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  To Momma with Love







  
    
      F-E-A-R has two meanings:

‘Forget Everything And Run.’

OR

‘Face Everything And Rise.’

The choice is yours. 
 -Zig Ziegler
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Today is the day I’ve been waiting for. My bags are packed, double-checked, and waiting by the front door like they’ve been ready longer than I have. I pause in front of the mirror, just for a second. The summer highlights in my hair have faded, and the tan I brought home from Mexico last month is barely hanging on. I probably should’ve done more these past few weeks—gotten out, seen people, maybe even made that hair appointment. But I didn’t. And now it’s time to go. 

The buzzer at the front gate jolts me, a burst of excitement rising in my chest. This trip to New York City is going to be wild. The studio’s pulling out all the stops. The entire cast is flying in for a week of press appearances, morning shows, late-night interviews, and a couple of podcasts. It’s a big deal. Huge, actually. Especially for me, since I’ve been off the radar for a while. But I’ll deal with that when the time comes. The driver exits the sleek red sedan as I open the door.

“Good afternoon. My name is Robert, and I’ll be driving you to the airport.” 

“Hi, it’s nice to meet you, I’m Carmindy.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. Please let me get you settled in the car, and I’ll load your luggage.” He opens the door of the car, and I settle in. I’m unsure if I’ll ever get accustomed to this kind of treatment. Even though my parents have money, having a hired car and a private jet to take me to New York, people might believe I’m rich too. For the record, I’m not. I’ve earned a decent living throughout my short acting career. And I’m itching to buy my own place, but I’m living with my parents for now to appease them. I’m hoping this new TV series will be a hit for selfish reasons. I’m ready to be on my own again. 

The driver opens the front door and slides behind the wheel. “Is the temperature okay, ma’am?”

“Yes, it’s good, thank you.”

We head out, and I try to relax and keep my thoughts on the trip. And more importantly, not to think about the past. We arrive at the airport, and I see my brother Smith talking to the pilot. He smiles as I walk up. My brother is a handsome man. He’s almost too good-looking! Of course, you’d never know it by the way he dresses or acts. Jeans, t-shirts, and boots. That’s his whole wardrobe. Women are constantly coming on to him, and he’s oblivious to it. The only thing that he notices or cares about is horses. They are the only things that matter to him. When the studio and director called him to be their lead horse wrangler, no one in the state of Texas was even remotely surprised. He’s been breaking horses since he was 12 and riding since he could walk to the barn. And lord, he makes it look like a cakewalk. 

“Well, look what the cat drug up and the dog won’t play with,” he says as he catches me up in a hug. “I figured we’d be waiting out here in this heat for at least another hour.”

“I was afraid you would be until the driver got to the house exactly on time and didn’t take the wrong way to the airport like the one we had years ago. I swear I thought Daddy was going to have a stroke.”

“Yeah, every time that guy said, ‘Oops, sorry, I’ve never been to this airport before’, Pops was closer to catching a case,” Smith said with a hearty laugh.

“Luckily, we were only an hour and a half late leaving.” We walk up the stairs and settle in.

“So, how bad do you think this week is going to be?” Smith asks.

He’s never had a major speaking role before. So, to do all of the stuff this week was going to be quite the undertaking.

“I’d say about as difficult as the 3-year-old Colt you had to break for Jack Cain and multiply that by 100.” 

“Ahh shit Car, are you serious?” 

“Unfortunately, yeah. But we’ll get through it like we always do.” 

“With whiskey shots and shooting pool?” 

“I don’t know if New York City has a lot of pool tables, but we can have a few shots for sure.” 

With the luggage loaded, Smith sends a quick text to let Momma and Daddy know we will call when we land, as we are taxiing down the runway. Smith is sitting across from me with his hat pulled down and is snoring by the time we level off. That leaves me alone with my thoughts, and lately, that isn’t the best place for me to be. I grab my phone and earbuds and think maybe I can drown out my thoughts if I play something loud. As I settle into the music, my phone dings, and I see a text from my best friend, Harlow, pop up.

[image: Image]

I think about how lucky I am to have Harlow in my life. We have been friends for 10 years now. When her family moved to Houston from South Carolina, we started as lab partners in 7th-grade science class and became inseparable from that point on. We have been through every milestone together. When I went to my first audition, she was there waiting for me in the lobby and let me cry on her shoulder when I didn’t get the part. I went to her recitals and watched her win state competitions five years in a row. On piano, there is no one better.

