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  Author's Note


Fairy Tales and I Love You - Book 1 of the Better to Burn Out Series is told in first-person POV. 

If you wish to go in blind, please skip to the First Chapter. Please remember this is a work of fiction. I do not condone any of the actions or situations that take place between the characters in the story. If you wish to go in blind, please remember that this is a work of fiction, and you have been warned.

Trigger warnings are on the next page if you wish to see them.








  
  Tigger Warnings


This story is strictly a work of fiction and has open-door smut. 
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Open Door Spice, Cheating limited to Foreplay, Suggestive Language, Verbal Abuse, Emotional Abuse, Threats, Mother Betrayal, PTSD, Sexual Innuendo, Alcohol Use, Mention of Drug addiction and Overdose, Drug Use, Physical Abuse, Off page Rape, Reliving a murder suicide the character witnessed and experienced as mortally wounded person dies on them, Female Infidelity, Male Infidelity, Tarot, Psychic, Open Marriage, 14 Year Age Gap 17/18 female  – 31/32 year old male
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  one
Sweet Dreams


Nigel’s lips were on my neck before they drifted up to my cheek. It felt good to be in his arms. His breathy English accent could make me melt. “Ava, love, are you awake?” He asked as he released me and sat up a little to gaze down at me. I turned around and lay on my side, facing him. I smiled at him and placed a hand on his buff chest as I playfully bit my lip. He looked at me, desire burning in his eyes. His lips slightly parted as I ran a finger up and down his toned chest. The bulge in his green bikini growing, I realized my teasing was driving him crazy. I pushed him over before I slowly climbed on top of him and straddled him. Looking down at him, I smiled wickedly as I started to grind. He was my captive, and I’d have my way with him. 
Sliding my hands up his chest, I kissed him lightly. “I’ve missed you.” I kissed him again, with more passion, before he rolled us over so he was on top.
“Not as much as I missed you.” He touched my face. “I love you.”
I felt like my heart was going to burst as I beamed, but asked. “How can you love me? You don’t even know me.”
He regarded me with a strange expression. No matter, I regained control, flipping us over, and started grinding on him again.
He cupped my face and gave me a knowing grin; “Of course I know you, Ava. You’re my wife.”
I placed my hands on his face and smiled. “One day,” I whispered, then kissed him with wild abandon.
He rolled us over before his hand slipped into my panties. He sucked on my bottom lip as his finger entered me. I wrapped my hands around the back of his neck and kissed him as he started rubbing my clit. “Oh, Nigel,” I called out as his lips covered mine.
I perceived a ringing noise, and Nigel was gone. As the phone rang again, I opened my eyes. I lay there stunned, trying to get my bearings, when I picked it up and noted the recorded wake-up call before I hung up.
I turned the light on and stretched when my best friend, Mindy’s laughter, filled the room.
“What’s so funny?”
She looked at me with a shit-eating grin. “Between the moaning and the Oh, Nigel, I’m certain you were having a sex dream about him again, weren’t you?”
“I wasn’t talking in my sleep, was I?” I asked, as my cheeks burned with embarrassment.
“Duh! You know you were,” Mindy snickered. “Was it the same dream you’ve been having?”
“Yeah. It seems like once a week this dream plays out. It’s not a bad dream, but what does it mean? We start off getting all hot and bothered, and then he tells me he loves me and I’m going to be his wife. I think it’s more perplexing that I answer by telling him one day.”
She smirked at me. “You know what it means. It’s just your subconscious playing out your fantasy. You’ve wanted to marry him for as long as I’ve known you.”
“Come on, it was some high school fantasy,” I said, shaking my head.
“Oh, and you’re so mature. We graduated what, three, almost four months ago,” she said, rolling her eyes.
“I don’t have time to analyze it. I have a photo shoot this morning.”
“Better take a cold shower,” Mindy said mockingly.
“Whatever.” I shot her an angry smirk before I walked into the bathroom. As I leaned against the door, I noticed the coolness of my panties. Fuck, Nigel made me wet in my dreams once again. Maybe my mind created the repetitive dream to distract me from the recurring nightmare of the day with my mom and stepfather. Yep, that must be what it was. Something to allow me to find peace in my sleep.


      [image: ]Changing out of the Bill Blass suit, I was happy the shoot was over. The photoshoots were mostly enjoyable, except with Paulie, who was a total jerk. He belittled everyone for minor imperfections, making certain we perceived he was dissatisfied with us. He told Clelia she shouldn’t participate in the contest because of her nose. When he saw what he said mortified me, I became his target. He called me a cow, and there wasn’t an inch of fat on me. I was healthy, but I guess I was supposed to be anorexic. While I was aware, there were rude photographers. I had never experienced it until now. Perhaps I wasn’t a top model if this was the big leagues.
When the cab I split with Delilah, another contestant pulled up to the hotel. I was happy the day was over. All I wanted to do was order room service and watch M-TV. Perhaps I’d get lucky and come across news of Sambuka Fedora’s album or an interview with Nigel. I smiled at the thought of seeing him. He would be a welcome distraction, which I needed to forget about the disaster of today.
“We’re going to a club,” Mindy blurted out as soon as I walked in.
“What?” I looked at her like he was crazy. “I can’t. I have a shoot tomorrow.”
“What if I told you we’re going to see Nigel tonight?” She gave me a devious grin.
“Wait what? You’re totally kidding me.” My eyes were wide with surprise. “How?” A smile settled on my lips as I realized that my wish had been granted.
“I overheard a model on the shoot I was shadowing. Sambuka’s playing a show at Danceteria tonight.”
“You can’t be serious,” I said.
“I kid you not. Look, we’ll dance and have fun if they’re not there.”
“While you’re 18, I’m not there yet.”
“Don’t be such a dweeb. You still have your fake ID?”
I had one from when my band played the bars last year. I certainly hated lying, but it was easier to book the gig than to be questioned. “For sure,” I said as I nodded my head.
“Then grab it. We can get ready. Grab a bite and then head out. I want us to get a spot up front.”
“Of course.”
 I hadn’t bothered to take my makeup off or restyle my hair, as I was certain it was on point. I slipped on a black miniskirt and a red tank with a black satin jacket. The accessories made the outfit: a long pearl necklace and a rhinestone choker, a bracelet with matching drop earrings. Red pumps and black stockings were the last details needed to complete the fantabulous ensemble. The look got me into clubs before. However, as we stood in line, I was having my doubts.
 “I’m not sure this is going to work. This is New York City, not some club in Dallas or Shreveport.” I said it as we stood in line.
“Calm down,” Mindy said, rolling her eyes. She leaned in closer to me. “The way you look, I highly doubt anyone is going to card us.” I looked at Mindy in her leather mini, purple suede bustier, black lace gloves, and rhinestone bracelets. Her outfit reminded me of Madonna. Black pumps and a chunky belt and a rhinestone necklace finished her outfit. She even had a black lace bow in her frosted hair, which was a crazy mess of over-moused waves. Her blue eyes were amazing, and the violet eye makeup, including mascara and eyeliner, only enhanced them.
I doubted our chances of getting into Danceteria with the other well-dressed club goers.
“Us?” Mindy said before she took my hand and pulled me forward through the crowd. My pulse raced. I thought the bouncer wouldn’t allow us in.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“The doorman wants us,” Mindy said.
People waiting in line grumbled from behind, but I didn’t dare turn around. As soon as the lone guy in front of us moved, Mindy flirted with the doorman as he gave us the once-over. I gave the guy a demure smile before he opened the rope to allow us access. He didn’t ask for IDs or the cover charge.
“Have a nice evening, ladies,” the doorman said as he let us in.
“Thanks,” I said with a wide grin.


