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CHAPTER ONE 

 

Phillip flicked a toothpick from one side of his mouth to the 

other. His tongue felt like it was made of cotton, and he downed some water in an attempt to feel somewhat normal. He fidgeted 

by the car as he watched people shuffling in and out of the en-

trance of St. Mary’s Hospital. Giving up cigarettes was a bitch, but completely worth the effort. The smoke set off his girlfriend Steph’s debilitating migraines, a fact she’d discovered when her chain-smoking roommate Cheyenne moved out. Quitting hadn’t 

been quite as painful as he’d feared, but at the moment, his nervous oral fixation demanded appeasement. His meticulous plans 

were falling into place, and adrenaline coursed through his veins with such momentum that he was sure he was going to have 

some sort of cardiac event. At least he was in the right location for it.  That’ll be my luck. I’ll pull out the ring and say “will you marry me, Stephanie?” Then I keel over dead on top of her and crush her with my corpse. 

He ran a hand through his long, perfectly mussed blonde 

hair, reminding himself he needed to shave his head. His band 

mate, Nathan, had flipped him shit about losing an online “Hot-

test Hair” poll to a sparkly vampire. Nathan Clayton, he could 

smack in the gob—it certainly wouldn’t affect his ability to play the keyboards. But Steph had chimed in, and he was powerless 

against Stephanie’s taunts. She could cut him to the quick with a 1 
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disapproving glance. He smirked as he imagined her reaction if 

he surprised her with a high and tight buzz cut, but the image 

brought him back to his present situation, and his smirked melted into a worried frown. Rubbing a hand wearily across his stubble, he tried to shake away all self-doubt. He’d played Madison 

Square Fucking Gardens, for the love of Christ. He jumped up 

and down, shook out his shoulders, paced, and ran through his 

mantras—all tricks for getting “in the zone” before a show. This was way bigger than Madison Square Gardens. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d been so tense, and the slow build of 

anticipation had reached a fever pitch. If he had to rearrange his proposal because Steph unknowingly screwed up his timeline, 

he’d collapse from exhaustion. 

He nervously  jingled his key ring, his hand clasping onto 

the one to his new home. Nine months ago, before the band 

kicked off their American tour, they’d been sequestered during a drug smuggling scandal involving their former manager. With 

nothing to do but think about Stephanie, whose father’s maga-

zine broke the story (and whose appearance in his life rocked 

him to his core), he’d hunted down the owner and purchased 

 their cottage. The one they’d sought refuge in when they were stranded by a flat tire. That amazing night was a turning point in their chaotic relationship. He’d known that even if she’d never 

spoken to him again, he wanted the abandoned home that had 

been their erotic sanctuary in the storm. 

He‘d spared no expense, having it lovingly restored. The 

carpenters and landscapers had finally finished a couple of 

months ago, but he’d kept the purchase to himself, only confid-

ing in the guys in the band. The bassist, Scot, was an obnoxious newlywed and couldn’t keep his mouth shut like the other members of Fury. Scot gabbed to his wife, Cheyenne. Thankfully, 

Cheyenne  could keep her mouth shut, since she was Stephanie’s best friend. Cheyenne assured him that Steph had gushed about 

the cottage to her many times and that she was sure Steph would 
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be thrilled to find out he had bought it. 

He hadn’t told the band that he was going to propose. He 

planned to do it at his Grandparent’s estate, with all of his family as witnesses. When he finally let his grandparents in on his plan, Nana had practically hurled her ring at him. She’d lectured him 

at length about how he’d led a charmed life and how marriage 

was often hard and how he would have to often swallow his 

pride. His grandparents loved Stephanie—quite possibly more 

than they loved him. Sometimes he suspected that his grand-

mother may have actually sabotaged his tire the night they had 

been stranded near the cottage, since it happened right after 

they’d left his grandparent’s estate. 

Phillip had flown Steph’s brother Cedric in from Rome for 

the proposal and what he hoped would be an impromptu en-

gagement party after. Cedric had tried  at nauseating length  to talk him out of it. He implored Phillip to, at the very least, “do it in private.” But Phillip had spent his life showing off, and making Steph his wife would be no exception. The knowledge of her 

mere existence in the world had forever changed him. He was 

immune to the throngs of groupies and models that were a con-

stant presence in his life. At first, this development disturbed him, and he fought it with a vengeance. Now his immunity gave 

him a warm, contented feeling that would have gotten his ass 

kicked by the band if he ever expressed it musically. 

When Phillip made it clear he wouldn’t change his mind, 

Cedric reluctantly agreed to meet and work out some details be-

fore Steph’s arrival. But when Cheyenne went into labor two 

days before her due date, they were forced to come up with a 

cover story because Stephanie dropped everything and hopped 

the first flight to London. It worked out better anyhow; Steph 

spent extra time with Cedric, and Cedric got to see Cheyenne 

and Scot’s baby before moving onto Ireland for the surprise en-

gagement party. As far as Steph knew, Cedric was in London 

under the guise of “blessing” Scot and Cheyenne’s newborn ba-
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by. Phillip had little choice but to let Cheyenne and Scot in on his master plan at that point. After their hysterical laughter in response to the cover story died down, they were more than willing to play along. To Phillip’s horror, Cheyenne had offered similar advice to Cedric’s regarding Stephanie and popping the 

question. Cheyenne felt he should “really discuss marriage and 

family” with Steph before proposing “in a more intimate set-

ting.” Phillip scoffed. After months of stolen weekends and end-

less emails, Skype dates and phone calls,he had no doubt that she loved him. Though neither of them had ever said the words, he 

felt passionately that he knew what her answer would be. 

For a priest, Cedric was a remarkably polished liar. He’d 

given a flawless performance at the hospital, and the raw emo-

tion on Cheyenne and Scot’s faces when he blessed their son had 

been an unexpected bonus. Steph, who was the most cynical 

woman he’d ever encountered, shed tears of joy at the sight of 

the squawking newborn in Cedric’s arms. Phillip had felt just a 

tad bit guilty about that. 

Steph’s brother was currently on a flight to Ireland where 

he’d planned to meet up with Steph’s dad, the owner of the mu-

sic magazine,  The Sound Wave.  Asking Steph’s dad for her hand had been terrifying. It was no exaggeration to say that he’d had to throw out the suit jacket he’d been wearing, since his profuse perspiring had utterly ruined it. Though Adam Brier was only 5’ 

5”, he was as commanding as Napoléon. After several veiled 

threats to Phillip’s manhood should he ever hurt “his little girl” 

and many compulsory shots of whisky, Phillip stumbled away 

from  The Sound Wave corporate offices with the permission he required. 

Unfortunately, Stephanie had thrown the biggest wrench in-

to his orchestrations. She was so caught up in Cheyenne and 

Scot’s new son, Liam, that he was afraid they’d never make their flight from London to Dublin. He’d already had to reschedule it 

once. She’d planted herself in their room at the hospital, obnox-4 
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iously riding the nursing staff and monopolizing the infant. Just before his pilot filed a new flight plan to Ireland, Steph had been contacted by  Donna Moderna, an Italian fashion magazine, to do a spread in preparation for Milan Fall Fashion Week. She’d ne-gotiated to have two solid weeks with him, but now she’d only 

be here for 10 days. He knew that her agent had already booked 

her in Paris for a photo shoot for  La Femme Actualle  immediately after that. He chose not to brood about it, but couldn’t wait until the proposal was over with. When they were married,  all 

this incessant traveling would settle down, and they could finally be together on a regular basis. 

None of this scheduling madness was new. Steph’s photog-

raphy career made his songwriting sessions with Bret and the 

recording schedule for Fury’s latest album appear as if he were 

in retirement. Since leaving  The Sound Wave  and going free-lance, her calendar had been booked solid. The band agreed to 

assemble later this week so that she could shoot them for the new album cover. Only half the songs were written, but they all 

agreed they wanted Steph to do the photo, and they had to take 

advantage of the break in her schedule. Most bands would’ve 

killed for Stephanie Brier to photograph them, but few could af-

ford her. Steph’s fee for Fury’s shoot was a six pack of Guinness and a mixed CD from their drummer, David. (She was still a big 

fan of good old DJ Dave’s remixes). And bragging rights, of 

course. Their albums had gone triple platinum, and even Stepha-

nie, who was born rock n’ roll royalty, had been impressed with 

their sweep at the Grammys and VMA’s this year. And she was 

rarely impressed by anything; it would be nice to have her attention, if only from the other side of the camera lens. 

This visit would be the first time he’d had more than three 

days alone with her since they’d barricaded themselves in his 

hotel suite in New York all those months ago. They’d ditched the party thrown in the band’s honor by her father’s magazine less 

than an hour after he’d arrived. His manager still hadn’t forgiven 5 
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him for that! But, blimey! What followed had been 72 hours of 

perfection. He closed his eyes and daydreamed about how crack-

ing her ivory skin and fiery hair looked draped across that bed 

with her gorgeous gown crumpled in a heap on the floor. He 

tapped the velvet ring box with his fingertips, as if to confirm it was still there. It suddenly seemed to burn a hole in his pocket. 

Truthfully, he was incredibly nervous about introducing 

Steph to his parents and sisters. He was confident his dad would think she was hysterical, but the females of the Kersey clan? 

That was…uncertain. As well traveled as she was, Steph could 

be the epitome of an “ugly American.” He took comfort from the 

fact that his grandparents were so taken with her and hoped the 

rest of his family would soon feel the same. He also was hopeful that Steph would like them. She didn’t have any women in her 

life (except Cheyenne), as far as he could tell. Her mom was 

dead, and she had no sisters or close cousins. She got on well 

enough with the girlfriends and wife of his band mates, but they seemed mostly like casual friendships of convenience. All that 

would change after she said yes. He smiled at the thought of 

Nanna, Mum, and the girls helping her plan her dream wedding. 