Aside from each other, we have very few common interests, but I can’t do life without her. She dislikes sports, but I love them. I watch sappy rom-com movies; she watches action films. She is the sister I’ve always wanted. She keeps me grounded and sane. Just getting that text changes my whole mindset.

* * *

Three hours later, we are in New York. Smith wakes up about ten minutes before we land. He goes into the lavatory and freshens up. He pulls out a royal blue button-down from his bag and puts it on. He looks like he just stepped off the cover of a fashion magazine. I reapply my lip gloss as the ground crew guides the plane closer to the hangar. I can see the studio’s publicist standing just beyond the gate. He rushes over as we start walking down the stairs.

“Welcome to the Big Apple,” he says, sticking out his hand to Smith. “I’m Decker Prescott, the publicist for the studio. You must be Smith. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’ve heard great things.”

“Good to meet you, too. I haven’t heard anything about you.”

I elbow Smith in the ribs as hard as I can and tell him to “shut it” under my breath.

“It’s okay,” Decker says. “I’m pretty sure the only time people hear about publicists is when they screw up or get sacked.”

“It’s good to see you again, Decker. How’s everyone?” I ask.

“Good. Diesel & Jasen just had baby number 3 and are moving back to Houston after the first of the year.”

“That’s wonderful. Be sure and tell them I said hello.”

I know Decker from when I was a student at UH. His brother is a fireman who married the daughter of one of Daddy’s friends. “You didn’t have to come all this way to get us. We were just going to grab an Uber or Lyft to the hotel.”

“Well, the itinerary has changed again. We are due at a press conference for the national media this evening. Then you and the main cast will do The Late Show. The rest of the week is set in stone. Please be on time. We’ll have car service ready to take you to your designated spots,” Decker says as he hands us a packet while directing us to the car.

Smith looks over the top of the car at me before we get in. He looks unhappy. He dislikes public speaking and hates crowds even more. I don’t know how they talked him into taking a bigger role on the show. When he told me, I couldn’t believe it. But he seemed happy and excited. Now, not so much. We’ll need to have a one-on-one conversation soon.

We arrive at the hotel fifty minutes later. Decker, Smith, and I walk into the lobby of the newly built Sapphire hotel. It is breathtaking. A modern-day masterpiece with two hundred and twenty suites throughout the one hundred floors. No two suites are identical. They all offer a view of Manhattan. The network has spared no expense, and I can’t wait to see what our suite looks like. As we check in, we are provided with the amenities they offer. A nightclub was on the 3rd floor, a gym with trainers, two Michelin-rated restaurants, a spa, and massage therapists. I am ready to sample it all. Okay, let’s be honest, I don’t give a hoot about the gym, I’m more of an eat and relax type of girl. What can I say, I’m gifted with good genetics and a high metabolism. I know it won’t last forever, so until then, I’ll have chocolate mousse and a massage, thank you very much.

Turns out Smith and I aren’t sharing a suite. Neither of us requires that much space, and since we’ve lived the better part of our lives together, it seems silly. Decker clears that up pretty quickly as we head to the elevators.

“I’m sure it seems ridiculous, but not everyone knows you are related. Your last names are different because you chose your maternal grandmother’s last name,” he says with a nod to me as the door opens. “The studio doesn’t want anyone to think you’re a couple.”

“Ewww,” we both groan in unison.

“They also want you to have your own space and enjoy the experience. Once you’re on set, you’ll be thankful for the space you have here.”

“Okay, yeah, I get it. Are we at least on the same floor?” I ask as we step out onto the 92nd floor.

“Yes, the whole main cast and Brett have this floor up to the 96th. There’s a conference room where you’ll meet each day. Brett has the first two episodes ready for table reads.”

“Table reads? We don’t start shooting for another month,” I exclaim.

“Oh yeah, sorry, the filming has moved up because they are expecting an early winter, and Brett’s trying to stay ahead of the weather. It’s all in the packet you have.”

“So, if we are doing table reads, when exactly are we going to Wyoming?” Smith asks with a slight edge in his voice.

“Ten days. As soon as we wrap here, you’ll head home, then fly to Casper and from there to Sheridan. We have three different shooting locations. Read the packet, everything’s in there.” His phone beeps, and he glances at the screen. “I’ve got to run, I’m late meeting with Brett.” He turns and hurries back towards the elevator.