      [image: ]The graffiti-laden walls held a fascination for me. The details the artist had gotten with the spray can was amazing. We walked towards the sound of the music. Mindy looked at me with a self-assured smirk. “I told you it wouldn’t be a problem getting in. As long as you’ve got the right look, it’s easy.”
We had been in clubs in Shreveport with the band; nothing there compared to this place, not even the few in Dallas. The main room had the crowd dancing to Duran Duran’s The Reflex. I stopped to take it all in when Mindy tugged on my arm. “We can come back. I want to get a spot upstairs before the show starts.”
“Do you really believe they’ll perform here? I mean Sambuka’s playing arenas now?” I asked.
“Who’s to say it’s true, but it’s worth a shot. If it isn’t them.” Mindy shrugged her shoulders. “We can come back here and dance.”
We made our way upstairs, past people mingling and making out along the stairs. Standing in the middle of the crowd, my anticipation built before Sambuka Fedora took the stage. Mindy grabbed my hand as we joined in with everyone else screaming for the band. It wasn’t like the fanfare of the arena show we’d seen before; it was more like my band walking out on stage at most gigs.
Tristan took the mic. “Helloooo, we’re Sambuka Fedora, and we’ve got a treat for you. You guys get to have a sneak peek at what we’ve been working on in the studio.” He raised his hand, and Ian did a four count before his drums and Nigel’s bass roared to life. His funky bass reverberated in my bones, and I was soon moving to the beat.
When they broke into Delight Me, my all-time favorite song, I thought I was going to die. I was dancing with Mindy, even though the space was tight. When Mindy grabbed my arm because the blonde in front of us moved, I suddenly stood in front of Nigel. He was much closer than the last time I saw them. I could reach out and touch him, but I didn’t dare. Flashing lights and the vibrant colors of the stage washed over him as the smell of smoke, sweat, and excitement filled the air. The energy of being so close was electric. I looked up at Nigel; he seemed to smile at me.
Watching him, I started singing the chorus as I danced, and he played.
“You’re my day and my night. You’re the love of my life, even if it’s just for tonight, so come on and delight me tonight.”
The last time I saw him like this was when my ex-Johnny was with me. There was still pain knowing had had dumped me and was in LA with his new bride. I closed my eyes for a moment, then refocused my attention back on Nigel.
Fuck, Johnny, my bass idol and dream man, was in front of me. Nigel was the reason I learned how to play. When I was a sophomore in high school, all I wanted was for Nigel to notice me. Then he was 20, and I was positive he wouldn’t even look at the brace face girl I was. Now, just like last year, I had his attention. His eyes met mine with an intensity I had never seen. He didn’t give me this look in Dallas last year when we met briefly. He was looking at me as if he had seen a ghost. His eyes locked onto mine, and I couldn’t tell if the pounding in my chest was from his bass or my heart. My attention was fully on him, and I stopped dancing before I looked away. I need to confirm that he was looking at someone else. There was no way he could look at me like that.
Mindy glanced at me before I looked back at Nigel as he smiled. Mindy leaned in and yelled, “That’s all about you!”
He flashed an enormous smile after I winked at him. I wondered if I’d get another backstage invitation. What would happen if I did? Johnny wasn’t here to stop me this time. It didn’t matter. Even if I did, Nigel was engaged. I started dancing again as I flirted with him. He gave me a sly smirk before he licked his lips.
Between Nigel and the modeling contest, I was on top of the world. The past nine months didn’t matter; nothing could bring me down, if only that moment lasted longer.


      [image: ]As the hand wrapped around my bicep; I knew it wasn’t Mindy. The hand pulled me further back into the crowd as I grabbed Mindy’s hand. I looked at Nigel one last time before the crowd filled in the gap. As we cleared the crowded dance floor, I dropped Mindy’s hand and reached for the older woman’s hand.
“Excuse me, what do you think you’re doing?” I shouted.
The woman released her grasp on me before giving me the once-over. She gave me a creepy smile. “Hi,” she shouted over the music. “My name is Gemma, and I’m with the Emerson Agency. Seeing you, I just couldn’t contain myself. Have you considered modeling?”
“Why?” I asked, my lips curling into a smirk. I tried to act naïve. “Do you think I could be?” I asked, giving her my biggest doe-eyed smile.
“Why did you pull us out?” Mindy asked me, confused.
“Your friend could be a model.” Gemma touched Mindy’s cheek and looked her over. “You could be one too. Not as in demand, but you certainly would be perfect for certain jobs. The money you could earn would let you shop at Fifth Avenue’s best stores. You’d travel the world with eligible men.”
“That’s nice,” Mindy said. “But I don’t care to be a model. As far as my friend-” Mindy looked at me and snickered.
“I’m currently competing in a contest called Model of the Moment; therefore, your representation is unnecessary. I have a legit agent, so go run your con on someone else.”
Gemma scowled at my statement, but said nothing else before she walked away.
Mindy and I exchanged glances before she spoke. “What the hell was that?”
“I don’t know, but I’m glad she didn’t force anything.”
“I think we need to be careful when we leave. Find a group to hang out with,” Mindy said.
“If we wait with the others for the band to leave, we should be fine.”
“I’m sure you do, because then you might get to talk to Nigel again.” Mindy said with a laugh.
I didn’t respond.
“Shall we try to go back to the front?”
“Yes.”


