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Chapter One

 


“If you wish to publish any further books
with us, or any other major publishing house, you will go on
this book tour. Being an author who only meets her fans through
online interactions isn’t cutting it any longer. You’ve become too
big a name to remain a stranger to your fans. They want to meet
you. We’ve been talking with Priscilla about this tour for months.
I don’t understand why you’re not more excited about it. I’ll email
you the tour schedule in the morning.”

Madigan Delaney pulled the phone from her
ear and stared at it, wide-eyed and horrified. The publishing
company that had released her first four books to worldwide,
top-of-every-bestseller-list status, was now threatening to drop
her because she refused to appear at conventions, book signings, or
even visits to their offices. She’d done Skype interviews with
television stations, conventions, and book clubs, but refused to
leave her home and tour. The woman in charge of publicity for the
uber-successful Madi Delaney mystery series refused to believe her
when she explained, several times, that if she didn’t leave her
house to go to the grocery store, she couldn’t manage a
cross-country tour such as they were demanding.

So, it had come to this. If she refused to
go on the road for a six-week, cross-country jaunt, visiting
bookstores, high schools, and two conventions where she would be
forced to interact with her fans, they would drop her and have her
blackballed as an author. They had backed her into a corner since
book five was pivotal to the series, answering the questions that
had arisen from the first four books. Questions her fans were
begging her to answer.

Well, this just sucked big, stinky, hairy
donkey balls.

With a sigh, Madi returned the phone to her
ear. “All right. I’ll go,” she said even as she fought down the
roiling nausea that came at the thought of leaving the safety of
her home.

After one last reminder that book six was
due to her editor the day after the tour concluded, and that they
hoped Madi would consider turning it in early instead of trying to
write while on tour, the brusque woman, whose name Madi had already
forgotten, hung up.

Instead of throwing her phone across the
room as she wanted, Madi carefully laid it to the side of her desk.
Then she set her hands in her lap and stared across the room,
trying to think of a solution. The buzzing panic that clouded her
brain kept her from coming up with a brilliant solution to either
extricate herself from the tour or convince the publishing house
that she was better off staying home and working.

But she had nothing. Except for the fact she
hadn’t left her home in eight years, she couldn’t come up with a
reasonable argument she had not already given. With a sigh, Madi
picked the phone up again. After swiping her finger over the
screen, she opened her phone app and scrolled down her contact
list. Her heart pounded and her stomach continued to roil with
anxiety as she hit send and lifted the phone to her ear,
waiting for her best friend to pick up.

“Hi, Madi. Are we still in the mystery
writing business, or should I start shopping for a new publisher
while you come up with a new pen name and genre for your next
book?” Priscilla Bailey-Holston, her agent and business manager,
answered, sounding way too chipper for the seriousness of the
moment.

Madi couldn’t help the smile that crossed
her lips at the woman’s enthusiastic tone. Obviously, the publisher
had called Priscilla first with their demands and threats. “You
made them call me directly instead of acting as a placating
go-between like you usually do, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did. I knew I wouldn’t be able to
reach through the phone to peel you off the ceiling when I told you
what they were demanding. I may be a bitch in business for my
clients, but I couldn’t do that to you.”

Not only did Priscilla represent her to
publishers, movie producers, promoters, and whoever else wanted
something from the author Madi Delaney, she often acted as a
sounding board for whenever Madi got stuck or needed another
opinion on the direction her stories were taking. Priscilla was the
one who had talked Madi into finishing and submitting her first
book nearly seven years ago.

They had been friends since the second day
of junior high school, and after high school graduation, they
remained close. Priscilla had been there when life events left Madi
housebound, unwilling to leave the ten-acre estate she had
inherited from her parents during their first semester in college.
She had been there that fateful night that had sent Madi into
hiding, becoming a recluse whose only contact with the world came
through the computer or phone, or people who worked for the service
she used to shop and run errands for her.

“You’ve got to talk them out of this,” Madi
said, blinking back the tears that flooded her eyes. “I can’t go to
the grocery store for a loaf of milk and a gallon of milk, so
there’s no way I can travel across the country for six weeks.”

“You know, sweetie, it’s well past time you
come out of hiding and rejoin the world,” Priscilla said carefully.
“I have an idea, but you’ll have to work with me. Think you could
you do that?”

“What’s your idea?”

“You can do the tour in Mom and Dad’s RV.
That way, you can bring whatever you need to make the RV feel like
home, and no one will come inside except you and the driver without
your permission. That way, you’ll have a safe space, and you’ll be
able to finish writing the next book while the driver gets you from
one appearance to the next. You won’t have to fly, or take a bus or
train, or stay in strange hotel rooms. And, if you feel up to it,
you could even do some sightseeing along the way. And I know just
the man for the job. He would act as your driver, bodyguard, and
you know, that mafe we decided you need in your life.”

