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      This book, Hearts in the Spotlight, my tenth published story, is dedicated to the hard working, supportive staff of Ronald McDonald House Children’s Charity.


      When my first grandchild was born, she had a heart defect and required open heart and tracheal surgery. The fabulous staff at the Stollery Children’s Hospital in Edmonton helped us through this event. During her month-long stay at the hospital, her mother, father and I were privileged and blessed to stay at RMH in Edmonton. For those not familiar with this fabulous organization, they provide housing to families whose children are in the hospital enabling them to be close to their loved ones during stressful times.


      With beds, private rooms and meals provided, RMH helped us survive and gave us a safe, welcoming place to stay and to unwind. It was our home away from home. We cannot thank the house staff and the people who donate their time and money to this worthy charity enough. My lovely granddaughter survived the surgery and has blossomed.


      A portion of the proceeds from the sale of this book are being donated to Ronald McDonald House. The funds will be split between the Edmonton location where we stayed and our hometown location in Calgary.


      Hearts in the Spotlight is also dedicated to my friends and fans who worked with me in plotting Brett and Stephanie’s story and naming the characters. This one’s for you: Mandy Eve Barnett, Terri St. Clair, Jean Anne, Deb Isaac, Samantha Talarico, Jenna Harte, and Andrea Corbin.
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      Hearts in the Spotlight, as written by my colleague and close friend, Katie O’Connor, illuminates the song or winsome ballad that Brett Wyatt and Steph Alexander explore from the opening passages to the happily ever after conclusion. It seems a fitting title for a novel that squeezes a reader’s heartstrings, reaching inside her chest, almost forcing the cessation of breath. It gripped me.


      As a past singer, I’ve had moments in the spotlight when my vocal cords cracked, or my singing voice slipped away, so the moments where the hero and heroine struggle with the threat of losing a natural talent, really touched me.


      I beta-read this book, pleading with the author inside the novel’s sidelines, to give a fictional character hope. A voice. A song. A career.


      I cried. I’m crying now… remembering.


      This is a work of Romance. A story I feel privileged to have read.


      Shelley Kassian, the author of the Women of Stampede novel, The Half Mile of Baby Blue.
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      The Calgary Stampede was a huge part of my life for many years. Throughout my thirties, I was part of a theatrical group known as Guns of the Golden West. We dressed in late 1800s costumes and performed mock gunfights year round.


      During the busy Stampede season, we put on anywhere from five to fifteen shows a day around Calgary and three or four daily shows in Weadickville, a mock western town situated on the Stampede Grounds and dedicated to one of the Calgary Stampede founders, Guy Weadick.


      From these performances, and my immersion in western life, past and present, my love of this annual event blossomed. I adore everything from the nightly Grandstand Show to the agricultural displays. Cotton candy, corn dogs, beer tents, concerts and midway rides help round out this ten-day extravaganza.


      Having been a Winter Carnival queen in my youth, I have a special place in my heart for those young girls who put their self-confidence on the line and compete for the title of queen. It isn’t as easy as you think. It takes a tough heart and brave soul to learn public speaking and answer questions you’re totally unprepared for. And, let’s not forget the endless public appearances, having a stranger pick your clothing, and smiling 24/7 until you feel like your face will freeze that way. Still, it wasn’t all bad. I met some great people and made lifelong friends while I developed numerous life skills. I came out a braver woman for the trials.


      Hearts in the Spotlight and Women of Stampede is my way of sharing my joy and fascination with rodeo and the Stampede with my readers.
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      Brett Wyatt climbed out of his rented pickup and stretched his back. Five hours of non-stop driving meant kinks and discomfort. But he’d made it alive; without falling asleep on the road. Lady Luck was with him today. Now if luck held, he’d be able to perform his three shows during the Calgary Stampede without his voice acting up.


      He could hardly believe his manager had arranged three consecutive concerts. One at the Saddledome, one at Deerfoot Inn and Casino and the third on Stampede grounds on the Coca-Cola Stage. It was a darn good thing he had three weeks to rest up first. Non-stop touring and performances were wearing him down and wreaking havoc with his voice.


      A sprawling, white, two-story house stood before him. A discreet sign indicated this was, indeed, The Wild Rose Inn. Wild Alberta rose bushes lined the front walkway, their branches laden with pink blooms from the tiniest bud to the fullest flower; their simple five-petal blossoms in shades from pinky-white to almost fuchsia. His grandmother would have loved them.