“Hey, big boy. Can I hitch a ride?” Steph’s raspy American 

accent had a Pavlovian effect on him, and he felt instantly 

aroused. He forced himself to turn slowly, and the sight of her 

knocked the wind out of him. Her blue green eyes were slightly 

blood shot, but happy. She’d caught the red eye from Chicago 

when Cheyenne’s water broke, so she hadn’t slept much in the 

past two days. Steph was even more pale than usual and had lost 

more unnecessary weight in the few weeks since he’d last seen 

her in The States. Her usually baby doll features appeared angu-

lar and harsh. She rushed to him, and her red wavy hair bounced 

wildly as she flung herself into his arms. He could feel her ribs when he gripped onto her and as she wrapped her legs around 

him. She weighed no more than a child. He silently cursed the 

fashion folk she worked with. Their unwelcome impact on her 
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self-image was one more reason to marry her and get her away 

from that industry. His worry dissipated when he felt her warm 

breath in his ear and her fingers gripping his hair. 

“Pattinson can suck it. You still have ‘the hottest hair in the 

UK’.” She locked eyes with him. Something on his face must 

have betrayed his inner conflict, because she looked at him as if he’d slapped her. She pulled away from him, seemingly dejected 

and tried to wriggle out of his grasp, but he tightened his hold on her. She stopped struggling and met his eyes reluctantly. 

“Did you miss me?” She seemed suddenly shy. 

“Always.” He replied and softly grazed her pouty lips with 

his. The taste of her hadn’t changed one bit, and he allowed himself thirty heavenly seconds of her sweetness before he untan-

gled himself and placed her unceremoniously on her feet. He 

needed to put space between them before he lost control. The 

Atlantic Ocean had served as a significant hurdle for their ro-

mance. This not-so-tiny stumbling block had prolonged their 

honeymoon phase to the point of agony. With the bloody tab-

loids always hounding him, they desperately needed privacy. 

“Let’s get the hell out of here.” 

They managed to get as far as the front seat of the car be-

fore they were all over each other again. Steph reached for his 

zipper when he clasped her wrist tightly. 

“There are cameras everywhere, love.” 

“Ugh, what the hell else is new? Bastards. Get a real job.” 

She growled and reluctantly removed her delightful hands. He 

couldn’t help but snort at her remark since she was a profession-al photographer. She sighed melodramatically and flopped back 

against the headrest. “Can we at least…stop somewhere before 

we get to your grandparents?” 

“What? Like  a bed and breakfast that rents rooms by the 

hour?” He retorted. She tried to shoot him a dirty look, but a wry smile won out. 

“I missed you, Phillip. If I molest you in front of your 

7 

TAMMY COONS & MICHELLE PACE 

grandparents at tea, you’ll have only yourself to blame.” She was watching traffic as she said this, always the backseat driver. Phillip bit his lip to keep from smiling. He was taking her directly to their cottage where he would have his dirty way with her, but 

tomorrow he would take her to Nana and Grandad’s estate. He 

hoped  his family was hitting it off with Cedric and Adam by 

then. Considering the astounding charm that the priest possessed, he had no real concerns regarding Cedric. Adam? It was anyone’s guess. He and Steph were two of a kind. Reality hit him 

like a wall of rabid fans attacking Fury’s limo: this time tomorrow, Stephanie would be his fiancée. No more Skype dating. Her 

falling asleep in his arms  every night…no more bloody flights back and forth across the pond. 

“I’m sure we can find a quiet back road to park on,” he said 

in a conciliatory tone. 

“Ooooo. Dirty.” Her husky murmur quickened his pulse. 

They made it to the private jet just five minutes before they 

were scheduled for takeoff. Stephanie shot him a lascivious 

smile before sliding out of the car. Considering that their first kiss had been in an airplane restroom, the private jet rental was somewhat sentimental. 

“Ya know, I’m not typically much of a joiner, but the Mile 

High Club? Sign me up!” Steph chirped, pushing past the crew-

members as if they were part  of the furnishings. Phillip gave 

them a sheepish shrug, but they appeared professional and com-

pletely unconcerned. He proceeded to the back of the plane, 

where Steph stood on her tiptoes stowing her purse and camera 

bag. She plopped down in the middle of the bench style seat and 

when he took the seat next to her, she surprised him by grabbing him by his shirt and pulling him down on top of her. He made a 

half-hearted effort to pull away, knowing they needed to fasten 

their seatbelts for takeoff. But she tasted so bloody delicious, his instinct was to strip her down and take her, privacy or not. When he heard the flight attendant clearing her throat, he was neither 8 
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surprised, nor overjoyed. 

“Seatbelt, Mr. Kersey.” The flight attendant insisted, her 

whimsical Irish accent matching the amused twinkle in her eye. 

“Yeah. Seatbelt, Phillip. Gosh.” Steph chimed in, acting 

frigid and proper, as if she weren’t the instigating vixen. He 

cocked an eyebrow at her, but she merely blinked her blue eyes 

innocently. Cedric’s ability to lie like James Bond shouldn’t 

have been all that surprising to him, in retrospect. 

Sadly, they had zero privacy on the plane so they spent the 

flight catching up on band happenings, who and what she’d been 

photographing, and trying to cram a month’s worth of “Honey, 

how was your day,”  moments into about an hour. He talked at 

length about the new songs he and Bret had written since they’d 

last seen one another. When she asked to hear them, he promised 

he’d play them for her when they reached their destination. Since she’d been the inspiration for his lyrics, having her be the first to hear them had been part of his plan all along. 

Steph launched into a recap of her schedule and mentioned 

that after Paris, she planned to slow  way  down. Her agent had thrown a fit when she heard the news, so Steph had responded in 

typical Steph fashion: She immediately sacked the agent and 

hired a new one. One whom she felt really had her best interests in mind. A  British agent. This seemed like a sign that they had similar paths in mind and were moving in the same direction. He 

smiled slyly to himself. 

When they landed, his Aston Martin was full of petrol and 

waiting curbside. They’d had to be escorted by airport security 

when some Furies spotted them and got a bit unruly, but it was 

very minor scene in the grand scheme of things. That’s what the 

media had taken to calling Fury fans. Furies. The fact that the 

term represented terrible winged goddesses with serpentine hair 

who pursue and punish people was most likely a coincidence. 

Since midway through the American tour, every member of the 

band had been forced to hire around-the-clock security. He’d had 9 
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a vicious row with the head of his team about going to Ireland 

unescorted. The paparazzi made Steph livid. The entire debacle 

with her movie star ex-boyfriend Kevin had had long-lasting re-

percussions. Strangers in their car and zero privacy had been the status quo for months. He just wanted this trip with her to be as normal and stress free as possible. 

Minutes later, they were on their way out of Dublin in the 

direction of their love nest. With her again as a captive audience, he pressed her about what she planned to do with all her upcoming down time. But before she could answer, her damn phone 

rang. 

“Uncle Keith! You never call, you never write. How the 

hell are ya?” She answered, rolling down her window and snap-

ping a quick picture of a shepherd and his sheep. She nodded and responded with unintelligible monosyllables and seemed to be 

continuously cut off when she tried to speak. She turned to Phillip and made an obscene gesture, implying that the person on the other end liked the sound of his own voice. 

“I’m sorry, what? Can you tell Mick to shut the hell up? I 

can barely hear myself think.” Phillip gaped at her and nearly 

swerved into oncoming traffic. World famous lead singer or not, 

Steph’s contacts still made him feel like a pimply faced fanboy 

playing in his parent’s garage. 

“Yes, Uncle Keith. No. Tell him to call my new agent in 

London, Christopher Hoult. And tell Mick to keep his belt on.” 

She practically threw her phone back into her purse and 

groaned. “Ugh! Getting a new agent is like creating a new email 

address. Such a pain in the ass!” 

When she mentioned wanting to see his pictures of her and 

Baby Liam, he pulled out his phone and handed it to her. 

“I want to know how people as svelte as Cheyenne and Scot 

produced such a rotund spawn.” Phillip stated as Steph flipped 

through his pictures. She cooed and carried on for a bit in her 

typical exuberant manner. He was still a bit overwhelmed by her 
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reaction to Liam. He’d had no idea she liked children so much. 

They’d never talked about whether she wanted kids. Come to 

think of it, they’d never talked about the future at all. Truth be told, he wasn’t sure Steph had even known she liked kids until 

the moment she first held Liam in her arms. 

She giggled and the sweet sound lightened his mood. “Look 

at that chubby little pork chop! I just want to chew on that fat little leg!” 

“You and your cannibalistic tendencies…” He smirked and 

after she placed his phone on the dash, he was forced to grasp 

ahold of her tiny hand as it wandered up his thigh driving him to distraction. 

As they drew nearer to their destination, he wiped sweat 

from his brow and realized his hands were shaking. 

 Fucking brilliant. You sing in front of hundreds of thou-

 sands of people and don’t bat an eyelash, but a tiny American ginger makes you fall apart! 

When he slowed to make the turn, he saw Steph’s brows 

knit. She turned to him, momentarily confused. The landscaping 

was dramatically different since the last time they’d been here, and they’d approached on foot-and in the rain. The cottage had a long lane that crossed a traditional humped-back bridge over a 

sparkling stream. Though it was remote-located on 6 private 

acres, he’d had extra trees and shrubbery planted to make the 

cottage invisible from the road. He knew it seemed paranoid, but he very much hoped that the tabloids would never discover their 

secret home. As they rounded the curve, the freshly white-

washed cottage came into view. Its bright red door reminded him 

of an inviting valentine. Steph sucked in a loud breath. 

“Oh, my God, Phillip!” Her cheeks blushed a rosy pink. She 

leaned forward, her wide eyes darting everywhere in blatant 

astonishment.  Then a bright smile lit up her face. “Someone 

fixed it up!” 

He tried to keep a poker face and his response was simple. 
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“Yep.” 

“Wow. They ripped off the porch! That’s probably a good 

thing.” She laughed, and remembering how she’d tripped over 

the dilapidated boards and fallen in the mud, he joined her. He 

pulled up next to the cottage and parked. When he turned off the ignition and looked at her, she was no longer laughing. She 

gazed at him wordlessly, unshed tears standing in her eyes. 

“I can’t believe you rented our cottage.” She took him com-

pletely off guard by scrambling onto his lap and nearly knocking the car out of gear. He gladly accepted the spoils of her happiness as she attacked him with kisses. 

“It’s mine. I bought it.” 

