest city in the area. It was fun to go downtown to the shops and to walk along the old fishing port. Though I had been to the art museum too many times to count, it was still a fun way to spend an afternoon.

“Sure,” I agreed.

Amy drove, and we parked in a town lot and got out to explore. This was so much nicer than New York or LA. It was even nicer than Siena, that town in Italy where Jace and I had last spent time together. Jace. I couldn’t go five minutes without thinking about him.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Amy said.

“You don’t want to hear my thoughts,” I countered, pointing at a local bookstore.

“Nope,” Amy said, steering me clear to the other side of the road.

“Why not?” I gasped.

“Because we’re not here to shop for books,” she said.

“What’s wrong with books?” I asked.

“Nothing’s wrong with books,” she replied. “I’m just trying to lighten the mood. If I leave you alone in that store, you’ll gravitate toward the romance section and then obsess over Jace for the next couple days.”

I glared at her, wanting to be angry but knowing she was right. “Okay. Where would you like to go?”

“Let’s have a donut,” she said recklessly, as if that was the craziest plan in the world.

“Okay,” I agreed, willing to try anything if it meant a single moment’s relief from the thoughts running through my head.

But as luck would have it, there was a magazine rack in the donut store. And on the cover of one of the nation’s leading magazines, Jace and a female co-worker stared out at me. God he looked good. If anything, he looked even leaner and more tanned than he had when I left. A warm, friendly, incredibly attractive heartthrob of a man, Jace was capturing the imagination of women across the country. And who could blame them?

I knew what it was like to be with him, intimately, but I suspected that other women dreamed of taking my place. That was a creepy thought. I wondered if Jace had moved on. He’d texted a few times, but I didn’t answer. It was too painful. A clean break was what was needed if either of us were going to recover from our heartache. But that strategy wasn’t working well for me. There was no such thing as a clean break. I might not be talking to him, but he dominated my thoughts. Seeing him in full color with another woman on his arm wasn’t helping.

Amy spotted the offending literature and turned it around. Now that I was looking at a car instead of the face of the man I longed to be with, I unfroze. We ordered our donuts and sat in the store, trying not to talk about the elephant in the room.

“Can we go to the art museum?” I asked, hoping that was on the list of approved activities.

“Sure,” Amy agreed.

We walked over to the venerable old building and paid our admission fee. The museum had a permanent collection, but it also had a rotating exhibit that changed every quarter. This season, it was Egyptian art, and we were treated to an exploration of some of the earliest sculptures and jewelry that human history had to offer.

The museum wasn’t packed, and there was plenty of room to move. I tried to focus on the objects in their plexiglass cases, but Jace still managed to sneak in. There were advertisements for MOMA, the Museum of Modern Art, in New York City. New York was the scene of several wonderful excursions with Jace, and I would forever associate the two.

Glancing at the poster, I sighed.

“Jace?” Amy guessed.

We sat down on one of the many benches designed to allow patrons to study the artwork at their leisure. I felt like I was letting Amy down. She’d gone to all this trouble to help me forget about my ex-boyfriend for one measly day, and I couldn’t even do that.

“I was invited to the movie premier,” I said.

“That’s great!” Amy cheered. “You should go.”

I shook my head. “He’ll be there.”

“Of course he will,” Amy scoffed. “He’s the star. But you’re the writer. You should definitely be there. You earned it.”

I looked down at the floor. Though there were tons of precious artifacts I could have focused on, the tile beneath my feet seemed the safest.

“Did I make a mistake in letting him go?” I asked.

Amy reached over to squeeze my hand. “If it’s meant to be, it will be.”

I laughed. Trust Amy to quote Bebe Rexha. We left the museum after fully exhausting our enthusiasm. We had lunch at one of the celebrated local restaurants and afterward returned home. Amy dropped me off around three in the afternoon, giving me plenty of time to write.

But as I sat down at the computer, the words just didn’t come. I gave up after staring at the screen for more than a half hour. Sometimes I just wasn’t in the mood. Instead, I walked out to the living room, put on a romantic comedy, and tried not to pine over Jace.

Dexter hopped up, and I petted him lovingly, wondering how he knew that I needed company. Just when I thought I was all alone in the world, Dexter showed up. I had to hand it to him, the cat was brilliant.

I fed him a little extra kibble before going to bed. Alone on the mattress, I tried not to think about Jace. He’d spent a good deal of time there in my home with me over the past few months. Enough so I knew exactly how his body would feel beneath the covers next to mine.

The other half of the bed was cold and vacant, but I still didn’t move over there. I kept to my side, imagining that someday, Jace might return. It was pitiful, I knew. And it was all my fault. I was the one who’d pushed him away because I didn’t believe he could ever want me. Though he insisted that I was the only one he cared about, I just couldn’t rationalize that statement within my own head. He was a rising star, and I would only hold him down. He could have any woman he wanted to, so why on earth would he choose to be with me?

That insecurity was the guiding principle upon which I hung all of my recent decisions. I wasn’t good enough; I wasn’t pretty enough; I wasn’t adventurous enough. Jace would figure it out shortly, if he hadn’t already. And then I would just be a distant memory while he went on to fortune and fame in one blockbuster after another.

The more I thought about it, the more depressed I became until I was sobbing into my pillow. Thankfully, I was tired and so I drifted off to sleep before I could hit rock bottom.

In the morning, there was no Amy to wake me up. I gradually rose from a deep sleep to a dreamy half sleep where Jace was still beside me. Smiling, I opened my eyes to find the cold hand of reality snatching my lover away.

Of course Jace wasn’t there with me. He was probably in LA or New York, or somewhere else equally as exotic. It didn’t matter that he said he liked it here in my sleepy little town in Maine. He was obviously just being polite.

I grabbed my phone to check the time and found four missed calls from a number I didn’t recognize. There were twelve texts as well, startling me to the core. Who on earth could have been so desperate to get in touch with me? I kept my phone on silent at night because there was no one I thought would have to contact me. My mother didn’t have any health problems, and my agent could damned well wait until morning. But these messages weren’t from either of those people. They were from someone else entirely.
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