      Navy blue shutters framed the windows. The same blue paint topped the white railings of the wrap around porch. Baskets of trailing flowers hung from the eaves and stood on the floor and pillars in a wild array of colors. Cozy swings and comfortable-looking chairs were scattered across the porch, inviting him to sit and rest. His body yearned to drop onto a swing and take a nap. First, he needed to check in and unload his bags and guitar.


      He winced as he approached the front porch of the B&B he’d reserved for the three weeks between now and Stampede. Off-key singing grated his guitar-string-tight nerves making his left eye twitch. After eight months of continuous touring he was ready for a nice quiet vacation. No fans, no stress, nothing to do but sit outdoors and read a good book; or if he felt like it, compose a new song.


      Composing was an issue. Maybe it was just exhaustion, but something was hindering his muse. He’d written exactly two songs in the past year and they were shit. Complete and total crap. Three-year-old kids wrote better music. And the lyrics? He shuddered just thinking about them. His recording label was clamoring for a new album and if he didn’t produce one soon, they’d cut his contract and his touring days would be over. Life was nothing without music. Just thinking about it almost paralyzed him with fear.


      Resting his body and his voice was why he was here, at this rural bed and breakfast. He needed to relax and unwind. His best friend, Tucker, promised this was the perfect place for Brett’s needs, but the screeching coming from inside said otherwise. He mounted the three steps, passed a wide-eye Shepherd-lab cross lazing in the sun, and crossed the pristine white porch in two quick strides. The hand he’d raised to knock dropped uselessly to his side as he stared in disbelief at the gyrating woman in front of him, just inside the screen door. Caught up in the music, his music, she pivoted, twirled and belted out the worst mockery he’d ever heard of his latest hit song. She had the words entirely wrong, was singing it from a woman’s perspective, not a man’s; and she was completely and totally tone deaf. She sounded like a cat stuck in a wringer washer. But, hot damn, could she move!


      In his younger days, before he’d hit it big on the country music circuit, he’d visited a strip bar or two; but this woman, whoever she was, could out-dance most pros. She toyed with the broom in her hands like it was a pole, spinning and gyrating around it. Her waist-length auburn hair shimmered and swayed against her back, just tickling the top of the most curvaceous and kissable ass he’d seen in weeks. Hell, in years; and lord knows he saw a lot of backsides. Groupies flung themselves at him in droves after every concert. Why couldn’t they just enjoy his music and respect him as a human? He was more than a body and a voice.


      Guilt niggled at his conscience. Wasn’t that just a case of the pot calling the kettle black? He was ogling her and whining about being treated as a sex object. Hypocrisy much? The thought stuttered to a halt when she spun around to face the door. Dear God! Long dark lashes lay on her porcelain cheeks, her mouth opened in a round ‘oh’ as she belted out yet another off-key phrase. But her mouth—pretty, pink lips begged to be kissed and he knew just the man to do it. Him. Nobody should kiss that mouth except him.


      She wasn’t tall, nor was she short. Maybe five-foot six and she was fit and toned, those tight denim shorts and cropped T-shirt hid nothing. Not her narrow waist, luscious hips or breasts the perfect size to fit in his hands. Geez, she was a wet dream incarnate.


      He could interrupt her, clear his throat and let her know he was here. A gentleman would announce his presence. Naw, that was so not going to happen.


      She pivoted, twisted and swung her hips back and forth like she was grinding her way down a man’s body and all the way back up again. He tugged his suddenly tight collar and shifted to ease the tightness in his jeans. He had to end this. Now. Before he had an even worse physical reaction. He winced at another screeching note as she neared the chorus. He drew in a deep breath, opened his mouth and joined in.


      [image: ]


      This had to be her favorite song of all time. The entire CD was gold. She’d downloaded it onto her phone, her computer, her MP3 player. Wherever she went, Brett Wyatt’s sexy, soothing voice was right there with her. She must have played his latest disc a hundred times. She knew the lyrics by heart, well most of them; she stumbled on occasion, but nobody was around to hear it, so who cared?