Her blue eyes widened, and he watched the wheels turning 

as she processed the implications. “That’s just… so…” 

“Romantic?” His breathing felt labored as she gripped his 

hair and looked him in the eye. He was deeply touched by her 

uncharacteristic display of vulnerability. She seemed genuinely 

moved, but recovered quickly and batted her eyelashes at him 

with a cheeky smile. 

“I was gonna say hot. But it  is romantic as hell.” The soft look in her eyes didn’t match her brash words. She leaned in, and her lips teased his slowly and gently. Then with a contented sigh she nuzzled into him. He inhaled deeply, the peppermint scent of her hair enveloping him like a warm blanket. Cradling her pos-sessively, he smiled, knowing that they would both remember 

this trip for the rest of their lives. For a moment, he tried to simply savor her closeness rather than worry about the execution of 

his plans. He was tempted to take Cheyenne and Cedric’s advice 

and ask her here at the cottage, in front of the fireplace with a glass of wine. As tempting as the prospect seemed, he cast the 

idea aside. He couldn’t buckle this close to the finish line. If there was one thing he was an expert on, it was showmanship. 

He reached out and popped the door handle. 

“Come. I want to show you the bedroom.” 
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They entered through the red front door. She inhaled sharp-

ly and stopped in her tracks causing him to nearly bump into her. 

He didn’t blame her; he’d had the same response when he first 

set foot inside after its completion. What had once been a dusty, forgotten shack had been transformed into a quaint and cozy refuge. Polished wood floors, chalk white walls, and fresh flowers 

greeted them. 

“It’s perfect.” Steph said in a soft, resigned whisper. She 

dropped her purse on the floor then carefully placed her camera 

bag on the table. Then she was in his arms kissing him again 

with all her might. Just as he was about to rip open his fly and bend her over the couch, she pulled away with a wide grin. 

“I’m going to take a look around.” 

It was his turn to let out a frustrated moan. She winked at 

him saucily and vanished into the hall with her suitcase rolling behind her. He turned to survey the cottage for the provisions 

he’d requested. The caretakers had stacked wood in the hearth 

per his request, and as he lit it, he heard her footsteps on the stairs. He took some cheese, fruit and a bottle of wine from the icebox and popped the cork. Doubt wriggled in the back of his 

mind. Should he pop the question here and now and have the 

moment be theirs alone? He could whisk her away to the Carib-

bean for a wedding on the beach, just the two of them and the 

setting sun. As appealing as this idea was to him, he quickly 

dismissed the idea. Someone like Stephanie Brier required some-

thing bigger and flashier than that. 

He sent a quick “thank you” text to the caretakers for their 

impeccable attention to detail. Slipping his phone into his jacket, he took it off and tossed it over the arm of the closest chair. Now where the hell had she disappeared to? He was certain he’d heard her come back down the stairs, so he wandered into the master 

bedroom. Her suitcase was open on the hope chest at the foot of 

the bed. He heard the shower running in the bathroom, so he 

kicked off his shoes and collapsed onto the king-sized bed with a 13 
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contented sigh. Closing his eyes, he slowly felt the weight of the day lift from him. She was here. Here was perfect. The stars had aligned, and all was right with the world. 







Freshly showered, Steph was blow-drying her hair upside 

down, but uprighted herself as a flash of vertigo gripped her. As she steadied herself on the sink, she blinked at her reflection in the mirror. Flashing lights floated across her vision as she 

watched her flaming waves fall around her shoulders. Thankful-

ly, the ninja dizziness vanished as quickly as it appeared. In the past twenty-four hours, she’d almost fell down on two separate 

occasions. She scrambled to pop an Andes Mint in her mouth. 

and the queasiness lessened. It was probably low blood sugar 

from lack of food. Lately she’d been way too busy to eat right. 

She’d been traveling a lot, including a recent laborious jaunt to Japan. She’d only been back in her New York apartment for a 

couple of days when she got the call that Cheyenne’s water had 

broken, so she had assumed her abdominal issues were probably 

due to jet lag, exhaustion, and bad sushi. 

However, since arriving in the U.K., she’d had some dull 

pains in her right side. Fucking cramps. Her period wasn’t due 

for another month, and the last thing she wanted was to have it 

early. She glanced at her pill case. Steph had often wished she’d invested in stock in the pharmaceutical company that created her birth control pill that let women have only four periods a year. If she ever met the scientist who’d created the drug, she’d kiss him right on his geeky little mouth. 

It probably didn’t help that she was experiencing a serious 

lack of appetite. She knew she should have eaten something to-

day, but hospital vending machine food turned her stomach. So 

at the moment her body was fueled on wretched day-old coffee, 
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two crackers, and the mint she’d just had. A shower to wash 

hospital germs off of her had been much higher on her list of 

priorities. She suspected she looked hideous, based on Phillip’s responses to her. Lately he seemed a bit put off by her appearance, even though she’d been on a diet for the last two months. 

She’d just wanted to drop ten pounds, but somehow she’d over-

shot her goal and lost 20. She figured she should just be happy 

about it. Even if it was a losing battle, with a boyfriend like Phillip, she’d have to try keep up with those models who were al-

ways hanging around backstage. 

Phillip had been acting distant and distracted last month 

when he met her in New York and the month before that when 

she’d come to his flat in London. On both occasions he seemed 

totally preoccupied. If he hadn’t just bought “their cottage,” she would have thought he was prepping to break things off with her. 

As she pulled a “barely there” blue nightie over her head, 

she glanced around the lovely yellow bathroom and smiled. He’d 

fixed up the cottage just the way she would have. Her mind was 

officially blown. She never imagined she’d see this place again, let alone looking so beautiful. Thinking back on their first sexual encounter on the living room floor of this very cabin, she could feel her heart swell in her throat like it was yesterday. She still couldn’t believe that he’d actually bought it. 

Phillip’s mushy side really got to her sometimes. He 

seemed to have a knack for sweet gestures. If anyone would have 

asked if he  were capable of anything remotely sweet when 

they’d first met, she would have rolled her eyes so hard that she would have given herself a concussion. Once when they’d 

hooked up after a concert in San Francisco, she mentioned lov-

ing the Riesling they ordered from room service. She’d arrive 

home to find a case of it on her doorstep. And when she called to thank him, his husky response had left her breathless. 

“I love to make you smile, Stephanie.” 

She felt her eyes growing a little misty. What the hell? 
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Teary eyes twice in one day? Now she knew she was exhausted 

and needed a travel break. Since her mother died, she only cried when she had a migraine and when she was furious. She hadn’t 

had a migraine in months and she was ecstatic. All she really 

wanted was to make Phillip smile. She snatched the keys out of 

her purse, and as she opened the bathroom door, it creaked 

slightly. 

“That hinge could definitely use some oil.” He mumbled 

tiredly as he rolled to his side and rubbed his eyes with one hand. 

When he opened them, he wore that damn somber expression 

again. The one that made her wonder if he wished she’d get a 

boob job or something. 

“You don’t like it.” She glanced down at her silk nightgown 

and felt like she was under a microscope. She noticed him blush 

and look down at the bed. 

 Fuck! He’s not attracted to me anymore! 

His blue eyes met hers again, and she saw raw emotion in 

them. 

“You look amazing.” He sounded sincere, and relief en-

gulfed her like the warm waters of a steam bath. She crept to-

ward the bed with her hands behind her back. 

“I have a surprise for you.” Her coy words made his eye-

brow twitch in a naughty way that had her wondering how she 

ever could have doubted him. For a moment he looked thought-

ful and then he sat up. 

“I have one for you, too.” He seemed somber, but his eyes 

were still warm. 

“Me first.” She smiled and sprang onto the bed. He reached 

out and grabbed her, swiftly pinning her to the bed. 

“Right, then. Do tell.” His words were slightly muffled as 

his lips traveled from her jaw to her chest. The sensations his lips created were more than a little distracting. Exhaling a ragged 

breath, she pulled the keys out from behind her back and dangled them in his face. 
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“I’m moving to Europe!” She beamed. 

He blinked at the keys, his face frozen. “Wh…what?” 

Once again, his expression could not have been interpreted 

as positive. He seemed distressed and annoyed by her an-

nouncement, and she paused to search his features. “I bought a 

couple of apartments.” 

“A  couple? When? Where?” He pulled away from her and 

sat up fixing her with a challenging gaze. Steph didn’t move an 

inch, effectively frozen by the shift in his mood. She’d been so sure he’d be thrilled to have her closer. She felt her frustration rising, but she took another deep breath. 

“One in Paris and one in Milan. Christopher and my ac-

countant advised me to invest in real estate since I spend so 

much time in both cities.” 

“Christopher?” He spat the name, his face turning red. 

“Who the hell is Christopher?” 

“My agent.” Steph explained quickly. The last thing she 

wanted was to fight with him. His intense reaction had her 

floored. “Most of my jobs are in the big four: New York, Lon-

don, Paris and Milan. Of course I already have an apartment in 

Manhattan. So investing in real estate in Paris and Milan just 

makes good financial sense.” 

“Why didn’t you buy an apartment in London?” He 

snapped. Steph could feel his anger continuing to build, and it 

was the opposite of the reaction she had expected. Her temper 

flashed white hot. She sat up to face him head on. 

“What the hell, Phillip? Why the hell would I need an 

apartment in London?” 

He raked a hand aggressively through his gorgeous hair. 

“Oh, I don’t know, perhaps because I live in London!” 

Steph felt her whole body relax as his words made her melt. 

A smile bloomed on her face. She leaned closer to him and 

rocked his shoulder with hers. “That’s why I figured I wouldn’t 

need one. I was hoping to crash with you…have some little 
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sleepovers.” 

He blinked at her a few times. and she could almost hear 

him manually cranking back the time machine and reprocessing 

everything she’d said since she’d left the bathroom. Leaning in, he fisted her tawny hair, and kissed her tenderly. When he pulled away, he looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry. Of course you’ll stay 

with me.” 

“What’s going on in that head of yours, baby?” She placed 

her hands on both sides of his scruffy, centerfold-worthy face. 

The apples of his cheeks were still red from his angry outburst. 

and she felt her eyes scouring his face for hints about his unusual behavior. 

“I’ve just been really stressed lately, love.” He sighed and 

brushed one of her fiery tendrils off of her cheek. “I need a vacation.” 