      [image: ]Despite not making it to the front again, we still danced and enjoyed the show. We followed some other fans out to an alley and waited by the limos. The crowd started at the door and fanned out past the vehicles. Looking at the crowd, I had my doubts. I’d get to talk to Nigel. As Ian came out, Mindy moved away from me and joined the other fans moving to circle him. I moved behind them, hoping I could get closer to the door. Screams erupted as Nigel walked out. I tried to move past the crowd but couldn’t. However, I had an unobstructed view of him talking to a busty blonde before he led her back to where he came from. I turned and rested against the wall, waiting for Mindy. I had seen enough. Just like with Johnny, a ring on his finger meant nothing. I was acting naïve to think he was different. He would have done the same thing if I had reached him.
“What are you doing over here? I thought you’d be trying to see Nigel,” Mindy said.
“He found someone to entertain him. I’m certainly not going to be his second choice. Why did I feel the need to come back here? This is such a disaster.” I said, embracing my embarrassment.
“No, it wasn’t. I saw Ian again, and we listened to some of their awesome new songs.”
“They were, and when they broke into Delight Me, I thought I was going to die,“ I said.
“Were you going to die before or after meeting Nigel’s eyes?”
I looked over at Mindy wide-eyed. “So I didn’t imagine that? He was really staring at me?”
“Totally legit, he was totally into you.”
My smile returned. Despite him being a total dick, I still felt special that he was looking at me.
She rolled her eyes. “Please, this isn’t anything new. Nigel was hot for you when we saw them in Dallas.”
“Maybe, but I’m not some groupie. He seems partial to them, even though he’s with Melinda.”
“Why are you acting so surprised?” She rolled her eyes at me. “I doubt any of them are faithful. Most musicians aren’t. That being said, I’d certainly like to see Ian’s drumstick, if he was so inclined.”
I shook my head at Mindy. “Some things never change.”
“A girl can dream, can’t she?” Mindy looked over at me as she moved away from the wall. “So what do you think would’ve happened if that woman hadn’t shown up? Do you think Nigel might have gotten you backstage like in Dallas?”
“I don’t know, and I can’t worry about it. Apparently, I wasn’t that big of a deal to him after we left. I’m certain he scoped the girl out before he brought her back inside.” I looked back down the alley where we had been. “We should go. I have a shoot tomorrow, and I need to be at my best.”
“If we stay, you might see Nigel and-”
I cut Mindy off. “What? He already took the blonde-”
The busty blonde he took back interrupted me as she walked past us in a hurry. “What kind of righteous asshole invites you backstage to give him a blow job?”
Mindy’s eyes followed the girl and then met mine. Mindy commented, “Seems like it didn’t go well,” as the girl walked away. “Do you want to get Nigel’s attention?”
“No! I want to go back to the hotel. I’ll take my memory from last year and treasure it. I don’t want to be some random conquest. Besides, Melinda is one presenter for the contest. I’m not sure I could face her, knowing that Nigel is cheating on her.”
Mindy gave a haughty laugh. “I’m positive she knows. They most likely have some agreement. You know, something cosmopolitan, like an open relationship.”
“Why bother being in a relationship, then?”
Mindy didn’t have time to explain as screams filled the air as Tristan and Nigel headed to the waiting limo. I turned my back to avoid being seen by him. After all, he was just like Johnny.






  
  two
Can Anyone Be Faithful?