      She’d love to see Brett in concert again but hadn’t been able to work up the courage to buy tickets. He was an enormous celebrity, and the media would be all over his events. Lord knew she hated the spotlight; so, she’d miss the concert and avoid the risk of being recognized. Listening to his music at home would have to suffice. Maybe someday she’d work up the courage to attend another show; but not this time.


      She should be cleaning, she had a full booking for the next three weeks. Some enormous, faceless corporation had booked her entire B&B for a retreat. All six individual rooms in the main house and all ten rooms in the bunkhouse. She’d had to hire extra staff, but the money they’d offered had been irresistible. She wasn’t avaricious by nature, but damn. Who could resist? She’d make enough off this group that she might even be able to close for a few days and take a vacation—if she worked up the courage to leave her sanctuary and head into the public eye.


      She belted out another line of lyrics. Yeah, she should be getting ready for guests, but they weren’t due to arrive for hours and all she had left to do was finish sweeping, mop the floor and prepare for supper. With her bestie, Penny, doing most of the cooking, she had tons of time to enjoy herself. She was happy and depression-free for the first time in months and she was going to enjoy herself.


      Now for the chorus.


      As she belted out lyrics, the volume of the singer amped up; it was like she was singing along with Brett Wyatt himself, though he’d probably cringe at her awful rendition. Meh. Who cared? She loved this song. She jacked her voice up to match the weirdly increased vocals.


      Whoa!


      Wait. She was home alone. Nobody else here to jack up the volume. Her eyes flew open, she stumbled to a halt and stared slack-jawed at the man standing outside the screen door on her front porch. Holy-Mary-Mother-of-God. Backlit by the sun, the mystery singer was barely more than a silhouette. Even so, he was every girl’s fantasy. Clinging, faded denim jeans, a tight T-shirt, cowboy hat pulled low over his eyes and a singing voice like sin. Damned if he didn’t sound just like Brett Wyatt.


      Oh no! Hell no!


      She’d been booked by B.W. Enterprises. It couldn’t be. She closed her eyes and his velvet voice stroked over her skin like a fantasy. Even unassisted by editing and sound-board tweaking, she knew that voice. Fudge! It was him. She opened her eyes and blinked stupidly at him.


      “Can I help you?” She meant to sound polite and accommodating, but the words grated out like an accusation. Oh great, that’s the way to make a good impression.


      “Hi. I’ve got a booking for today.” His sexy singing turned into muted laughter.


      Fudge. Fudge. Fudge and strawberry shortcake, too.


      “B.W. Enterprises?” Dear God, tell her she hadn’t booked her B&B out to the hottest country sensation in a decade. She’d been fantasizing about him since she saw him in concert two years ago, since before her life turned to crap and she’d retreated to her grandparents’ ranch and turned it into a B&B. Brett Wyatt was not on her front porch and he hadn’t just caught her murdering one of his songs. Had he?


      “In the flesh.” He opened the old-fashioned, wooden screen door, stepped through and offered his hand. “I’m…”


      Don’t say it. Oh, sweet heaven, don’t say it. The words ran prayer-like over and over in her head in the scant seconds it took him to finish his sentence.


      “Brett Wyatt.”


      Her shoulders slumped, so much for good luck. His laughing gaze threatened to torch her alive. Hell’s bells. A deep, long-forgotten longing surfaced. Maybe she wasn’t as happy single as she thought she was.


      “Welcome to the Wild Rose Inn. I’m Stephanie Alexander. Call me Steph.” She eyed his hand warily before finally accepting it. Dang it, even his hands were sexy. Strong, tanned, work-roughened, she just couldn’t catch a break here. Bolts of heat sparked up her forearm and she jerked her hand back and stared at his. Oh man, she had to stop staring like a ninny. He’d think she was a nutcase.


      Where had those sparks come from?


      “What the…?” Great, she couldn’t even form a coherent sentence in front of a superstar musician. The next three weeks were going to be an agonizing disaster of blushing, stammering and stumbling about if she didn’t get a grip on herself.


      “That’s what I’d like to know. You, Stephanie Alexander, pack one hell of a punch.”


      “Must be the dry air.” Yeah, like he’d buy such a pathetic excuse. Whoa! She packed a punch? He must have felt it, too; maybe it was the air. You know, static electricity and all that.