She pulled his mouth to hers, and after several wet, explora-

tive kisses she pulled away. “I thought we were supposed to be 

on one of those.” 

“Indeed we are.” He tossed his keys to her apartments onto 

the bedside table and pushed aside her spaghetti strap aside, nipping at her shoulder. She squealed and squirmed happily beneath 

him. His sapphire eyes darter over her face, and his expression 

turned somber again. Stephanie stared unflinching back up at 

him, lovingly tracing her thumb across his lips. It would be a 

new adventure, living close enough to date him for real. She 

wondered if they’d last a month once he got to know her and 

witnessed all her quirks and idiosyncrasies. He turned his face, kissed her thumb, and then pulled it into his mouth sucking on it. 

She purred when she felt his growing hardness pressing against 

her thigh. 

“So just how much did you miss me?” Stephanie whispered. 

He was grinding against her and she found it distracting as hell. 

He abruptly pulled away. and she started to object, but she re-

leased a contented sigh as he descended her body, skillfully pull-18 
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ing off her panties with his teeth. When his mouth returned to 

hers, he wore a fiendish grin. A desperate moan escaped her as 

he gently tugged at her lip with his teeth. 

“Oh, about nine inches.” He growled, pushing one of his 

muscular thighs between hers. She gasped and clawed his ass 

with both hands as he roughly entered her. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

“Aren’t you going to eat that?” Phillip nodded to Steph’s 

peanut butter crescent. He’d been watching her disapprovingly 

all through breakfast as she pushed fruit around on her plate. To pacify him, she’d forced herself to eat more fruit than she’d intended to. She wrinkled her nose and shook her head. He 

snatched the crescent off her plate and ripped into it with his 

teeth.  My caveman. 

“I’ll take more coffee, though. With cream.” 

He picked up the French press and warmed up her cup with 

a wry smile. “You’re quite a fan of the cream.” 

“Charming.” Steph quipped as she dumped an indecent 

amount of half and half into her coffee. She would never be a tea drinker, and silently thanked God that Phillip was a coffee afi-cionado. “So when we’re back from your grandparents’, will you 

show me around the grounds?” 

“With pleasure. I’ve always wanted to do it in the great out-

doors.” Phillip mused. She giggled and rolled her eyes. 

“Mr. One Track Mind…” She leaned across the table and 

gave him a lingering kiss. When she pulled away, she lowered 

her eyes in a bashful manner. “Are you sure this outfit is okay 

for meeting your parents?” 

He looked her over in her sleeveless navy dress with a 

blinding smile. “That dress, love? Is  anything but okay.” 
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His announcement late last night that his parents would be 

at the estate had caused her to toss and turn so much that she’d barely slept. Now her stomach felt like it was tied in double 

knots, making it nearly impossible to keep down her food. The 

latter would normally have been a good thing—diet and all—but 

the thought of Phillip’s parents hating her filled her with dread. 

She knew she was not a people person, and the impending doom 

of this afternoon’s tea hung heavy over her like a midnight black veil. 

Her sense of foreboding steadily increased as they pulled in-

to the stately drive of his grandparent’s picturesque estate. She took in the immaculately groomed grounds in the sunshine and 

knew she should have been overjoyed to be back. His grandpar-

ents’ home was as impressive the second time around, and in 

anticipation of its splendor. she’d had her camera out before it had even come into view. Sophia and Paul had been the most 

welcoming people she’d ever met, so she felt slightly puzzled 

over her leeriness. Still, Stephanie was no fool—she knew her 

gut instincts were not to be brushed aside or blown off. She 

glanced at Phillip who chewed on a toothpick nervously and 

seemed to be wearing his pre-show game face. She wondered if 

he was as nervous about having her meet his parents as she was 

to about meeting them. A pain gripped her mid-section, and she 

inhaled through her nose and exhaled through her mouth. It 

passed quickly, and she noticed she’d dug her nails into her 

palms. She fanned herself with her hand and took a long swig of 

coffee from her travel mug and hoped it would counterbalance 

what was she prayed was jetlag. 

Phillip parked in the exact same spot he’d parked on their 

first visit. He hopped out and rushed around to her side of the 

car. She couldn’t help but drool over how handsome he looked in 

khakis and a camel colored summer jacket. He opened her door 

and waved his hand theatrically. 

“My lady.” He tossed the toothpick aside and offered his 

21 

TAMMY COONS & MICHELLE PACE 

hand to her. 

She took it and allowed him to pull her from the sports car. 

Her wry smile was uncontainable. “My liege.” 

He slammed her door then aggressively pressed his tower-

ing frame against her, pinning her to the car with his body. Steph had always loved the way he manhandled her, but this time she 

winced at the pressure of him against her midsection. His face 

fell, but she covered with a small smile and pushed him back 

away from her. 

“Your parents might be looking out the window.” She 

murmured. 

His eyebrow twitched, and his sly smile made her moist in 

unmentionable places. He leaned in, and his kiss was thankfully 

light and gentle. When he whispered in her ear, his breath sent a shiver throughout every inch of her. 

“Come along then. Don’t want to keep the family waiting.” 

As they climbed the ancient stone steps hand in hand, Steph 

tried to fight the feeling that Phillip was leading her down death row toward the electric chair. Releasing her hand, he turned to 

her and wrapped his muscular arm around her waist, pulling her 

to his side. 

“I love you.” His delivery was concise and matter-of-fact, 

though he’d never said anything of the sort to her before. Steph was still gaping at him when the door swung open and Nana and 

Grandad’s beaming faces appeared before them. 

“Lippy! We were beginning to think you got lost. Oh! There 

she is!” Nana clapped her hands together and reached out for 

Steph’s cheeks. Though still reeling from Phillip’s sudden declaration, Steph couldn’t suppress a genuine grin. Phillip’s grand-

mother, Sophia, had a glow about her that was infectious, and 

she and Steph had immediately bonded the first time they met. 

“Sophia, Paul. It’s lovely to see you again.” Steph mur-

mured, and she leaned against Phillip as she felt a wave of pain again. She was very warm and couldn’t see how he could stand 
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wearing his jacket when she was sleeveless and boiling. Thank-

fully she’d had the foresight to wear her hair up, or she’d be in a puddle of her own sweat by the end of tea. 

“I knew you’d be back, Darlin’.” Sophia kissed her cheek. 

Steph noticed Sophia moved a bit slower than the first time 

they’d met, but her eyes were as vibrant as ever. Sophia frowned at her. “Are you ill? You’re pale as a wraith.” 

“I’m just getting used to the time difference.” She replied, 

but she was glad Phillip was still holding onto her as they 

crossed the threshold, as dizziness consumed her once more. 

She’d be humiliated if the first image Phillip’s parents had of her was her sprawling on the floor like a clumsy newborn colt. 

“Are you sure you’re feeling alright?” He stopped in his 

tracks and turned her chin to him so she was forced to meet his 

eyes. “You feel a little warm.” 

“Yeah, it’s just these damn shoes.” She forced a semi-

convincing chuckle. As they entered the grand foyer, two young 

women rapidly descended on them, carrying what appeared to be 

mimosas. Both were blonde and lovely, though Steph noticed the 

one who handed her a drink had a fading, jagged scar down her 

cheek. Remembering Phillip’s story about a broken beer bottle 

during a fight at a show, realization dawned on her. These were 

Phillip’s sisters. 

“I’m Danielle,” the girl with the scar offered her hand to 

Steph. She had a sweet soprano voice and a friendly grin. Tall 

and waifish, Danielle was a knock-out, regardless of her facial 

disfigurement. Steph felt like a short, fat Oompa Loompa stand-

ing next to her. Phillip had once mentioned that his baby sister Danielle wanted to be a teacher, and she certainly seemed to 

have the disposition for it. “I can’t believe we finally get to meet you!” 

“No doubt. It’s as if Phillip’s been hiding you from us. I’m 

Linda.” The other blonde shook Steph’s hand forcefully. Linda 

bore a much stronger physical resemblance to Phillip than Dan-
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ielle. She was also tall and had his golden brown skin and smile. 

Even in her sundress her athleticism was obvious. Phillip had 

mentioned she was a triathlete and that she planned to attempt to swim the English Channel soon. 

Phillip rolled his eyes at his sisters. “I’ve told you two cows 

more than once she’s never here. And when she.. ” 

“Ugh, we know, we know. You have  better things to do.” 

Linda groaned, and Phillip gave Steph a naughty look. Red-

faced, Steph wanted to murder him. Had he not just stunned her 

with those infamous three little words outside, she likely would have stabbed him with the closest sharp object. Instead she took an overly large gulp of the drink which thankfully was cold and 

contained alcohol. 

“Shall we?” Phillip’s grandmother obviously saw her em-

barrassment and grasped Stephanie’s arm, leading her toward the 

west wing. They entered a vast space that Sophia called “the 

great hall.” Steph had taken many photos of Phillip for her fa-

ther’s magazine in this very room. She lovingly remembered her 

favorite being a shot of him at the billiard table leaning on a billiard stick and looking out the window at the sprawling grounds. 

She had had it blown up and shipped to her new apartment in 

Milan where she planned to hang it in the living room. She was 

pulled from her thoughts as she saw a mature luminous brunette 

playing Bach on the grand piano and a bearded older gentleman 

close by reading on the settee. The butterflies in Steph’s stomach started to riot. 

 These had to be  Phillip’s parents. Shit. 

“Mum. Dad.” Phillip sounded nervous, grasping Steph’s 

hand and pulling her forward with him. “This is Stephanie.” 

Phillip’s dad dropped his book and crossed to shake her 

hand. Phillip had his dad’s thick, unruly hair and sandy beard. In his tweed suit coat and brown loafers, he looked exactly like the type of man who ran a bookstore. He had a nutty professor quality which Stephanie found instantly charming. “I’m Nigel. It’s a 
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pleasure.” 

“I’m Emily. We’ve heard so much about you.” His mother 

moved like the poster child for a finishing school and like her 

daughters, her couture was posh. Unlike the rest of the family 

who sounded delightfully British, she had a hint of an Irish ac-

cent. Steph smiled at her nervously and glanced down at Emily’s 

beige Jimmy Cho’s and her own bright Espadrilles sandals. She 

wanted to haul back and kick Phillip square in the ass with them, but realized that asking a straight man for fashion advice was 

like asking a rooster for directions to the mall. Emily Kersey 

smiled at her, but Steph felt as if her brown eyes scrutinizing 

every pore on Steph’s body. 