Icame in from an early morning shoot to find Mindy lying on her bed, flipping through the latest issue of Harper’s Bazaar. Before I could speak, she sat up. “I’m glad you’re back. They’ve been teasing a surprise interview with Nigel and Tristan.”
“Really? I wonder if he’ll look as good as he did at the show?” I said before I bit my bottom lip and raised my eyebrows.
Mindy started laughing. “What happened to the girl who said she couldn’t face Melinda?”
“There’s no denying that he’s definitely fine. I want nothing from him. I want to see how he looks. That’s it.”
“No, but your dreams certainly do.” She gave me a knowing smirk.
I shook my head as I took off my heels. “It’s just a dream.”
“That you’ve had more than once. Didn’t you say you had recurring dreams as a kid that came true?”
The commercial transitioned to the slightly older-looking blonde, and I felt thankful. I hadn’t seen her before, and I wondered if she was filling in for someone. Turning up the TV, as Nigel and Tristan appeared on screen, was my of avoiding Mindy’s question. I wouldn’t answer her because she was right.
 Tristan was all smiles as he answered the question about what they had been doing. “Well, we took a little bit of a break. You know, sometimes you need to recover after pushing yourself on tour. Just ask Nigel; he definitely needed some downtime.”
  Nigel looked at him with daggers. Tristan laughed and continued without being affected by the angry look Nigel gave him. “No, seriously, we had been going for over a year, and well, we took a month off, and now we’re back at it.”
  “And you, Tristan, took time off to get married? Right? So, you’re off the market, which leaves Nigel to be the only free agent.”
 Tristan brought his hand to his chest and looked forlornly at the camera. “Yes, I know it was a very somber day for many, but it was a happy day for me, and well, Nigel isn’t really free,” he said with a smirk and a shrug of his shoulders .
  “I can speak for myself,” Nigel said.
My mouth fell open. What was he talking about?
“I’ve got no plans of walking down the aisle anytime soon, if ever.” He sucked in his cheeks and tried to give a come-hither look to the camera.
The Vee Jay looked puzzled as she asked; “But aren’t you engaged to Swedish supermodel Melinda Stone?”
  “An engagement ring doesn’t mean it’s permanent. I mean, things could change. One never knows.” He gave a wicked grin. I wanted to reach through the screen and knock the smirk off his face. “Why would I want to tie myself down when there are so many eligible ladies out there?” He winked at the V-Jay, and I shook my head. “I mean, you never know who you might meet, besides with everyone else being taken in the band, who are all of you ladies going to fantasize about?”
“What the hell?” I asked, still gobsmacked.
  “I’m a married man, and I still have fantasies, so I’m sure our fans still do as well,” Tristan added. It was obvious his ego was getting the best of him. “So please all you girlies who love me, dream on, lovelies.”
  “All righty then, you’ve heard it here. Sambuka Fedora is back in the studio, and we should get some new material by the end of the year, right, guys?”
  “You should be, and it’ll be our best record yet,” Nigel added.
  “Keep it right here on M-TV for the latest news and music about us,” Tristan added.
  “Thanks, guys, for stopping in. Up next, we’ll play one of their hottest tracks off ICON, the latest album.”
    “What a fucking shady asshole! Wow! What the hell did I ever see in him?” I asked aloud.
Mindy got up and walked to the TV and lowered the volume. “After the other night, I’m not sure why you’re surprised. Let’s be honest, when he made moves on you, he was engaged to Melinda. Yet you didn’t have a problem. In fact, you pursued him.”
I pulled my lips in and looked down. She was right; I thought before I spoke. “At the time, I was caught up in a fantasy. I didn’t think about it. I didn’t think about how Melinda would feel. However, after Johnny called me to dump me because he met someone. Well, I get it. I mean, like Mel, I was wearing his ring, but that didn’t matter.”
“Yeah, but it’s a totally different situation. You weren’t engaged. It was a promise ring.”
“That’s what I said. Honestly, you know as well as I do, he proposed when he gave it to me. You were there the day they left, and you saw him ask me again to go with them and marry him.”
“I did, but you didn’t go. So what was he supposed to do?” She asked as she pursed her lips.
“I didn’t say no. I said, not right now. Why couldn’t he have waited until I finished school?”
She looked down, then back at me. “You know why he couldn’t. Face it, school was more important than he was. Now you’ve got your diploma, and he found someone to love him. Sounds like it worked out the way it was supposed to.”
I let out an audible exhale. “I loved him until he hurt me. You know all this. You were there consoling me. The last thing I needed was for him to toss me aside. I needed him. If things with my mom and Tommy hadn’t happened, I was going to drop out and go out to LA to be with him. Can you imagine what would’ve happened if I would’ve gone? How would he have explained to her?” I raised my voice slightly as I touched my chest. “To me? “
“It would’ve been awkward for sure,” she said before she came and sat down next to me. “Well, it’s old news. You’re embarking on a new life, and so is he. Maybe you guys end up in a band and maybe you don’t. Either way, I hope you can be friends because it would be awful if Eric had to choose.”
“I’d never make him do that.”
“Good,” Mindy said with a nod.
I glanced over at the TV as the video for It Has To Be You filled the screen. Nigel came across the screen. The smiling image of him used to always make me happy. Now, though, I saw him as my mom said. He wasn’t a knight in shining armor on a white stallion. Like she described my dad, Nigel’s armor was rusted, and he was riding a jackass. Maybe she had that part wrong, and there was no armor. He was just a jackass. No matter, it was time to let go of the fantasy. Life wasn’t a fairy tale, and I was too old to buy into the illusion. I needed to give up on love and focus on making money and getting our demo done. The one thing Johnny had taught me was just because someone said they loved you didn’t mean it’s forever.






  
  three
Escape From the Hell Cruise 


Iwas standing at the back of the boat with the other contestants. There was a light breeze coming off the water, and I wished I had a jacket as the thin gold spaghetti-strapped dress offered little warmth. 
“Girls,” C.C. said as he came to stand in front of us. He was dressed in a tailored black suit. No doubt it was Armani or something like that. His dark, thick hair and olive complexion made him an attractive business executive, but he wasn’t my type. In fact, most times I had been around him, I felt uncomfortable. “Most of you I’ve already met personally. For those whom I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting yet. I’m Charles Capri, and I’m happy to welcome you to the Model of the Moment contest. Tonight will be your official welcome to the world of high fashion. Even though it’s a party, I advise you to meet and pay attention to our esteemed guests once they arrive. Remember, you’re being judged all the time. Not just in how you look, but also, how you act. We’re looking for a model who isn’t only beautiful but who has a personality and knows how to make the clients happy. Understand, your job is to make our clients happy. I don’t care if it’s a big-name fashion house, beauty conglomerate, actor, or a musician, you must make them happy.”
A girl standing next to me raised her hand.
“Yes, Veronica?”
“By happy? What do you mean?”
“You know, talk to them. Maybe dance with them.” Charles smiled. “Sometimes a model must do whatever it takes to make the client happy. Sometimes that may require an ego stroke or something more.” His face turned serious as he continued. “Whatever the client needs, we must provide it without question, as the clients will report back their satisfaction level.”
I felt a pit in my stomach. Maybe I didn’t have what it took to make it here. Then again, if more was required, would it be any worse than what my stepfather Tommy did? My stomach twisted. I was glad when I saw the servers walking toward us carrying silver trays with champagne.
“Please take a glass, ladies.” He waited until we all had a glass. “I’d like to propose a toast to a very fortuitous week for you. May the best model win.” He raised his glass and took a sip. “Our guest will arrive shortly. Remember to smile and have fun. This is a very important part of the contest.”
He walked away, and the girls dispersed. I wished Mindy would’ve come with me, but they had said contestants only. At least I knew Delilah, who was standing next to me. She was smiling. “I can’t believe they’re giving us real champagne. I’m not even sixteen yet.”
“You might want to have just a little,” I said, knowing that there was an ulterior motive for the drink.
She took a sip and smiled before she joined a group of girls clustered together. I shook my head before taking a long sip of champagne. I found a place to sit near the stern of the boat. Maybe if I just sat here and observed, I’d be safe.