“Ten freaking days,” Smith says with enough fire on his tongue to burn down ten city blocks. “I’ve got commitments to people, Car. I can’t be in Wyoming in ten days. Just carving out the time to come here was hell.”

“I get it, it’s not ideal. But what choice do we have? Maybe you can talk to Brett or the network and explain you’ve still got to tie up loose ends back home. Maybe they can shoot around you for a week till you’re able to get there.”

“I guess it’s worth a shot,” he says as he opens the door to his suite.

Holy moly! This place is fantastic. Floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook Central Park. A spacious living area with a leather sofa and chairs in deep burgundy, a stainless-steel kitchen behind that, and a 100” TV mounted above a stocked bar.

“Speaking of shots,” I say as I walk over and admire the selection. I grab two glasses and the Johnny Walker black label and pour us both a drink.

“To us,” I say as I clink my glass to his. The liquid snakes its way down slowly, and I take a deep breath.

“Let’s go check out my room, then we’ll take a look at these packets.”

We go down the hallway to the first door on the right. I key us in and step inside. The sun is starting to set, and it’s beautiful reflecting off the glass of the buildings. The deep hues of red and orange drop slowly, bringing another day to a close.

A glance around the room shows me a lovely seating area with a pink and gray plaid sofa and chairs. A full sterling silver tea set is on a light oak buffet in the dining room. A large glass dish of my favorite chocolates sits in the center of the coffee table. I am too awestruck to speak. A bedroom at the front of the suite with a dark oak headboard, a writing desk, and a comfy chair next to a small, stocked bookcase. I walk towards the back and go through a doorway. A king bed with an ornate metal frame, an armoire that takes up half a wall. The closet is big enough to park a car inside, and the bathroom, OMG! A jacuzzi tub and a vanity table, a wall of mirrors, complete with a dial to control the lighting. After a week here, I’ll never be able to use a regular bathroom again.

Smith just smiles when I look back at him. “Nothing’s too good for Carmindy Colleen Welch. But Pops will have to remodel the house if Mama sees this place.”

“I know. I mean, it’s all just too good. And too much and I’m in love with it.”

“Are you sure we need to do all these TV spots and interviews? Couldn’t we just stay in our rooms this week and enjoy this view, drink expensive whiskey, and hope the network forgets we’re here?”

“I wish. But we probably need to look at the packets and see what time we are supposed to meet up with the group.”

“Fine, but I’m going to steal some of that chocolate and go have another drink in my room while I do it,” Smith says, taking a handful of the candy.

“I want to soak in that tub till I’m pruny and call Harlow. You’ll call Momma and Daddy to let them know we got here safe?”

“Yeah, I will. Text me when you’re ready to go.”

“Sure thing. See you in a bit.”

As soon as I hear the snick of the lock, I run directly to that huge bed and jump right in the middle. How the heck is this my life? What have I done to deserve this? I’m just an average girl from Texas.

I pull my phone out of my back pocket and hit Harlow’s number on FaceTime. It rings exactly one and a half times before she picks up.

“How’s the Big Apple? Are you settled in yet?”

“You have to see this place, Harlow!! We could probably live here and not see each other for a week.”

I walk around the room and pan the camera so she can see everything. For the next 10 minutes, all I hear from her is “holy crap, are you kidding me, how much is a plane ticket?” It’s uplifting to hear her laugh and know she is truly happy for me. After a few minutes of chatting, we say goodbye.

I finally step into the shower and let the hot water wash my thoughts away. I glanced at the itinerary briefly; we are to meet in the conference room before making our way to the grand ballroom for the press junket.

We are told to dress up and be prepared to answer one or two questions. Easy enough. I had been on a couple of talk shows while I was on the nighttime soap Crescent Hills. If it were a female host, they wanted to know how I stayed fit, who was my favorite designer, and who I was dating. If it were a male host, they flirted shamelessly either to embarrass me or to see if they stood a chance. They never succeeded in either endeavor.