      “Dry air?” He raised one eyebrow and the left corner of his lips turned up in a mocking grin, his deep blue eyes sparkling with mirth. “Lady, Steph, except for the driveway, your yard is a mud pit. It looks like it’s been raining for a week. I thought they claimed it never rained during Stampede week.”


      “It doesn’t. Well, rarely anyway. The city gets the odd storm and a bit of weather, but Mother Nature doesn’t often dump a deluge of water on the Stampede. Besides, it’s weeks until Stampede. You should know, you’re headlining this year. By then, the weather will be perfect, watch and see.” His half-smile broke into a full-blown grin and he chuckled.


      He was killing her. She was killing herself. She couldn’t even think straight. Brett Wyatt was in her entryway. Here. At the Wild Rose Inn. Now. And she’d been massacring his latest hit song. Life just didn’t get any worse than this.


      “Yeah, sorry about the singing.” She steadfastly ignored the heat in her cheeks. His deep chuckle trembled across her skin and into the pit of her stomach. Oh yeah, she was done for. He’d never stay now. So much for a full-booking windfall.


      “Your singing was—”


      “Agonizing, brutal, hideous, heinous…should I go on?” She winced and stared at the floor, thinking about her altered version.


      “It was unique and enthusiastic.” His belly laugh relaxed her. “I admit, I’ve never heard it sung quite that way.”


      Her gaze flew to his face. Damned if he wasn’t smiling his patented, come-hither, sex on a stick grin; the one gracing all his posters. Including the one on the back of her bedroom door. Her insides melted, just a little. Oh no! She was not going to fall into those gorgeous blue eyes with lashes women would kill for. Heck no. Not now, not ever. She didn’t need him here. Okay, maybe her bank balance needed him, but her traitorous body did not, and she wasn’t falling for his country charm, either. She might have been raised in a small town, but she knew a big city wolf when she saw one. And Brett Wyatt was all big city sexuality and masculinity. Dude probably got his muscles from the gym, not real work.


      “Come on in, Mr. Wyatt. We’ll get you checked in and I’ll show you where your people are staying.”


      “Thanks.” He paused and studied her face. “Do I know you? Could we have met before? You seem familiar.”


      “No.” Don’t let him realize who I am. I don’t need to lose the sanctity of my own home. I want to be safe here. “I’ve just got one of those faces, a lot of people think they know me.” She sure wasn’t going to fill him in on her past.


      “Okay.” He didn’t sound convinced.


      She breathed a sigh of relief when he glanced around the front entry, used the boot-jack to remove his well-worn cowboy boots. Unless she missed her guess, those puppies were top of the line Alberta Boot Company boots. It was nice that he shopped Canadian; and he must wear them for more than just show, they’d seen a lot of miles. He placed his boots neatly against the wall and flipped his Stetson onto a wall hook. He didn’t even have hat-head? Who didn’t get hat-head after wearing a cowboy hat?


      “You can leave your boots on, if they’re clean. Think of us like a hotel.”


      He glanced around. “This is your home. I take my boots off at home, I’ll take them off here, unless you object.”


      At a loss for words, she nodded.


      “Lead the way, darlin’.”


      “Darlin’?” She mocked him. “Don’t darlin’ me. You’re a Saskatchewan boy, born and raised outside of Estevan. Don’t play up your mock Texas accent on my behalf.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. And there it was, her next idiotic move. She’d gone and blurted out the fact that she was a fan and knew his story. Way to alienate your guest! It was as if she’d never taken an on-line university course on running a B&B. Especially the part on respecting a guest’s privacy.


      “My apologies.” He bowed low and tipped an imaginary hat. “Part of the game. I’ve been doing this so long, I forgot I don’t always have to be in star mode.” He winked. “Lead on, Steph. The guys will be along shortly.”


      “So soon? You aren’t booked to arrive for hours.”


      “We got an early start. It won’t be a problem, will it?”


      “Yes. No. Um—”


      “Which is it?” His smirk tickled her funny bone.


      “We weren’t expecting you for lunch is all. The booking is for dinner, starting tonight. I’ll have to see what the chef can work up for you. Expect it to be simple.”


      “Simple is great. Anything not from a restaurant or room service is a bonus to me. I am several hours early.”


      “Whew. Follow me.”


      She pivoted on one stockinged foot and headed down a short hallway to the office. After confirming his billing information, she printed some forms and slid them across the desk to him. “Read these over and sign beside the red X’s, please.”