      [image: ]Once the men boarded the boat, we set off. A couple seemed attractive; most seemed to be older business executives who thought they were more important than anyone else. I watched the girls moving around to make a selection and just turned away.
“Ava,” I heard my name and turned back around and smiled up at C.C.
“Hi,” I said.
“You’re a beautiful girl, and your pictures are fabulous, but sitting here by yourself?” He looked down at me like I were a child. “I didn’t give that pep talk for my health. If you wish to have a chance in the contest, I need you to prove yourself.” He cocked his head and gave me a stern, fatherly look. “I suggest you go mingle.”
“Yes, sir,” I said, smiling as I stood up.
I walked out onto the dance floor and joined in with a group of other models dancing to One Thing Leads To Another by The Fixx. When he focused his attention on someone else, I’d go to the front of the boat. After all, how would he really know whether I had made someone happy? I felt the hands slide onto my hips and felt my panic rising.
“What’s your name?” The guy said from behind me.
“Ava,” I said, my voice wavering as he moved closer to me.
“That’s a lovely name,” he said.
I felt his chest against my back. Flashes of Tommy coming up behind me filled my head before I pulled away. “I have to get another glass of champagne.”
“I can come with you,” he offered.
I turned around and saw the older, well-dressed man smiling down at me. I put my hand on his chest. “Thank you, but I’m going to go to the bathroom too.” My eyes were looking for my exit as my breathing became more rapid. I grabbed the side of my dress and closed my hand into a small fist around it. “I don’t need any help.”

      [image: ]I moved away quickly, not waiting for his response, and found the bathroom. My panic was rising, and I needed to get it under control. I looked at my reflection and pushed my honey-blonde bangs to the side. My hazel-green eyes were wide, and I knew I needed to get it together. Mentally, I told myself to take deep breaths; I didn’t care what they wanted me to do to make it. I couldn’t. There were other options than this contest. I could go back to Dallas and model, or maybe I could move in with Eric in LA. We could get the band together. Closing my eyes, I tried to clear my mind and focus on my breathing. I knew I had to calm down before I went back out there.
Walking over to the bar, I grabbed another glass of champagne. I was glad I ate before I left the hotel as there weren’t many hors d’oeuvres. C.C. seemed to be busy, so I knew this was my perfect time to make my escape away from this mess. I’d go up the bow of the boat and hide there until it docked. At least, I wouldn’t have to worry about some creepy old dude pawing at me.

      [image: ]I looked out at the cityscape and wondered if I shouldn’t just quit. There was no way I was going to make someone happy. I heard Magic by Olivia Newton-John playing over the speakers. Johnny had said this was our song. I thought about singing it to him in the back of Rob’s car. Everything had been perfect. Why hadn’t I gone with him to LA? Had I gone, nothing would’ve happened. We’d be married and in a band. It would’ve all been perfect. I closed my eyes and got lost in the music as I went back to the memory of that night. Swaying to the music, I looked out at the vastness of the water and sang out as if it were a crowd of people. Man, did I miss being on stage. The truth was, I was missing a lot of things. I just never said it out loud.
I closed my eyes and tried to get lost in the music again as I felt a hand slip around my waist. My body tensed as I feared the man from earlier had followed me. The sound of loud footsteps on the wooden deck made my panic rise.
“Just relax. I won’t hurt you. You’re safe with me,” the voice said with a hint of an English accent. I knew it wasn’t the guy from earlier, and there was something familiar about the voice, but I didn’t dare turn my head.
“Sorry,” I heard a voice that was further away said before the footsteps retreated.
The hand left my waist, and I turned to see a familiar face. “Russell Langford?” I asked, surprised. He pulled back his naturally curly chestnut brown hair into a ponytail, allowing me to see his chocolate brown eyes clearly. I had always thought his bow-shaped mouth was amazing, but now his lips looked soft and kissable. Looking down, I noted his grey pinstriped suit with a red tie. I looked up and met his eyes.
He smiled. “The one and only. I’m a judge, and I take it you’re a fan.”
“Ava Richards,” I gave him a light smile. “Yes, I am, a little anyway.”
“Moved on to someone younger and hipper?” he asked with a smirk.
“Only because you have had nothing out in a while. I still love Angel Baby.”
He nodded and smiled at me. “I heard you singing when I came up here. Are you a singer?”
“I used to be. Now I’m trying to be a model.” I said with a light smile. “If that goes well, then hopefully I’ll get my band back together.”
“Do you have a demo?”
“Yes, back at the hotel. It’s old, though.”
“No matter, I’d like to hear it.” He took a swig of his beer. “So, why are you up here when the party is back there?”
I looked down at my champagne flute.
“Not your scene?” My eyes met his. He gave me a coy smile. “I’ll tell you a secret. It’s not really mine either. When I was younger, I would’ve been into it, but now being an old married man, well, what can I say? I’m faithful. The reason I said you were safe with me.”
“Sorry, I reacted-“
He shook his head and gave me an understanding smile. “On this boat, I don’t blame you for tensing up. There are way too many creeps, present company excluded, of course.”
“Of course.” I exhaled. “C.C. all but told me that if I didn’t entertain someone, I’d be walking in the intro and that would be it.”
“Well, why don’t we go back there, grab a drink and dance a little? Other than a quick kiss to show them you're entertaining someone, I promise I’ll be a complete gentleman.”
“Why would you want to help me?”
“Because you’re beautiful, and this fucked-up evening shouldn’t hurt your chances of winning the contest. So are you game?” He held his hand out toward me.
I took his hand and nodded my head before we headed to the back of the boat.