Now I’m afraid of what they might ask after what happened two years ago. And I’m hoping that Decker has put his foot down and told them to steer clear of those questions. After that, we’d be driven to The Late Show studio and hopefully be done and back to the hotel by midnight or one. Then I was going to make full use of that Jacuzzi.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







The conference room is at capacity when I enter. I recognize Lacy Keaton as she sips a glass of champagne and speaks to a man in a suit. She sees me walking towards them, whispers in his ear, and heads my way. She looks every bit like a movie star as she gracefully navigates the room, but also like a lioness on the hunt for prey. She’s both stunning and terrifying at the same time. 

“CC, look at you. You are as stunning in person as you are on TV,” Lacy says as she arrives in front of me. “A picture of health and beauty.” She air kisses both of my cheeks as I blush.

“That’s very kind of you to say. You look gorgeous,” I exclaim as a waiter walks by with a tray of champagne. I snag one and smile. “Who on earth are all these people? I thought it was just going to be the cast, Brett, and perhaps a few of the executive producers.”

She laughs and downs the remainder of her drink. “The studio brought all of the executives from LA. They have a lot riding on this show and want to make sure we are putting our best foot forward, if you know what I mean.” She pulls me along with her and motions for the bartender. “I’ll have a Maker’s Mark neat, and she’ll have… What are you drinking?”

“I’ll just have this. I don’t want to drink too much before we go downstairs. Smith and I had a whiskey when we got in.”

“I keep forgetting he’s your brother. I’m so very thankful he’s not mine. He’s gorgeous.”

I spot Brett, who is speaking with Eugenia Vance Charles. I don’t know what deal he made to get her, but I’ll bet it wasn’t cheap. She won an Oscar earlier this year. And soon she’d be my TV mom. Brett catches my eye and smiles before motioning me over.

“It was so good to chat with you, Lacy. I’m going to say hello to Brett. See you downstairs.” I’m not even sure if she heard me. She is downing the drink as I turn away. I look for Smith as I cross the room and finally spot him in a corner with two of the executives chatting with him. He looks relaxed, which made me wonder how much whiskey and chocolate he had before coming down. He raises his glass when he sees me and nods. I nod back and make my way over to Brett and Eugenia.

“Well hello, gorgeous. I’m so happy to see you.” Brett kisses my cheek and turns to Eugenia.

“Eugenia, this is CC Stone, your future TV daughter.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, CC. You are quite stunning, my dear.”

“It’s truly my honor to meet you, Mrs. Charles. Your portrayal of Catherine the Great was so powerful. I’m such a huge fan of all your work.”

“Beautiful, and she’s a fan! That’s the way to this old girl’s heart,” she laughs. 

I blush because I  just fangirled so hard. I am actually about to pass out. Eugenia Charles has been my favorite since I was young. I am relieved when Smith finally joins the conversation. Just like Harlow, he has a way of grounding me.

“Smith Welch, please meet Eugenia Vance Charles. She’ll be playing Abigail Moss.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” he says with a tip of his hat.

“I’m so grateful you took Brett’s offer. And to be quite honest with you, Mr Welch, I’m terrified of riding, so I’m going to need all of your expertise.”

“I’m happy to be of service to you, Ms. Eugenia. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of time to get you comfortable in the saddle.”

What the heck had happened to my brother in the couple of hours since he left my room? He seemed out of sorts and regretting this whole thing, but now he’s yes ma’aming and putting on the good old boy routine. We were definitely going to need to talk later.

* * *

The press conference was held just off the hotel’s main lobby and lasted a bit over an hour. Apparently, it was leaked online that we are here because there are hundreds of fans standing in the lobby when we make our way out of the ballroom. Women are screaming and trying to get past the hotel security team. The unexpected throng of people makes me anxious. I try to stay behind Smith as much as I can, but then several fans break free and are heading straight for him. 

Before we know it, they are directly in front of us, and then it seems like more and more are getting past security. People are yelling my name, and flashes from the cellphone cameras are peppering my face. Someone shoves a pen and paper in my hand, and I scratch my name across it as best I can.

We are jostled and separated, and I want to scream out to just back up! I glance around and see my brother completely encircled by people. I can see Justin Givens and Lacy to my left signing autographs and smiling brightly for their admirers. Eugenia, Peter O’Hanlon, and Brett are waving as they disappear down the hallway. 

Suddenly, someone slams against me, as I do everything in my power not to lose my balance and fall. Thankfully, from out of nowhere, one of my co-stars, Jacob Steele, grabs my left arm and pulls me to him. 