“Nice to meet you, too.” Stephanie’s voice sounded weak to 

her own ears. 

“You really are the spitting image of your brother. Are you 

twins?” She felt Phillip’s hand tighten around hers, and she 

blinked at his mother’s question in surprise. There was a palpa-

ble collective tension amongst all present. 

“Steph’s four years younger than Cedric, Mum.” Phillip’s 

tone was cautionary, and Steph’s attention shot to him. He ap-

peared to be communicating with his mother using only his eyes. 

“How—” Steph was about to ask how Emily knew what 

Cedric looked  like when she saw her father and brother come 

through the entrance at the far end of the hall. She gawked at 

them and unceremoniously yanked her hand from Phillip’s. She 

felt him touching the small of her back as she stared in disbelief while her family joined Phillip’s. 

“Dad?” She mumbled in disbelief as he pulled her into a 

hug. For the first time that day. she didn’t feel short, since her shoes made him look an inch shorter. She was happy and 

shocked to see him. She hadn’t seen him in person in weeks be-

cause of her trip to Japan and Men’s Fashion Week in Paris. 

“Bonnie.” He replied. His childhood nickname momentarily 

soothed her, but he regarded her with a disconcerting frown. She 25 

TAMMY COONS & MICHELLE PACE 

knitted her brows, and her eyes shifted to Cedric. He wore his 

black clerical suit and vest with his white collar, always the show stealer. He cocked his head to the side and gave her a grim, 

knowing look. Like Phillip’s mom before him, he seemed to be 

trying to communicate telepathically. Unfortunately, Steph had 

never had lessons in that particular dialect. She frowned at him with a puzzled shrug. 

“What are you two doing here?” She chuckled as the words 

tumbled from her lips giving her question a crass quality. She 

felt Phillip’s hands on her shoulders and noticed all eyes seemed to be on him. She turned to look up at him, and he clasped one of her hands between his. 

“Stephanie. I’ve asked my family here today because this is 

the most important day of my life. I invited yours because I hope you’ll feel the same. I’ve never met anyone like you before, and I know I won’t again.” With each word he spoke, Steph felt like 

someone was pushing down on the gas pedal that controlled her 

pulse. Her stomach dropped like she was on a roller coaster 

when she saw Nanna pull out a tissue and dab her eyes. She 

knew how much it meant to him to have her meet his parents. 

She was well aware of how private he was and how protective of 

his family he was. She felt her whole world slipping away on the current of his determination. Part of her wanted to slap him on 

the shoulder and tell him to stop joking around, but the other part (the part that knew he wasn’t playing) wanted to flail her fists on his chest and yell at him that he was about to ruin everything. 

When he dropped to one knee before her, she felt as if a 

noose tightened around her throat. He paused, and his features 

transformed; Phillip, whose front- man swagger landed him on 

the cover of Rolling Stone, looked petrified. It was at that mo-

ment that Steph realized she loved him.  Selflessly, painfully loved him. Because she was torn between horror and sorrow at 

what he was about to do to them. He had his finger firmly plant-

ed on the button that would nuke their relationship, and she un-
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derstood he didn’t know her well enough to realize it. The cramp in Steph’s side reappeared with a vengeance, and she felt sweat 

rolling down her neck. Pain in her shoulder that she assumed was from the impossibly tense situation caused her to reach up and 

grasp at it. Unable to breathe or make a sound, she simply locked eyes with Phillip. 

He pulled out a ring box and popped it open, presenting it to 

her. His vulnerable expression touched a nerve. Phillip was al-

ways confident, but for the first time she was seeing genuine fear flicker across his face, and watching his cockiness evaporate 

made it hard for her to breathe. An astoundingly large marquis 

cut diamond caught the light. “More than anything in the world, 

love, I want you to be my wife. Will you marry me?” 

As her eyes flitted from his earnest face to the ring, some-

one dimmed the lights in the room. Why the hell would they do 

that at a time like this? She blinked slowly, feeling suddenly 

sleepy. Her legs felt like rubber. 

“Steffy?” Cedric hadn’t called her that nickname in years. 

He sounded like he was yelling right in her ear, and he sounded 

very upset. 

“Bloody hell! She’s going to faint!” Linda shrieked, and for 

Stephanie, the world went black. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The setting sun cast the waiting room in an azure glow. 

Phillip caught sight of a man packing cigarettes and leaving for the exit. He chased him down like a heroine junkie and begged 

him to buy one off him. Sadly, the man recognized him and with 

stunned awe handed him the entire pack. Phillip took it and 

thanked him, stuffing one-hundred-pound note into the man’s 

breast pocket. Outside, he paced with a vengeance. Helplessness 

consumed him. It seemed impossible that just that morning he 

had stroked Stephanie’s angelic cheek while she slept next to 

him. And now, for all he knew she could be dying. and he was 

forbidden to see her. 

Yes, he’d made some bad calls. When Steph first passed 

out, he was sure—from his expert knowledge of girls fainting in 

his presence—that she’d merely swooned. But when Cedric 

slapping her across the face didn’t get her to open her eyes, he literally felt his heart stop. Linda shouted that her pulse was way too fast and began barking directions. For minutes he stood mute and useless while everyone around him sprang into action. It was all a bit of a blur, but certain key moments jumped out at him. 

Adam felt Steph’s forehead and demanded someone call 911, 

Cedric asking if she was taking anything and if she’d eaten any-

thing today. Danielle and his mother ran back and forth getting 

blankets and pillows. Adam and Cedric left the room to hunt for 

a thermometer. His own dad placed a cool cloth on Steph’s fore-
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head and assured him that she’d be “just fine”. 

Grandad came into the room, phone in hand, and said he’d 

called for an ambulance to take her to Portloais. That’s when he finally found his voice. 

“No. No way in hell. You always said you’d never send one 

of the  horses to Portloais.” He snapped. 

“Phillip! I’m seeing all the signs of shock here,” Linda 

barked like a drill sergeant as she wrapped Stephanie with a 

blanket. The unnatural way she flopped in Linda’s arms like a 

life-sized Raggedy Ann doll caused his hands to tremble. “We 

have to keep her warm. She needs a doctor immediately.” 

“Right. Preferably one who didn’t graduate last in his 

class,” he yelled at her then realized he was wasting  precious 

time. He shoved Linda aside and picked Stephanie up, blanket 

and all. 

“Phillip. You should wait for the medics,” Nanna wailed, 

but he didn’t even slow his step. 

“I’m taking her to Tullamore. I can be there before the am-

bulance even gets here.” He  was at the door, and after fixing 

Danielle with a menacing look, she mutely flung it open for him. 

“I’m coming with you,” Linda demanded as she chased him 

down the steps. 

He didn’t remember much about the drive except the police 

trying to pull them over just outside of the city. He blew by as if they were standing still and didn’t give them a second glance. 

Linda spent the entire drive turned all the way around in her seat. 

Stephanie was lying in the back, deathly pale, wrapped in the 

blanket like a burrito. Linda had insisted on propping three pillows under her ankles for some reason that still eluded him, but she’d had many first aid classes while he’d been wasting his time in poetry, so he deferred to her judgment. He stole one glance at her in the rearview mirror and knew he couldn’t look back at her again until they reached their destination or he’d completely lose it. 
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A team of medics met them with a gurney at the entrance. 

He later learned that Danielle had called ahead of them. The po-

lice pulled in behind him, but Phillip was already chasing 

Steph’s gurney into the building shouting at the staff. Linda 

practically tackled him. 

“Phillip! Go and talk to the coppers. I’ll explain to the nurs-

es what’s going on,” She insisted. Just like that, the situation was plucked from his hands. 

The police were unbelievably cool, all things considered. 

After a stern talking to and agreeing to pose for a photo with 

them (so they could prove they’d met him to their girlfriends), 

they let him off with a warning. Sometimes being famous had its 

perks. 

Linda soon resurfaced with two cups of coffee. “They said 

it sounds like she had a hot appendix that burst. They’re prep-

ping her now for emergency surgery.” Phillip had blanched at 

the word surgery. He’d known something was terribly wrong 

with her, but the mental image of someone slicing into her 

caused him to cover his eyes with his palms as if somehow he 

could block the vision from his mind. He desperately wanted to 

smoke at that moment. Unfortunately, Cedric and Adam arrived 

along with his parents, and he had more pressing problems than 

his cravings. 

“You ignorant punk!” Adam shouted, shoving him more vi-

olently than he would have thought possible. “You could have 

killed her with your thoughtless cavalier bullshit.” 

“Dad!” Cedric’s volume was loud, but his voice was calm 

and collected. Adam didn’t even glance in his direction. If looks could kill, Phillip would have been hangin’ with St. Peter, as 

Steph would say. The force of Adam’s right cross snapped Phil-

lip’s head back, knocking him into a potted tree behind him. His coffee splattered all over the window next to him. Linda gasped, and Phillip’s hand shot to his aching jaw. He gawked at Steph’s 

father in surprise. Both Cedric and his father grabbed Adam and 
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pulled him back, restraining him. 

“Can’t be bothered to wait for the professionals? What if 

she had crashed on the way here? You could have killed my little girl.” Adam shouted menacingly at him, spittle flying everywhere. 

“Dad! Phillip  got  her here, and she’s getting the help she needs.” Cedric’s delivery carried throughout the waiting room, 

and Adam stopped struggling against them. 

“Please, everyone just calm down.” His mother cried as she 

stepped between them as if she were capable of defending him. It was at that moment that a man in scrubs and a cap approached 

them as if oblivious to the altercation taking place before him. 

“Which one of you is Stephanie Brier’s next of kin?” The 

gravity in his commanding voice cut like shards of glass. Phillip felt his stomach plummet to his feet. 

“I’m her father. This is her brother.” Adam gestured to 

Cedric as he snapped to attention like the doctor was his drill 

sergeant. 

“I’m her fiancé.” Phillip interjected and Adam spun on him. 