      He lifted the pen she placed beside the papers; it disappeared in his large hand. Wow! Nice hands. Down, girl. He’d been here all of five minutes and she was drooling over his hands for the second time. Her hormones did not need this. It had been entirely too long since she had dated, and she didn’t want to think about how long it’d been since she’d felt a man’s touch. But, dang, the way those hands made a guitar sing, he’d probably work wonders on her hypersensitive skin. Goosebumps rose on her arms just thinking about it.


      “Anything else?” He snapped his fingers under her nose.


      “What?” Why was he snapping his fingers? How rude was that?


      “Where’d you go?” He asked with a wink. “Lost you for a moment there, although I admit, I liked the dreamy look in your eyes. Whoever you’re thinking about is one lucky man.”


      “Um. I don’t know about that.” She rifled through the paperwork ensuring everything was in order. “I’ll just need your credit card.”


      He extracted a tattered, well-worn, or was it well-loved, wallet from his back pocket and passed over the card. Warm from prolonged contact with his body, it sent tingles down to her toes. Seriously? Tingles? From holding his credit card? She banked a sigh, ran the first batch of charges and struggled to get her lust under control.


      “First week went through. I’ll need the card again in a week, as per our agreement. We have six rooms in the main house, the rest of your group will stay in the bunkhouse, which has a locking outside door. The inner rooms lock, too. The bunkhouse has a TV and recreation room and its own small kitchen.”


      “I’m pleased the rooms lock. It’ll keep the boys from bickering. I’ll be staying in the main house along with my manager, JT. My hand manager, Lola, will be inside, too.”


      “You have someone to manage your hands?” She must have misheard him. She feigned a wide-eyed, stunned look.


      Brett laughed. “Band manager. She’s in charge of the setup and takedown guys; roadies. Not my actual hands.” He laughed. “Though that is funny. I do have a friend arriving in a few days. He’ll take an inside room, as will Mick and Bruce, drummer and bass guitar.”


      “It’s up to you where everyone goes.” She showed him two styles of keys. “These ones, with the house-shaped tag are for the bunkhouse. Each set has a room key and a bunkhouse key. They’re numbered.” She tapped the number on one. “These, with the dog-shaped tags are for the main house. They’ve got a front door key and a room key. The rooms are labelled by letter.”


      He studied the keys. “Got it.”


      “I’ve put you in Suite A. It’s the biggest and has the largest ensuite. Once upon a time it was the master bedroom.” She dropped the key into his hand. “I’ll keep the second biggest room, B, set aside for your friend. How you divvy up the rest is up to you. Will you be needing all the keys now?”


      “How about you give me my key and I’ll bring my bags in. Hang onto the rest until we need them.”


      She returned the keys to the wall cabinet behind the desk. “Supper is at six, everyone eats together. It’s a beautiful day, so tonight we’ll be barbequing and eating in the picnic area out back. Breakfast is buffet-style from six to nine-thirty.”


      “And lunch?”


      “Like I said, we’re not quite ready for you. Give us an hour or so. I’ve hired an extra cook for your stay. She’s agreed to offer a limited menu for lunch between noon and one-thirty. I’ve set up snack foods in the bunkhouse and lounge areas. If you need more, I’ll add it to your bill. Alcohol is allowed, but not provided.” She banked an eye-roll. She sounded like a moronic tour guide, not a professional innkeeper. “I lock the main house and the kitchen when I go to bed; but you’re free to come and go as you please.”


      “Yes, ma’am. The band’ll be on their best behavior. They’re not much for drinking and carousing, contrary to what the tabloids say. And you can rest assured none of them will be inappropriate with you or your staff.” He slid his room keys inside his pocket.


      “We appreciate that.” She gave him her first genuine smile. “You can park your vehicles in the paved lot behind the bunkhouse. Lunch will be in the dining area through those doors. There’s another entrance from the outside as well, around back of the house.”


      When she’d bought her grandparents’ ranch from them two years ago, the dining room hadn’t existed. There was an enormous eating area off the kitchen but when she’d converted the bunkhouse to extra guest accommodation, she realized the need for more breakfast seating.