“Wanna make a run for it?” he asks. I nod, and he spins me away from the crowd and pushes me back towards the ballroom.

He shoves open the door, and we stumble inside. He turns the lock. My heart is in my throat, and I must look terrified because he catches my hand and pulls me closer. “You’re okay, CC. I’ve got you.”

I feel the tingle in my nose and know how close to tears I am. I try to control it, but the first drop hits my cheek, and the rest fall in silence.

As quickly as it started, I get myself under control. 

“You must think I’m completely mad,” I say as he hands me a cocktail napkin and backs away.

“Not completely mad,” he whispers with a grin. “Jacob Steele,” offering me his hand.

“CC Stone. Thank you. I just got overwhelmed out there. It’s been a while since I’ve had to deal with a crowd like that. How did they know we were here?”

“The media. I mean, there are 20 different network trucks parked along the street. People might not have known who was here, but once they did, it kinda became a mob. It was sort of cool until I saw the panicked look on your face. And once the guy nearly fell on top of you, I figured you could use a hand.”

I blow my nose, and it’s that loud honking embarrassing sound that you hope never to make in front of a cute guy. 

“Sorry. And thank you again for saving me.” I close my eyes, lean against the wall, and try to slow my breathing down. 

It suddenly feels very warm inside the room. I open my eyes, and Jacob is standing there. Close enough to feel his breath on my cheek. Close enough to smell his cologne and the soap he had used. My breath hitches a bit, and I look up into his eyes. Smoldering and the color of honey. His lips are full and tempting. I tilt my head back and close my eyes as his lips meet mine. His tongue slicks across my lips, parting them, and I tug him closer. Feel his hard body against mine. His hands move from my waist to my throat as he deepens the kiss. I run my fingers through his hair. 

His thumb brushes against my bottom lip, and he skates his hand up my side. 

“You are so gorgeous,” he whispers into my ear. The deep timber of his voice pebbles my skin and pushes me to give in to a need I have not felt in a long time. I push the jacket from his shoulders and tug at his shirt. Wanting to feel more of him. 

“Tell me what you want, CC. Whatever you want.” He spears his hands into my hair, pushing my head to one side as he trails kisses along my neck. 

“Just touch me,” I say, my voice shaking and the heat building between us as his hand slides up the back of my thigh. 

“Are you guys okay?” comes an unknown voice as the door begins to open.

Jacob pulls away. My heart is pounding a million miles an hour. 

“Yeah, we’re good. I just had to get her someplace safe.”

“That’s good to hear. Security has the lobby cleared and the private elevator secured, so you guys are welcome to head upstairs whenever you are ready.” He eyes us both suspiciously as Jacob adjusts his shirt and picks up his jacket from the floor.

“We appreciate that. Are you ready to go?” he asks. I don’t have the courage to look up at him, so I nod instead, and he takes my elbow and leads me out of the room. We make our way down the hall with the security guard until we are on the elevator 

“I’m on the 93rd floor, you?”

“92nd.” is all I can manage to say. 

He pushes the buttons for our floors, and we stand in silence. When the elevator stops, and the bell rings, I finally look up at him. He smiles and asks if I am okay. I nod and step into the hallway. 

Get yourself under control, I say to myself as I go down the hallway. I am almost to my room, then I turn and head back to Smith’s.

I knock on the door and wait. Then wait some more. Is it possible he has gone to bed? He isn’t required to do the TV show later tonight, so maybe.

I walk back to my room and go straight for the chocolate on the coffee table. I sit down with a piece and then reach for another. I want to fix a drink and enjoy the quiet, but I have 75 minutes before I need to be on my way to the studio. I go to the bedroom and take off the dress, tossing it on the bed, and walk into the closet. 

My heart is still pounding away as I dig through the closet. That was not a panic reaction on my part. He kissed me like he’d been waiting to. Like he meant every second of it. I swallow hard, heat flaring low in my belly. And I kissed him back like I had forgotten how to be cautious. 

God, what was he thinking? Was it adrenaline? Just the moment? He’s an actor; that kind of intensity is his currency. And yet… the way he looked at me afterward. Like I was something more. Something he wanted. 