“No you’re not. She never answered you!” His hostile eyes 

pained Phillip. He knew Adam could be wildly protective of 

Steph, and it dawned on him that Steph’s mother’s death was the 

result of a car accident. He’d been driving like a maniac to get her here alive. He knew Adam had every right to be upset with 

him, but Phillip couldn’t believe that he thought he’d do any-

thing to intentionally jeopardize her well-being. 

“Follow me.” The surgeon’s eyes flit between them so 

quickly and decisively that it was almost imperceptible. Adam 

strode after him, and Cedric hobbled closely behind-cane in 

hand. The three men disappeared behind security doors. That had 

been four long hours ago, and he hadn’t seen them since. 

He choked on the harsh smoke as his lungs acclimated to 

inhaling for the first time in months. His head immediately 

buzzed as the tobacco and other essential poisons flooded him. 
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When the first news van pulled up, he wasn’t the least bit sur-

prised. 

“Phillip! Mr. Kersey.” The reporter shouted from the street. 

Phillip flicked his cigarette in their direction and turned to walk back inside. The sight of Adam Brier standing in his path 

stopped him in his tracks. Adam looked ten years older than he 

had just a few hours before and a bit lost. 

“Do you have any more of those?” he asked Phillip, pulling 

a flask out from an inside pocket of his jacket. Phillip pulled the cigarettes and matches from his pocket and handed them to him. 

“Where’s Cedric?” His own voice sounded horse and hol-

low. He was afraid of what Adam’s answer might be. 

“He’s with Bonnie. She’s out of surgery. They say she’s 

stable.” Adam replied and lit a cigarette, inhaling heavily. Phillip felt a tidal wave of relief crash over him. Stable. It was a heavenly word. 

“Why do you call her Bonnie?” Phillip asked. It was proba-

bly an odd question at a time like that. Based on the way Adam 

paused mid drag, he obviously thought so. He proceeded to in-

hale again deeply and passed his flask to Phillip who took an 

obnoxiously large swig. 

“I wanted to name her Bonnie. It’s a family name. Her 

mother wanted Stephanie-after  Stevie Nicks. So we compro-

mised like all good married couples. She got her way. Bonnie 

became her middle name.” 

Phillip nodded and took another swig of whisky, letting the 

burn cauterize his narrowed throat. 

“Can I see her?” He sounded like a frightened child and 

didn’t care. Adam fixed him with a hard look. Whatever he saw 

while looking Phillip over seemed to soften him. He nodded. 

“They are about to move her from recovery to her room. 

Then you can see her.” 

He barely had the last word out before Phillip took off for 

the entrance. 
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“I’m still pissed at you, you little bastard!” Adam called af-

ter him. 





Steph stared at the crooked picture on the wall. It was ugly 

as hell, and she wanted to chuck her pitcher of ice water at it, but even blinking hurt. So she had nothing to do but study the shitty picture and think about what the surgeon had just told them. 

They’d cut her open and taken her right fallopian tube. It had 

ruptured and she’d had profuse internal bleeding. By the time 

they figured out it wasn’t her appendix, they’d had to give her 

two pints of blood. She was currently getting a third, along with antibiotics, fluids, and enough pain meds to fuck up even Uncle 

Keith. 

She hadn’t had a clue she was pregnant. Taking birth con-

trol pills usually prevents shit like that—at least for normal folks. 

As usual, she had to be the statistical anomaly. Eight weeks 

pregnant, they estimated based on the size of the fetus. The doctor said she might still be able to have children, but it would be riskier for her than other women. He said the other tube looked 

normal, so it was unlikely that an STD that had caused the ectop-ic pregnancy. A fairly impressive factoid, considering her last 

two boyfriends were a philandering movie star and a British rock god. Just another statistical anomaly, she supposed. Doc said 

they had run additional tests to be 100% sure. 

 Super. 

All this joyful news was delivered in the surgeon’s oddly 

cheerful Irish brogue. “Your baby wasn’t viable and ye were in 

hypovolemic shock. Do ya have me Lucky Charms?” Steph 

chuckled at her own crazy thoughts and pressed her pillow firm-

ly to her abdomen when the pain reminded her to. Yep—no 

doubt about it. She was indeed tripping balls. 

But then the doctor mentioned that her father had consented 

33 

TAMMY COONS & MICHELLE PACE 

to have the fetus sent off for genetic testing while she was still under sedation. The results would be back in a week to ten days. 

This was a sobering mental image. She wondered if her baby 

was in a jar of formaldehyde somewhere waiting for Fed Ex. She 

wanted very badly to see it and wondered if this pressing desire was morbid or normal. It was all too much to think about. She 

squeezed the button and felt a small burning rush as more pain 

meds flooded her bloodstream. She could feel Cedric’s eyes on 

her, and with herculean effort she turned her head an inch to look at him. 

“What?” She croaked, momentarily distracted by the beep-

ing of her heart monitor. The blood pressure cuff squeezed her 

arm so hard that she winced. 

He hobbled across the room to sit at her bedside. “I’m here 

when you’re ready to talk, Sis.” 

“There’s nothing to say, Ced.” She started to shrug and 

groaned at the unpleasant sensation of tugging in her lower ab-

domen. 

“You nearly  died. They asked dad if you were an organ donor. I thought he was going to have a coronary.” Her brother, 

who was typically cool to the core, looked visibly shaken. She 

had the overwhelming urge to comfort him, but a wave of nausea 

hit her. She dry heaved, and he raced to hand her an emesis ba-

sin. She breathed through it and managed not to vomit. Probably 

for the best, since that would have definitely popped a stitch or two. 

“You know only the good die young. So I’m basically im-

mortal.” She managed to curl her lips in a piss-poor imitation of a smile. 

His typically bright eyes looked overcast and forlorn. “Your 

baby is dead, Stephanie.” 

His words sliced through her bravado with surgical preci-

sion. His frankness wiped the smirk from her face, and the un-

characteristic cold delivery of his message stunned her. 
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“Screw you, Cedric!” she hissed, glaring up at him. He re-

fused to flinch away from her or blink during their impromptu 

staring contest. And Steph’s expertly constructed walls collapsed with such force her monitor began to alarm. A choked sob erupted from her, and Cedric gently took her hand in both of his. 

Within moments her cheeks were drenched with tears. Her nurse 

came into the room and silenced the alarm after one look at 

Stephanie. The nurse and Cedric exchanged knowing glances, 

and then she left the room without a word. 

Her child. Phillip’s child. Gone before she even had a 

chance to feel it move. 

Steph’s creative mind had immediately constructed an im-

age of what it might have looked like. A devious little blonde 

boy with a Harry Potter accent…a sassy redheaded princess 

whose daddy bought her a pony. Her next words came out in a 

staccato rhythm between desperate gasps. “I didn’t even know 

about the baby.” 

For thirty minutes Cedric sat with her as she released every 

jagged emotion warring within her. Neither of them spoke. Fi-

nally she’d exhausted herself. She glanced at her cell phone for the time and saw a missed call from Cheyenne. The thought of 

Baby Liam’s little chubby legs set her off again. Finally, after she’d used a half a box of tissues, her crying ended and she hurt all over from the physical effort. She pressed her PCA button 

and felt the sting of relief again. 

“Phillip’s waiting outside. Shall I let him in?” 

Phillip. She shivered from the chilly temperature of the 

medication and blood being dumped into her. Or maybe it was 

the sound of his name. What would Phillip’s thoughts be in re-

gard to his defective girlfriend and their dead baby? Before she could even follow the train of thought, Cedric left the room. 

Phillip rushed into the room as if the building were on fire. 

His clothes were disheveled with odd brown stains on his jacket 

and shirt. and he had a large bruise on the lower left side of his 35 
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face. He looked haggard and exhausted. His eyes swept her, flit-

ting to the I.V.s in both her hands, and he practically screeched to a  halt when he saw the blood hanging from the pole beside 

her. Steph watched expressionlessly as he took in the machines 

and alarms. When his eyes finally met hers again, she saw pity 

and fear in them. He moved around the bed and pulled the chair 

right up next to it so that when he sat, they were virtually face to face. He apprehensively took her face in his hands and kissed her forehead. 

“What the hell happened to you?” Steph reached out toward 

his jaw. His half smile as he pulled away from her hand revealed just how painful his injury was. 

“It’s nothing. Really.” His face was an inch from hers, his 

eyes somber. “You scared the hell out of me, love. Don’t ever do that again. Thank God you only have one appendix for me to 

worry about.” 

Steph’s glassy eyes languidly roamed his face. He didn’t 

know. She exhaled loudly and set her jaw. He never needed to 

know. 

She sighed. “I’m sorry.” 

“It’s not your fault that part of you malfunctioned.” He 

smirked, and his unintentional jab stung so badly she pressed her pain med button. Phillip reached into his jacket and pulled out 

the ring box. Steph tried to roll her eyes, but had lost the muscle control to do it justice. Not that damn box again. He pulled the ring out of the box and reached across the bed for her left hand. 

Steph pulled it back and covered her eyes with it. She shook her head, unable to believe he was putting her in this position twice in one day.  This day of all days. 

“Oh I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?” He flushed, and the con-

cerned expression he wore fractured her already wounded heart. 

“I can’t. I just can’t,” she said more to herself than him. It 

was way too heavy and too much to process. He made way too 

many emotional demands, and in her weakened state, she felt 
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herself caving. She heard Cedric’s voice ringing in her ears. 

 Your baby is dead. 

She felt more of those insidious tears threatening to fall. Her 

voice failed her, and she turned from him, but Phillip gently 

touched her face. 

“Steph, look at me,” he demanded quietly. The first tears 

spilled from her eyes as she reluctantly complied with his re-

quest. She watched him shed a tear of his own. He ignored it and took her hand in his. “Do you love me?” 

She felt her heart racing as she panicked. Her monitor 

alarmed, and she tried to steady her breathing. Flashes of their time together bombarded her senses. When they were apart, her 

body, mind, and soul ached for him. She counted the minutes 

until she could get on a plane to him, or he to her. And here he was, asking for her hand, for the second time in a day. Part of her wanted to act impulsively and hop on a plane to Vegas with him. 

But Steph knew she wasn’t in the right frame of mind to have a 

serious conversation, let alone make a life-altering decision. 

Her voice cracked when she spoke. “You know how I feel 

about you.” 