      [image: ]We were leaning on the bar as the bartender went to get my champagne and his Carsleberg. I turned and smiled at him. The mix of moonlight and low lights, which illuminated the bar, gave him an almost angelic look. He returned my smile before he shook his head. How the hell was I standing next to him?
He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and packed the pack in his hand before pulling the gold strip to break the cellophane wrapping. Tearing an opening before tapping, he pulled one out. I turned away from Russell briefly as the bartender set our drinks down. Picking up my flute, I studied him as he put the pack back in the inside pocket of his suit jacket before he fished out a silver lighter from his pants.
I strained my eyes to read the engraving, but it was too difficult to make out. “What does it say?” I asked, hoping to inspire some light conversation.
He held it toward me so I could see. I was slack-jawed as I read the inscription. YOU’RE BEAUTIFUL, FUCK ME PLEASE. Laughing awkwardly, I tried to think of something witty to say, but failed. “You say I’m safe with you.”
“You asked to see it, so I wasn’t propositioning you. Though I admit I think you’re beautiful.” He held the cigarette in his lips as he cupped a hand around the lighter, hoping the wind wouldn’t extinguish the flame. Puffing on the tobacco stick, he got it lit and closed the lighter and returned it to his pocket. He set the cigarette in a nearby ashtray. “My father-in-law gave it to me on my wedding day. He gave it to me as a joke when Helen and I got married. I’ve thought about getting a different lighter, but it was his back in the day. He said it had come in handy occasionally when he gave it to me. I remember thinking. I couldn’t believe he had already doomed my marriage the day it happened.”
I nodded my head and reached for my glass to take a sip.
“Wait, we should have a toast; to a memorable evening,” he said as he clinked my flute with his bottle.
“Cheers.” I gave him a toothy grin before taking a sip.
‘She’s a Beauty’ by The Tubes was playing, and girls were dancing with each other, while others had pulled a guy out on the floor. I surveyed the area and noticed some girls were sitting on various men’s laps, either talking or making out. Russell took my hand and pulled me out onto the dance floor. His hands were on my waist; I placed mine on his shoulders as we swayed to ‘Against All Odds‘ by Phil Collins. He smiled at me before he spoke. “I have to make them believe you’re mine for the evening. We wouldn’t want them questioning us.”
“No, we wouldn’t.”
He leaned in as if I were going to kiss my neck. “You know they’re watching to see if I’m happy. I’m warning you that some modeling jobs are legit, but remember, not all are.” His cheek was resting on mine as he continued; “Keep a subtle eye out and you’ll notice the girls disappearing with the men. It’s just like we talked about up front.” I pulled away, and our eyes met before his lips softly brushed mine.
‘To Look at You’ by INXS came across the speakers.
“I love this song,” I said with a light smile.
“It’s a great song, and they’re a friendly bunch of blokes,” he responded as we continued to dance. He started singing as he caressed my cheek before he leaned in and kissed me. Our kiss broke, but he was holding me tighter as I sang to him. He licked his lips, and I wanted to kiss him. He closed his eyes and pulled me closer. I smelled his cologne and let my mind forget about everything except just this moment.
When Sheila E’s Glamorous Life came on, I moved back from Russell and let the music wash over me. Russell was my captive audience as he smiled at me. When I sang about making love, I looked at him. His eyes locked with mine before he leaned in and kissed me. This time it wasn’t a sweet kiss; this time there was a fire to it. He pulled away and licked his lips. He pulled me to him. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I said before I leaned in and kissed him again. He was married. What was I doing?
I pulled away and surveyed the room. He was right. Some of the other girls would do anything to win, as they were going off with men. I knew if I went off with Russell, it would be a night to remember. Though I wasn’t really positive, I could make him happy.
As the song ended, he gently pulled me to him and kissed me lightly. “How about we get some drinks and go back up front?”
I nodded my head, knowing that would be our place to escape.