Time is running out, and I don’t have a clue what to wear, so I just start pulling out everything. The cutout jumpsuit doesn’t feel right. The gray pants and hot pink blouse are a no. Then my hand comes across the azure blue mini dress. The deep V shows off a bit of cleavage, and the length hits a few inches above the knee. It is perfect. I grab a pair of red strappy stilettos and run into the bathroom. 

An hour later, I step in front of the full-length mirror in the bedroom and take a look. The body oil adds a nice glow to my skin. I’ve brushed my hair out and curled the ends. The makeup on my face is simple. For my eyes, I choose a black eyeliner, creating the perfect wing and a set of false lashes. A sheer gloss on my lips, and the look is flawless. I pick up my phone, snap a selfie, and hit send.

[image: Image]

We come off the elevator into the underground parking garage. Two sleek black Chevy Suburbans await us with drivers standing by. Peter, Eugenia, and Jacob are assigned to one, and Lacy, Justin, and I to the other.

The drive to the network studio is short. There are about forty paparazzi stationed up and down the block. Someone radios our driver to go to the back entrance and wait for the door to open before allowing us to get out. After making the block and finding the back entrance, we wait til the door opens and two burly security guys come out. Eugenia and Peter hop out and head inside. Then Justin opens his door and makes a beeline for the door. That leaves Lacy and me in our vehicle and Jacob in the other. I can’t figure out why he didn’t go in at the same time as Peter and Eugenia, but the longer I sit waiting for someone to make a move, the more anxious I become.

Finally, I grasp the door handle, and it opens quickly. Jacob is standing there with his hand out. I grab it and step down. He clasps my hand, and we start to walk in. It occurs to me that Lacy hasn’t made a move to exit.

“I’ll be right back.” I run back over and open the door to see her sitting there with a flask in her hand. “Lacy, we gotta go before the press figures out we’re here, or we hold up the show. Neither of those will be good.”

“Yeah, no, you’re right.” She takes another swig from the flask, tucks it inside her bag, and slides across the seat. We head in with Jacob bringing up the rear. 

The green room is full when we walk in, and every time one person exits, another enters. Drinks and mini bottles of champagne are in ice buckets. Vases of roses with handwritten cards from the host are sitting across the back wall. I search until I find the one with my name on it.




CC, it’s great to have you on the show again. Sincerely, Scott Presley




It has been three and a half years since I’d sat next to Scott and talked about being cast in Crescent Hills. Now I am about to embark on a huge production with one of the best ensemble casts since the original Dynasty TV show back in the 80s. It is beginning to feel real at last.

We are given thirty minutes after the first commercial break. Scott will call Eugenia out first, followed by Peter, Lacy, Justin, and then me. The last one to walk out would be Jacob. This is his first professional job. Before auditioning for the role, he had only done a few commercials when he was seven or eight years old. We all sit together, though none of us speaks. We are watching the monologue on the monitor, and then they go to a commercial. A few minutes later, Scott sets his water underneath the desk. We are mere minutes away from going out.

“Alright, everyone, welcome back. Our first guest is coming off a huge Oscar-winning performance as Catherine the Great, and is set to start filming the next great Western saga, Falling Star, Wyoming. Please welcome the magnificent Eugenia Vance Charles.”

The crowd goes bonkers when Eugenia walks out. If the applause sign had malfunctioned, it wouldn’t have made a difference. They love her. She is still standing at the 4-minute mark and blowing kisses to her adoring fans. Scott is smiling and gesturing for them to sit. Another two minutes go by, and Eugenia is finally on the sofa.

I get up and start pacing, going through the answers to the generic questions that are usually asked. I take a few sips of water and some deep cleansing breaths as Peter is introduced. Then I hear Lacy and Justin getting called out at the same time. I guess the ovation Eugenia received has them rushing to get us all on the sofa before our time is up. One more sip, and I shake out my arms to get relaxed. I vaguely hear the sounds from the monitor. 

They cut to commercial again. The door opens, and the producer tells us that as soon as they come back live to be ready and that we will walk out together. I nod my head and take a few more deep breaths.

“Are you ready?” Jacob says as he walks up to me.

“Yep, ready to go.”

He places a tiny kiss on my lips and smiles. “This is going to be a lot easier than going out alone.”

I am still thinking about the kiss when I hear Scott say, “Let’s give a nice round of applause for CC Stone and Jacob Ellis Steele.”