He narrowed his eyes, but his gaze was unflinching. “Then 

what is your answer?” 

She tried to form the sentences, to construct her many con-

cerns and fears into coherent thoughts, but the narcotics had tak-en hold. Battling heavy eyelids, she pressed her lips tight and 

shook her head. 

His face clouded over. He wore a disdainful expression that 

she was all too familiar with. 

“Right, then.” He nodded and snapped the ring box closed 

loud enough that she jumped. 

As he vanished through the door, she tried  to call out to 

him. But her sobs made speaking impossible. She felt her body 

relax. and she had no fight left in her as the morphine tide took her under. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

“I mean, I think I’m a damn good man! Am I or am I not a 

good man?” Bret’s wild gesticulations were starting to grate on 

Cheyenne’s nerves. They’d been in the air for hours, and Fury’s 

lead guitarist had already woken Liam twice. She loved her rock 

star husband, but sometimes it felt like she was married to a 

rowdy fraternity. Nathan, who in his own twisted way was trying 

to be a supportive pal, had been plying Bret with Vodka since 

takeoff. The keyboardist put a little flair on his pour and handed Bret another glass. He accepted it greedily. Cheyenne really did sympathize with Bret; only six days earlier, his wife of 5 years had seemingly packed up the kids and left without an ounce of 

provocation. 

Nathan tossed his auburn hair out of his wicked eyes and 

sloshed more Vodka into a tumbler glass. He held the glass up 

for a toast. “You, my friend, are an absolute  prince among men.” 

“I love you, man.” Bret slurred, flopping into his seat and 

guzzling his drink. Cheyenne glared back at them and pointedly 

shushed them. Nathan smirked at her, cleared his throat, and 

took a sip of his drink. 

“Do you need us to freshen up your drink?” he asked her. 

Cheyenne glanced to her right at her son and husband, who slept 

in identical positions. Liam’s first birthday would be here before too long, and he already looked exactly like Scot. He seemed to 

have her shy disposition, which suited her fine. One celebrity in 41 
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the family was plenty. 

Liam had been walking for almost a month when Scot had 

finally convinced her they needed help. Between her deadlines 

for  The Sound Wave and Scot always at the soundboard in their home studio mixing and mastering the final touches for Rage, 

Liam being so mobile was downright dangerous. 

She shook her glass, and her lonely ice cubes rattled. Empty 

already and there were hours left to go before they reached their destination, Noronha. She’d seen the pictures and knew it was 

the definition of paradise, but it truly was at the far edge of the world. They’d be staying for seven glorious days of isolated 

beaches marred only by a few mandatory wedding obligations. 

Fury’s drummer David had timed his wedding to his Brazilian 

model fiancé wisely. Fury had finished Rage, and the label said 

it would drop in four weeks. Fury weren’t scheduled to start 

touring Asia for eight weeks. The band had time to celebrate 

with David and Yara and still have some down time to decom-

press before heading back out on the road. 

Cheyenne dreaded the thought of dragging Liam out on 

tour, but the thought of Scot being away from them for weeks on 

end was more than she could deal with. Adam had been steadily 

sending her more assignments, and she’d been working like a 

dog. So if this far flung wedding meant time at Brazil’s most 

beautiful beach with her two boys, she was game. She kissed 

Liam’s cheek and headed into the lion’s den. As she stood, she 

shot an unhappy sideways glance at her twenty-one-year-old 

nanny, Kara, who was chatting up Fury’s manager and his wife. 

Kara’s Barbie doll hair and perky body incensed Cheyenne al-

most as much as her cheerful smile and overly friendly disposi-

tion did. 

She was still scowling when she took a seat across from Na-

than, Bret, and Nathan’s frightening new lady friend. 

“If all the festivities are bothering you, Cheyenne, perhaps 

you should have stayed home.” Nathan cocked an eyebrow at 

42 

RAGE 

her. Cheyenne merely held her glass out to him. Time spent with 

Nathan was like breaking in a new pair of shoes. Expensive and 

always rubbing her the wrong way. 

“Shut up and pour me a drink.” Cheyenne instructed, and 

Nathan’s girlfriend sat back with a coy smile and crossed her 

impossibly long legs. 

“Ooo…bossy,” Saffron cooed, and Cheyenne barely 

glanced at her. Nathan had been running around with Saffron for 

a couple of months. Her outrageous behavior had been off-

putting at first, but Cheyenne was starting to understand how she ticked. Saffron had a sassy blonde bob, Cheshire-like grin, and a collar that matched her studded fuck-me stilettos. Tall and commanding, she seemed to be way too “into” everyone she encoun-

tered. It was obvious by the way he tolerated her behavior that 

she had Nathan wrapped tightly around her pinkie finger. 

When they were first boarding the plane at Heathrow, Saf-

fron’s fingers had been wandering all over her husband, Scot. 

He’d been stowing his bass in the overhead compartment, and 

Saffron had been murmuring softly to him about his instrument. 

Cheyenne plucked Saffron’s hand off her husband’s chest. 

“Keep this to yourself if you’re attached to it,” Cheyenne 

instructed her in an icy manner. When she looked to Scot for 

support, he simply shrugged and flashed his crooked toothpaste 

commercial smile. At the time, Cheyenne had wanted to back-

hand him. Now Saffron’s attentions seemed to be focused on 

 her. Cheyenne repositioned herself so her knees were out of arm’s reach. 

“Where’s Phil? Phillip! Kersey!” Bret shouted toward the 

back of the plane. Phillip’s head poked out from behind the 

seats. As always, he was in the back row. He yanked off his sun-

glasses and ear buds, curiosity dominating his bronze features. 

“Bret, would you kindly shut the hell up?” Cheyenne mur-

mured as she gestured to Liam and Scot. Bret stared at her wide 

eyed, his mouth forming the shape of an O. 
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“Oh…shhhhh…sorry!” he stage whispered and turned back 

to Phillip. “Come have a drink, Phil!” 

Phillip waved a non-committal hand at him. He ran a hand 

through his thick, short hair, readjusting his ear buds and resum-ing his antisocial position out of sight. 

“Do you remember when he used to be fun?” Nathan re-

marked, and Bret nodded emphatically. 

“Yeah. You used to be fun, Phillip. He used to have long 

hair, too.” He continued in his ridiculous stage whisper. He 

looked at Nathan’s hair with sad eyes. “So did you. Why does 

everything have to change?” 

“Bret. Maybe you should lie down and take a little nap,” 

Cheyenne suggested. She was on the verge of grasping hold of 

his “long” ponytailed hair and swinging him around by it. Maybe 

that would get him queued up for a haircut as well. 

“So what’s with tall, blonde, and broody back there?” Saf-

fron nodded her head in Phillip’s direction. Cheyenne, Bret, and Nathan all exchanged knowing eye rolls. Saffron noticed immediately and leaned forward. 

“I sense a yummy story. Well, go on, then. Spill it.” She 

pressed them, and Nathan snorted and topped off his drink again. 

“Let’s see.” He thoughtfully tapped his chin, and his green 

eyes twinkled with mischief. “Where to begin?” 

“Phillip’s pissed because Yara and David invited his ex-

girlfriend to photograph their wedding,” Cheyenne stated in a 

fairly diplomatic tone, all things considered. 

“Ha!” Nathan exclaimed, shaking his spiky red streaked 

hair. “That’s the understatement of the century.” 

Bret cackled drunkenly from beneath his blanket. 

Cheyenne downed her drink suddenly and slammed the 

glass down on the table in front of Nathan. “I’m gonna need an-

other if we’re going to tell this story.” 

Nathan winked at her and topped off her glass while Saffron 
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Phillip proposed to Stephanie and she turned him away?” 

Cheyenne nodded and Nathan proceeded. “Phillip didn’t 

take it well.” 

“No. That is the understatement of the century,” Cheyenne 

retorted. 

Nathan ignored the interruption. “He pulled a vanishing act. 

I’m talking Elvis-style. We were in the middle of recording 

Rage, and  no one had any idea where he was—not even the tabloids. His security team went mental. His family did too, think-

ing he’d gone out somewhere and offed himself. They hired a 

private detective. He found nothing. The label execs were posi-

tively rabid! I think they thought we were covering for him. 

Then a few weeks later, he turns back up with all his hair buzzed off and a new tattoo on his chest. He had a stack of new songs 

and was ready to work. No explanations, no excuses. The only 

reason we even knew he’d proposed at all was because Scot told 

us.” 

“Then he went psycho backstage at that Toxicity concert for 

no apparent reason.” Cheyenne tossed her long brown hair over 

one shoulder as she mixed a splash of orange juice into her glass of vodka. Nathan nodded cheerfully and clapped his hands. 

“Oh yeah. Now  that  was a sight to behold. Phillip took 

down three of Clive Richards’ body guards to get at him. Clive 

pissed himself in front of everyone backstage. It was classic.” 

“I don’t understand. Why would Phillip go after Clive 

Richards?” Saffron’s eyebrow twitched curiously. 

“You don’t know any of this? Where have you been? Liv-

ing in a cave?” Nathan looked genuinely surprised. Cheyenne 

couldn’t argue. Every paper in the U.K. had featured either Phillip or Stephanie’s picture for months during their ongoing feud. 

“That tone  is unacceptable, Nathan Clayton. Apologize to 

me.” Saffron’s deadpan expression as she scolded him made 

Cheyenne blink awkwardly at them. Nathan seemed titillated by 

her disparaging attitude, and he simply chomped on his straw 
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suggestively. 

“Sorry, Mistress.” His tone had a playful, sing-song quality. 

Cheyenne proceeded with a sigh as if she’d noticed nothing out 

of the ordinary. 

“Phillip and Clive have hated each other for nearly a dec-

ade.” 

Nathan nodded in agreement. “Fury and Toxicity used to 

play the same circuit. When we released our first album, they 

had to open for us. There was a bit of band rivalry, sure, but 

Phillip and Clive took it to a whole new level. When Toxicity 

got signed, things just got more obnoxious between them. Clive 

became ridiculous, and you know Phillip’s temper. They both 

thought they were the “cock of the walk”—though everyone 

knows I had the biggest cock of them all.” 