      She’d renovated the old kitchen and eating area into an enormous professional kitchen and added an addition. The new room butted against the house and was separated by French doors. It had windows on three walls. They started at waist height and rose almost to the ceiling. Currently, it was set up restaurant style, with several small table groupings. They could shift things around if Brett preferred everyone to eat at one large table. It would be tight, but it could be done.


      Brett cleared his throat and smiled. “So, Steph, let’s go up to my room.”


      Steph’s mouth dropped open. Had she heard him correctly?


      “Um, Steph, I just need you to show me the way.”


      She felt her face flaming. Had he realized where her mind had gone? “Oh, right.”


      This was going to be the longest three weeks of her life!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    


    
      “Let me help with that.” Brett startled Steph as he lifted the roaster of wrapped, baked potatoes right out of her hands with a grin. “Where do you want this thing?”


      “Outside. There’s a table next to the barbeque. We’ll be eating outside tonight. It’s too lovely a day to waste. Thanks for carrying it, but I could have managed.” Opening the kitchen door, she waved to the left. “Penny’s got the grill fired up. It’s about ten minutes to dinner.”


      She flopped a dishtowel over his shoulder. “Cover them with this please, to keep the heat in.”


      “Gotcha. I’ll be right back to help you carry out the rest of the food.”


      “You’re a guest, not staff.” The words bounced off his back as he walked away. It made her uncomfortable when guests helped around the house. A sigh rippled through her and she picked up a tray of mixed salads. Didn’t he realize he was a superstar? If the tub hadn’t been so heavy and awkward, she’d have insisted on carrying it herself. They’d cooked forty potatoes, enough to feed a small battalion of men. They bought them cheaply from a local grower, and any leftovers would be turned into fried potatoes for breakfast or fed to the pigs. No wasted veggies at the Wild Rose Inn.


      He returned way too quickly for her comfort. “What’s next?”


      “Nothing, you’ll be heading outside to enjoy your dinner. You’re a guest.”


      “I like to help out and keep busy. Idle hands are the devil’s playground.” He winked.


      Devil’s playground, no doubt. Those hands of his could work some naughty magic with her. Heat rose in her cheeks and she banked the thought for later consideration. No sense revealing her minor case of lust to him.


      “And what will you be doing while we eat? You’ll be joining us, right?”


      “I typically don’t eat with the guests. I stay close in case they need something, but I eat in the kitchen. If you shout, I’ll hear you. I’ll check on everyone throughout the meal, just like a restaurant.”


      “Why don’t you join me, I mean us, for dinner? Please eat with us.”


      A thrill ran through her. He wanted her company?


      “And your cook, too. What’s her name again?”


      “Penny.” Just like that, poof, her thrill evaporated. He didn’t want her, he wanted Penny. Bummer. But who wouldn’t want to spend time with Penny?


      Penelope Flores, Penny was Steph’s best friend and she was stunning. She had the fine features of her Caucasian father and the exotic dark beauty of her Mexican mother. Perfectly straight black hair and sparkling black eyes, she was petite and curvy; men couldn’t resist her. Why would a superstar like Brett be any different?


      “If you want Penny to hang around, you’ll have to ask her. I’m not sure of her plans for the evening. Once the cooking is finished, she heads out. The kitchen staff handles the cleanup.” Oh lord, she was letting her disappointment show. Not good. She’d better get a grip on herself. Now.


      “Actually, we’d like both of you to join us. We spend every waking minute of every day together. Frankly, I’m tired of them. Two pretty faces will be a perfect addition to our crew.”


      He thought she was attractive? A sparkle of excitement returned. “I’ll be happy to join you, although I can’t speak for Penny.”


      “Excellent.” He offered his elbow. “If there’s nothing left to carry out, may I accompany you to dinner?”


      “Indeed, you may.” His forearm was muscular and warm under her hand, her fingers twitched with the urge to test his strength and trace the contours of his biceps. She was so far in over her head it wasn’t funny, and he’d only been here a couple hours. Three weeks was going to kill her. In all the times she’d thought about him, okay, fantasized about him, she’d never thought him to be humble. She just naturally expected super-star behavior from a superstar. But then, she’d never imagined meeting him, let alone having him stay in her house.


      Oh my God! He was sleeping in her house! Her knees buckled. Holy hand grenades, Batman.


      “Are you okay?”


      She locked her knees and looked up. Their gazes
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