Jacob leads the way until we are about to step through the curtain, then he steps back and allows me to walk out first. I feel him loop my arm into his as we move across the sound stage to the sofa. The crowd goes wild. I smile and wave as I take my seat next to Scott, and Jacob sits down on my right. 

The next 10 minutes are a blur. I know I speak for a few minutes and laugh, but I can’t tell you what was asked or how I replied. All I know is when they go to the next break, every person in that studio is on their feet.

Back in the green room, champagne corks are popping, and everyone is in high spirits. We look up when Brett comes in. He appears ready to burst. We all crowd around him as he opens up his phone and speaks.

“I just received this text and thought I would share it with all of you. And I quote, ‘before a single episode has been filmed, Studio 47 and Battleground Entertainment have greenlit season two of Falling Star, Wyoming. Congrats to all of you. See you on the set next week.’ I’m absolutely stunned. I guess we’re going to be spending a lot of time together, gang.”

The whole room explodes! We have accomplished something that other new shows only dream about. It is a feeling like no other. Nothing could bring us down from the high we are feeling.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





Arriving back at the hotel, I know my first stop has to be Smith’s room. He doesn’t know about the announcement, and I don’t know how he will react. Better he hear it from me than read it online.

I get off the elevator and stop in my tracks. The blonde in my brother’s arms hasn’t noticed me, but he has. She is wearing a full-length fur coat. He kisses her on the cheek and whispers in her ear. She grabs his face, kisses him long and hard, then turns to see me for the first time.

“He’s a live wire, honey. If you get a chance, take it.”

I smile tightly and keep walking towards Smith. He turns as I approach and walks into his room. I follow him and close the door.

“Well, that wasn’t what I expected. Is that why you didn’t answer when I came by earlier?”

“Maybe. After the press conference, I came up and showered, and when I got out, I heard someone knocking. Opened the door, and she was standing there. Naked. Well, except for the coat.”

“Seriously? I thought that only happened in the movies. Where did she come from? How did she know you were in this room? I have so many questions.” I walk to the bar and pour a drink.

“I do not know. Hell, she might’ve been a hooker, but I didn’t pay her or nothing. I invited her in and then, well, you know.”

“Yeah, I get the picture. I hope to God she didn’t have some kind of recording device. She didn’t have a phone, did she?”

“Car, she had a fur coat. That’s it. And it ended up on the floor about thirty-three seconds after she came in.”

“Did you even get her name before you…” I can’t finish the sentence.

“Lisa? Lana! Naw. Oh, maybe it was Laurel? Damn if I know. But she was a firecracker!” He is grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“You’re a pig! I don’t know what’s worse, that you had sex with some strange woman who showed up at your door or that you don’t know her name.”

“Probably both, but damn if it wasn’t a good time.”

“Shut up and grab a drink, I’ve got news!” I say, fixing another drink for him.

An hour and several whiskeys later, I enter my suite. The drinks have made me sleepy. It has been a long day. I wash my face and see the jacuzzi through the mirror, just begging me to get in. I strip down, turn on the water, and send a quick text to Harlow.

[image: Image]

I walk into the living room and grab a piece of chocolate. Going back through the bedroom to pick up the clothes that I hadn’t put away before I left. My dress is lying at the foot of the bed. I pick it up and, from the corner of my eye, see something fall to the floor. I reach down to pick it up. A small piece of paper folded. The writing was small and printed.


You looked pretty tonight, Carmindy. I’ll see you soon.


Someone was playing a cruel joke. I begin to shake. I take the robe from the hook and grab my phone. 

[image: Image]

I can barely see as I walk through the doorway. Crossing the living room, I hit the coffee table with my knee, knocking the candy dish to the floor. Glass scatters across the tile floor. I try picking it up, but cut my hand and fingers instead.

Smith is pounding on the door. When I open it, he sees my hands and the panicked state I am in, and pulls me in a protective hug.

“What happened? Did someone hurt you?”

I was shaking my head, but no words would come. I took the note from the pocket of the robe and handed it to him.

“Where did you get this?”

“Pocket. My dress.”

“The one you wore for TV?”

“No, earlier. Downstairs.”

“We have to call the police.”

“NO! No police. I can’t do this again. I can’t.”

I can barely stand without my brother’s support. 

“We have to find out who put this note in your pocket, Car. The hotel will have surveillance cameras everywhere. We’ve got to find out.”

His voice holds the fear that I am
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