      [image: ]Russell handed me a glass of champagne and slipped his arm around my waist. Knowing it was him, I didn’t tense up.
We returned to our spot on the bow. I was glad I really hadn’t been drinking the glasses of champagne, as I could think clearly. “So, you were right.” I leaned on the railing facing him. “I shouldn’t be surprised. C.C. said we had to do whatever it took to make the client happy.”
“C.C.’s a wanker. The man has a reputation and is someone I tried not to mess with.” Russell took a swig of beer. “Unfortunately, it’s a harsh reality of the modeling world, but it doesn’t mean you have to give in. There are a lot of models that are just that, models.” He seemed to study me before he continued. “So, are you certain you really want to be a model?”
“I don’t know. I mean, I kind of already am. Nothing major yet. I’ve done some catalogue shoots and bridal magazines.”
“I’m sure you looked lovely as a bride.” He gave me a slight smile.
“Honestly, I felt like I should be on a cake. The dresses were all huge. Why don’t they just make wedding dresses that look sleek and, dare I say, form-fitting? Why does a bride have to look like a meringue?”
“Good question. Helen’s dress was plain. No big poofy skirt; it was just straight.” He looked down for a minute and seemed conflicted before he looked up and smiled at me. “As fascinating as it is talking about wedding dresses, I’d prefer to know more about you.”
What did that mean? Obviously, since he was a judge, he would want to know about modeling, nothing else. “Well, I got my start modeling in Dallas after my friend Mindy sent in some pictures of me to the contest. Winning the regional launched my career. Fast forward, I’ve been here for a few weeks doing go-sees and test shoots.”
“I’ve seen the test shots, and you photograph beautifully.” He took a swig from his bottle. “So, you’re from Dallas? I don’t hear a Texas twang.”
I shook my head. “I’m actually from New Orleans, but I was living in Shreveport when all of this took off.”
“I’m surprised you’re so reserved since you’re from such a party town. I’ve had some really great times down there.”
I gave him a smirk. “I imagine you did. We moved when I was fifteen, so not quite old enough to party.”
“And how old are you now?” he asked, with a raised eyebrow.
“18 next month. I know I’m kind of old to be in the contest.”
“It’s better that you’re older, because there is a lot to deal with.” He reached for my hand as I took a sip from my flute. “You know, you have a lovely singing voice. Since you have a demo, did you sing professionally?”
His compliment about my voice left me speechless. He thought I had a lovely voice. I couldn’t hide my smile as I answered, “Thank you. That means a lot coming from you. In high school, I was in a band with my brother and a group of friends. We won our local battle of the bands.”
“Impressive. So where is this band now?”
“My brother Eric is the keyboardist. He and the guitarist are in LA. They went out earlier this year. The band split last summer, but the three of us stuck it out until they left.” I looked at my hands and then back up at him; “Like I said, I hope if I win, I’ll be able to get the three of us working as a band again.”
“I’d be interested in hearing what you sound like with a band backing you. I’d like to listen to that demo.”
“If I’m honest, it’s pretty crappy. I plan on putting together a new one.”
“I’d still love to hear it.” He laced his fingers in mine. “Piece of advice for when you go back into the studio: be careful with the producer. You don’t want to put yourself in a bind that you can’t get out of.”
I looked at him oddly. “We booked our studio time and paid the guy for his services, and that was that.”
“In the big leagues, it works a little differently. When you go into a real studio with a legit producer, make certain you review the contract. In fact, if you want my help, I can give you names of reputable people who will be glad to assist you.”
I narrowed my eyes and tilted my head. Was he really as safe as he claimed to be, or was he just like the rest of the guys on this boat? “And what exactly will that cost?”
He shook his head and smiled at me. “I get first crack at the demo once it’s finished. If I like it, then we discuss a contract, and if I don’t, then I pass.”
“I can’t believe that’s all you would want. Why would you offer to help?”
“Why?” He laughed a little. “Why not? From what little I’ve heard, you have a magnificent voice.” He stroked my cheek as my eyes met his. “And you’re beautiful.” A smile played across his lips. “I’m positive with the right marketing, you could be a big deal.”
I felt a pit in my stomach as my shoulders tensed up. My smile fell as I spoke. “So, was that your plan? You act like the nice guy and then make me an offer, so I would willingly give in.”
He moved closer and placed his hands on my face, making sure I couldn’t look away as he spoke. “If I had wanted to take you downstairs, it would’ve happened.” He moved his hands and continued, “I’m not really into the underage scene like most on this boat.” He caught my hand in his. “I’m being sincere in my offer. When we first met, I felt like we were kindred spirits. You didn’t want to be here any more than I did. Because I’m a judge, my appearance was just as much required as yours. So, I figured we’d be the perfect cover for each other.”
The sound of footsteps made him put an arm around my waist and take my hand in his. His eyes never left mine as he kissed my knuckles. As he looked at me, I felt a connection I wasn’t sure I had ever felt. Johnny could certainly turn me on. There was something different about Russell. There was tenderness and intimacy, and on top of that, he was so damn fine. I felt myself being put under some kind of spell as I looked at him.
As the footsteps moved away, he continued, “I knew you needed to go back and have C.C. see you. It would’ve been a waste if this bollocks caused you to lose.”
There was another set of footsteps, and I leaned in, wrapping my fingers around the back of his neck and pulled him towards me. I parted my lips slightly as his met mine. His mouth was on mine, and I could feel his desire as his tongue slipped into my mouth. The footsteps were gone, but neither of us had broken our kiss until the horn sounded on the boat and made us jump. We covered our ears as it sounded again. This time, we didn’t hear the footsteps as C.C. approached. “I heard you two were up here?”
Russell slipped his arm around me. “Yep, just taking in the sights under the moonlight.”
“Well, you know there are accommodations downstairs,” C.C. offered.
My back was tensing up, but Russell started rubbing it tenderly, and I felt myself calming. “I appreciate the offer, but Ava and I have made other arrangements.” He moved away from me and walked closer to C.C. “I’d rather not have to worry about being blackmailed.” C.C. looked at Russell, shocked. “Come on, man, I know part of the reason you have the power you do is that you like to collect things on people. I won’t play your game.”
“You’re mistaken,” C. C. protested.
“You have a reputation,” Russell countered.
“And so do you. You’re the one who claims to be devoted to his marriage, yet you’re willing to toss it aside for an evening with a model.”
Russell laughed, “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not. The point is, you’ll never know because as soon as we dock, Ava and I are taking a car back to the hotel, which we’re both staying at.”
“So, this is all for show; that’s awfully sad because she really could have-” C.C. didn’t get to finish his statement.
I walked over to Russell and wrapped my arm around his waist, and let my free hand touch his belt buckle. “I like Russell a lot, and I’m sure we’ll make each other very happy tonight. However, I understand how important discretion can be when you’re dealing with someone famous. One scandal and their career could be over.” I kissed his cheek before I looked at C.C.; “He’s married. Why should one night destroy his life?”
C.C. smiled at me. “You’re right, and you’ve proven yourself that you understand what will be required if you win.”
“What exactly is required?” I asked, “Is it more than modeling?”
“Just keep the client happy. How you do that is up to you. I have other guests to check on. You two have a lovely evening.”
As soon as C.C. left, I moved away from Russell and walked over to the railing. I slumped my shoulders as I felt defeated. He came up behind me and put his hand on my back. “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know. I’m sorry about-” I let my words trail off as I looked out at the cityscape.
He touched my hand. “It’s okay. You were just playing your part, and very well, I might add.”
“I’m really beginning to believe I should quit,” I said.
“Then do it,” Russell said.
“I can’t. I’ve come this far, and, well, this could launch my career. Besides, I have my brother depending on me.” I turned to look at Russell. “I can navigate the bad things, can’t I?”
“I hope so,” he said, caressing my cheek. “I still want to get that demo from you when we get back to the hotel.”
“I’m telling you, it isn’t the best.”
“I don’t care,” he said.
There was another set of footsteps, and we smiled before he leaned in and kissed my neck. My head fell back a little as his hand slipped into the back of my dress slightly. The footsteps retreated quickly, and he moved his hand. “Sorry about that.”
“They obviously thought they walked in on something,” I said with a light laugh. “So, if you knew the business was this shady, why would you want to be a judge?”
“They asked, and well, it was something to do. I didn’t realize we would have the fuck cruise, though I should’ve known. They originally asked me to be the singer, but it’s been almost three years since I’ve been on stage. I turned them down because I didn’t want to embarrass myself.”
I smiled at him. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s possible. I’m pretty sure once you stepped foot on stage again, you’d fall right back into performing.”
“Possibly, but now we’ll never know.”
As the boat neared the dock, Russell was standing behind me. I could feel his chin on my shoulder. He wrapped his arms around me. My hands were on his forearms. There was a comfort I hadn’t felt since before Johnny left for LA. Once he and Eric left, everything had gone to shit and more times than not, I felt alone. Trapped in a life I hated, which only got worse when Mom got stuck out of town. I closed my eyes and pushed all the dark thoughts out of my head and tried to stay here in this perfect moment. A moment in time with a beautiful man who once graced my wall, but was now standing here, being my protector and offering me comfort.
Even though we were close together, the coolness of the night air was giving me chills. I stared, rubbing my arms, before Russell stepped back from me.
“Here, put this on. It will warm you a little.” He said as he held his jacket to the side of me. I slipped the jacket on before he wrapped his arms around me again. I could smell his cologne and closed my eyes and touched his hands again. If he weren’t married and he wanted me, I might just be willing to make him happy, but that wasn’t who he was. If I were honest, I was glad he wasn’t like the rest of them. He gave me hope that maybe if someone really loved you, they could be faithful, even with temptation right in front of them.