Madi frowned as she tried to remember when
she ever decided she needed such a strange-sounding thing. “Mafe?
What’s a mafe? Is that like a MILF? Cause you know I don’t swing
that way.”

Priscilla laughed for nearly a minute before
answering. Though she wanted to, Madi smiled, but did not join her
bestie in the gigglefest. “Mafe, short for man-wife. You know, a
man who can cook, clean, run errands, and take care of all
your needs. A man-wife.”

Madi’s already roiling stomach flipped, and
her nerves jangled even harder for a whole other reason. “Live in
an RV with a man for six weeks? I don’t know abo—”

Priscilla cut her off. “I’ll know the
perfect man who will take good care of you. If he doesn’t, you have
my permission to kick his ass out, and I’ll take a leave of absence
from here and drive the damn thing myself for the rest of the
tour.”

“But you don’t know how to drive an RV any
more than I do,” Madi pointed out with a chuckle at her friend’s
offer.

“I’ll figure it out. So, what do you say? Do
the book tour in the RV with a mafe, or restart your career from
the ground floor in a new genre, under a new pen name, with a new
publisher?”

Madi closed her eyes and rubbed at her
forehead as a headache began to form. “I’ll do the tour,” she
whispered on a sigh. “Somehow, I’ll do the tour, but if I end up in
a psych ward somewhere because of it, you are tasked with breaking
me out and getting me home.”

“You’ll be fine. I’ll talk to you in a
couple of days, after I get everything arranged,” Priscilla assured
her before saying goodbye.

Madi hung up and laid down the phone, hoping
her decision to leave the sanctity of the estate she hadn’t left in
eight years to go on a nationwide book tour wouldn’t end up being
the biggest mistake of her life.

****

Garrett Bailey stared at his sister. “You’ve
got to be kidding. You want me to babysit one of your authors for
six weeks?”

He watched her pace back and forth,
impressed she could even move in the room. With the boxes holding
all his belongings stacked along one wall, and his beat-up leather
recliner squeezed in among her frou-frou girly furniture, there
wasn’t a lot of floor space in the living room. The rest of his
belongings resided in her storage unit in the basement. He should
be thankful she hadn’t kicked him to the curb before now, but to
sentence him to six weeks in an RV with one of her crazy authors,
who apparently needed a caretaker, was nearly as bad.

“It’s not just one of my authors. It’s Madi
Delaney,” Priscilla stated flatly.

She whirled and planted her hands on her
hips, giving him the same I want to hurt you expression she
had worn when she’d been six and had accused him of killing her
favorite stuffed animal. He had been nine at the time, and guilty,
but she had brought on the murder by scribbling in his brand-new
comic book. But none of that had mattered to their mother when
she’d handed out punishments. He still winced at the memory of the
pain of that whipping. Never again had he harmed any of her
animals, no matter how tempted he might have been.

Garrett smirked at her, then frowned as the
name rang a bell in his memory. “Madi Delaney? Isn’t that the name
of your friend from school? The smart one with big brown eyes who
never spoke when I was in the room?”

He remembered Madi. She was shy and cute,
and if she’d been a year or two older, he would have asked her out.
He remembered coming home early on the nights Priscilla had her
sleepover at their house. He would sit just outside the living room
and listen in as Madi told his sister a story. She always told the
most fascinating stories.

He remembered wanting to join them, but knew
the girl would stop talking if did. She never spoke when she knew
he was around. Priscilla always defended her friend, saying Madi
was special and not like the girls he dated.

The girls had been fifteen and he’d been
eighteen. Now that they were twenty-seven and he had just
celebrated his thirtieth birthday, maybe it was time to see if the
attraction he’d felt back then could be ignited into something
more.

“Yes, that Madi Delaney. She needs a man to
drive Mom and Dad’s RV, keep the crowds from getting too close, do
some grocery shopping and errands. You’ll act as her assistant and
make sure everything goes smoothly on her book tour.”

“Still sounds like a job for a babysitter or
a personal assistant,” Garrett grumped as he glanced at the
television to check on the ballgame he’d been watching when
Priscilla had arrived home.

“You wouldn’t be a babysitter, you’d be a
mafe. She’s had such a hard time of life since high school that I’m
afraid if this book tour doesn’t go well, she’ll stop writing
altogether, and will just wither away in that house.” Priscilla
finally collapsed onto the couch
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