      [image: ]Russell and I were the first ones off the boat and in the car before anyone else attempted to leave. We entered the hotel together. While I should’ve given his jacket back, I hadn’t. I guess because for a few minutes I was allowing myself to buy into the fantasy we created on the boat. There was comfort in it. We took the elevator up to my floor, neither of us saying anything. I unlocked the door before I pulled him inside. Mindy was asleep, and I knew she would kill me for not waking her. However, I also knew it would mortify her if he saw her as a sleepy mess.
“Let me get the tape,” I whispered, before walking over to my green duffel bag. I grabbed it and came back. “Here it is. Like I said, it isn’t the best.”
“I’ll take that into consideration,” he said with a smile.
I studied him for a second, not knowing what to say. I rubbed my arm and remembered his jacket. “Oh, your jacket, sorry. Thank you for the loan.”
“I couldn’t have you freeze to death,” he said with a sly smirk. Slipping his jacket on, I watched as he pulled out his wallet. He took a moment as he looked down at the plastic folio of pictures before he flipped through them quickly. Plucking out a business card, he smiled as he spoke. “As promised, when you’re ready to talk, call me and I’ll help you get a team together.” He slipped his wallet back into his coat and held the tape up. “This I’m going to listen to tonight, but I’m going to make you wait until after the contest is over. I can’t have anyone accusing me of being biased.”
“I understand. You’re a fair guy, and I know you will pick the best person for the job.” I reached for his hand. “Thank you for tonight.” Fuck, he was fine.
He shook his head. “Thank you.” His hand caressed my cheek before he leaned in and kissed me one last time. I couldn’t help myself as I returned his kiss, then pulled away. He told me on the boat he was safe, but looking into his eyes now, I wasn’t so sure. If he kissed me again or asked me to go to his room right now, I would. At that moment, I didn’t care what others would say. All that mattered was us.
He cupped my cheek. “Don’t let them change you. You’re perfect the way you are.” He kissed my other cheek. “We’ll talk again.”
“Good night,” I said as I walked him to the door.
He brushed his lips over mine one last time and stood in the hall, looking at me. “Good night.”
“Sweet dreams,” I said, though I wanted to say so much more.
He chuckled lightly before he nodded and turned to head toward the elevator. I stood there for a moment, watching him go before closing the door. Leaning up against the door, I looked to the ceiling, wondering what the fuck I was doing. He was a married man, and I shouldn’t even be entertaining the lustful thoughts I was having. However, this was the first time in a long time I had felt anything remotely sexual for someone.

      [image: ]I laid in bed and allowed my mind to replay the night. Part of it had been crappy; parts of it had been magical. Sure, he was married and older, and I shouldn’t even ponder thoughts about him that way. I needed to be grateful he entertained getting my demo, but I wonder if he wasn’t just being nice. No matter how he made me feel in that little time, if I were to talk to him again, it needed to be strictly business, as what would he ever see in a 17-year-old? He was worldly and sophisticated. I had lived in two places and had barely explored New York since I’d been here. What could I offer him? I forced the thoughts out of my head as I rolled over and closed my eyes, willing for sleep to come.
I had started to doze when the phone rang. I snatched it quickly so it wouldn’t wake Mindy. Who the hell would call at this late? “Hello,” I said in a sleepy whisper.
“I’m sorry I woke you,” came from a masculine, breathy whisper. Who was this? My wonder dissipated quickly as he continued. “I just wanted to tell you I listened to it.”
It was Russell, and I couldn’t help but smile. I sat up in bed as I asked in hushed tones. “And did you like it?”
“Yes, I liked it so much I had to call you. This has nothing to do with the contest. I can be impartial. However, the original song-”
My heart racing. “Chasing,” I offered.
“Yes, that’s the one. Who wrote it?” he asked.
“I wrote the lyrics and played bass. Eric and I worked on the melody with Johnny. So, the three of us did.”
He said nothing.
Shit, was that a wrong answer? “Russell, are you still there?”
“Yeah, I wanted to tell you that no matter what happens, I want to help you get your demo done. I want Chasing on it.”
I shook my head, not truly comprehending what I was hearing. “Really, that’s fantastic.” I said, speaking louder. I couldn’t contain my excitement. Mindy stirred, and I whispered again. “I appreciated you listening to it so quickly.”
“I figured listening to you sing to me was the perfect way to end my night. Again, thank you.”
I laughed. “No, I owe you. If you hadn’t come up with that ruse, I most likely would’ve walked the stage in the intro, and that would be it.”
“Nah, I’ve seen all the pictures of you guys, and you are by far the most beautiful.”
My breath caught. I couldn’t believe he had said that. We weren’t on the boat. He didn’t need to tell me a line. “Coming from you, that means a lot. I mean, you’ve worked with some beautiful women in your career.”
“But none compare to you.”
I laughed lightly. My heart was racing. My excitement let my walls come down as I told him my opinion of him. “You’re rather beautiful yourself. That wild mane of curls that I just want to run my fingers through. Your brown eyes, well, they can reach in and steal someone’s heart and soul. Don’t even get me started on those lips…” I inhaled deeply as I remembered kissing him. Exhaling, I was certain this conversation needed to end before I said something I’d regret. “I should go.”
“No,” he blurted out. “I enjoy hearing your voice. Your accent makes you sound like you’re from New York.”
“So, I fit right in.”
“No, you belong out in LA,” he said.
“Do I?” I asked, rolling over and lying flat on my back. Why would he think I belonged in LA?
“Yeah, so you can do this demo, and I can sign you guys, then you can get your actual career going.”
“Is there a time limit on the offer?” I asked.
“No, I foresee us working together for a while. So you were going to tell me about my lips before you changed the subject.”
Damn him. I couldn’t go there
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