Cheyenne groaned and rolled her eyes to the heavens. Saf-

fron merely blinked at him then turned back to Cheyenne, run-

ning a hand through her brassy hair. 

“I was supposed to interview them about their upcoming 

American tour, and  The Sound Wave recruited Stephanie to get a couple of shots of the band. The art director really wanted her to get a solo shot of Clive with his guitar.” 

Saffron nodded. “Oh…the gargoyle winged guitar. Nice.” 

Nathan cocked a disapproving eyebrow at Saffron, who 

shrugged carelessly. “Anyway, Phillip and I went to that concert to see if we could find Cheyenne and Steph. But they’d already 

left by the time we got backstage.” 

“What the hell?” Cheyenne couldn’t contain her surprise. 

She’d had no idea that they’d come looking for them, and if Scot knew, he hadn’t told her this story. “Why?” 

Nathan’s seemed uncharacteristically serious. “The concert 

was the evening after Phillip resurfaced. He came into the studio apologizing with all these brilliant songs talking about how he’d 

‘just needed time to clear his head and refocus.’ He told us he 

had to go find Stephanie and try to talk to her—the sooner the 

46 

RAGE 

better. Scot mentioned she was with you at the Toxicity concert. 

And Phillip went ballistic.” 

Cheyenne paused, feeling a bit sheepish. Finally she pro-

ceeded with her portion of the tale. “Steph’s dad called her at the last minute when Gerald couldn’t catch a flight in time to do the shoot. It really wasn’t a big deal.” 

Nathan shook his head and looked grave. “It was to Phil-

lip.” 

Cheyenne huffed and sat back in her seat. “Okay, yes. Steph 

knew Phillip despised Clive. But Phillip left. He walked away 

from her for saying she didn’t want to get married and then 

trashed their little love nest like an angry two year old.” 

“What?” Saffron asked, wide eyes peeking out from under 

her blunt bangs. 

“Oh, quit being so melodramatic. He didn’t take a bulldozer 

to it or burn it to the ground. He punched a couple of holes in the wall and turned over some furniture.” Nathan scoffed. “Hardly 

surprising. This is Phillip Kersey we’re talking about.” 

“And he  disappeared. She was really worried about him at first. But after a day or two of him not answering her calls, like everyone else on the planet, she assumed he was in Bangkok 

sniffing coke off some hooker’s ass. Why shouldn’t she go ahead 

and do her job?” Cheyenne emphasized her argument directly to 

Saffron, who nodded as if she’d made perfect sense. 

Nathan paused and looked pointedly into Cheyenne’s eyes. 

“Cheyenne, you know I love Steph. But Clive bloody Richards? 

You know, the very first thing Clive did when Phillip explained 

that he was there looking for Steph was pull up a cell phone pic of him hanging  all over Steph. It looked really bad, Cheyenne. 

Phillip grabbed him by the throat, and that’s when the row with 

security started. I was still pissed at Phil for skipping town at the time, so as long as someone’s ass got kicked, it was all right by me.” 

Cheyenne furrowed her brow, “Don’t make me bitch slap 
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you again, Nathan! Get your fucking facts straight next time be-

fore you allow that pit bull off of his chain. Clive  was all over Steph that night. But he’s not her type, and  she’s not an idiot. 

She knew he was doing it because of Phillip, and she told him to go to hell. He wouldn’t leave her alone. When he put his hand up her shirt, she punched him in the junk.” 

Nathan’s eyes darted back and forth, and Cheyenne could 

see he was truly surprised by this bit of information. 

“Kinky,” Saffron laughed and reached out for Cheyenne’s 

knee. Cheyenne tucked her legs underneath her. A loud snore 

erupted from Bret. 

“So…” Scot said from behind her, startling all three of 

them. His dark eyes danced with intrigue. “…we’re retelling the 

trials and tribulations of Steph and Phillip in preparation for their reunion, I take it?” 

“Why, yes we are, my love.” Cheyenne smiled at her hus-

band and beckoned him to sit next to her. 

“Well, then. Move over.” He heaved a weary sigh and 

gracefully maneuvered his lanky body into the seat next to 

Cheyenne. “The next debacle was the “Fire Woman” video.” 

Cheyenne groaned and shook her head. “I thought Steph 

was going to end up in prison after she saw that little stunt.” 

Scot put a finger to her lips, interrupting her. “Let me tell 

this particular part of the story.” He removed his finger and replaced it with his mouth, giving her a quick kiss. 

“That’s hot.” Saffron remarked, and Nathan shushed her. 

“I love it when Scot gets all catty. He’s a pro.” Nathan 

sipped his drink. “Go on.” 

“After the Toxicity concert, Phillip went a bit mental. One 

could argue he went on a long overdue bender. When he sobered 

up, he crashed at our place for a few weeks. Phillip Bret, and I virtually lived in the studio throwing down demo tracks. He was 

writing a lot of…hostile, dark music. Then one day he comes in 

and says we need to cover this old song by The Cult. So we rec-
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orded ‘Fire Woman.’” 

“Which turned out to be a major catastrophe.” Cheyenne 

blurted. 

“Hey! We rocked that song. It’s the video that needs to go,” 

Scot argued, pushing his long dark hair out of his face. 

“But I love that video. I find it very provocative…sexy.” 

Saffron frowned. 

“Oh, it is. Too bad it’s the retelling of Phillip and Stepha-

nie’s relationship.” Cheyenne crossed her arms, remembering 

Steph’s tirade when she first showed her the video. When Scot 

brought the video home and she saw it, Cheyenne flew straight 

to Milan to forewarn Steph before Phillip’s “vision” debuted. 

Stephanie’s first reaction was to make a snarky comment about 

Fury (“Oh, they’re doing covers now? How very retro.”), but 

once the images of Phillip re-enacting their private moments 

with a pale, red headed model (breaking her camera, the airplane bathroom, the rainstorm kiss), she became completely enraged. 

She had a total meltdown and nearly took some pretty impressive 

revenge. Cheyenne put a stop to the evil plot and saved Steph 

from a move she would have really regretted. She dragged her 

out to a nearby café to try to help her gain some perspective. 

Three bottles of wine later, Steph broke down and, through una-

bashed tears, confessed to Cheyenne about the loss of her baby. 

The way that Steph could barely choke the words out hurt Chey-

enne’s heart. Steph was typically cold as ice, so witnessing her fragility was downright terrifying. Thinking about it even now 

pissed Cheyenne off all over again, and she wanted to go scream 

in Phillip’s face; however, Stephanie had sworn her to secrecy. 

Loyalty had become vitally important to Cheyenne, and she 

hadn’t even told Scot. Stephanie was of the opinion that telling Phillip about the baby now would serve no useful purpose. 

“Which brings us to the UK Music Video Awards.” Na-

than’s devilish eyes appeared even greener as he laughed mali-

ciously. Scot and Cheyenne exchanged a thoughtful glance, and 
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Scot shook his head at Cheyenne in warning. Cheyenne simply 

looked away. Things were about to take an ugly turn, she was 

certain of it. 

“What on earth happened there?” Saffron looked from one 

person to the next. 

“You were there, Nathan. Tell it.” Scot waved an exasperat-

ed hand in the air. 

Nathan topped off his drink and sat forward. “Phillip, David 

and I were doing shots at the bar when some twat in a suit ap-

proached us. He introduced himself as Steph’s agent and got in 

Phillip’s face. I’m not sure what all was said, but he was defi-

nitely spouting off about the Fire Woman video.” 

At that moment, Phillip approached them and grabbed a 

beer from the mini fridge. 

“What’s up?” he asked, pulling out his ear buds. The as-

sembled group exchanged a collective smirk. 

“Hey, mate. What was the wanker’s name that shoved you 

at the U.K. Awards?” Nathan had clearly chosen to brazen 

through the fact that they’d all been talking about him. Phillip leveled an acknowledging gaze at Nathan and glanced awkwardly at Cheyenne. When he visibly puffed up, she shook her head. 

“Christopher…something or another.” He shrugged and 

tried to look unconcerned. 

“Hoult.” Cheyenne informed them all. Scott removed his 

arm from around her, and she knew he was pissed at her, but she 

didn’t care. “Christopher Hoult.” 

“Yes! Phillip told him to piss off and started to walk away, 

but the bloke grabbed his shoulder and hit him. Before I knew 

what was what, this Christopher dude was on the floor, and Dave 

was yanking Phillip off of him.” Nathan held his fist out at Phillip who halfheartedly bumped it. 

“Don’t start nothin’, won’t be nothin’.” Scot agreed with a 

cocky shrug that was out of character for him. Phillip nodded at Scot in thanks for his obvious support. 
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Cheyenne glowered at them both like they were simpletons 

and turned to Saffron ready to deliver the coup de grace. “Christopher ended up in the hospital with a broken nose and a frac-

tured rib. Stephanie felt awful that her agent had the crap kicked out of him for trying to stand up for her…defend her honor. So 

she went to the hospital to thank him for what she considered 

going way above and beyond his job description. Steph was pret-

ty surprised when Christopher told her he needed to resign as her agent because he was having trouble remaining professionally 

detached when it came to her. She was shocked, but she refused 

his resignation. Then a month later he finally asked her out.” 

“No way! Did she say yes? Are they dating now?” Saffron 

graced Cheyenne with an impish grin. Cheyenne turned her dark 

eyes on Phillip who froze with his beer halfway to his lips, gaping at her words. Steph was no angel, but dammit, he’d messed 

with her best friend and needed to be taken down a notch or two. 

Phillip seemed glued to the spot, and his blue eyes seemed both 

surprised and troubled. 

 Good. 

Out of the corner of her eye Cheyenne watched him tilt his 

head to one side and stare at her, waiting for her response. She smiled cheerfully at Saffron. 

“At first she said no, but by the holidays he wore her down. 

They’ve been seeing each other ever since.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

Steph pushed back her seat and reclined tiredly. She accept-

ed a beer from the flight attendant with a grateful smile. They 

were  on the last leg of what had been the never-ending trip to 

hell. Sure, hell happened to look a lot like the Garden of Eden, but as Cedric had often reminded her, the devil’s favorite trick was convincing folks he didn’t exist. 

Fernando de Noronha. In college she’d drooled over the 

photographs in  Condé Nast Traveler. She’d been dying to go to the exclusive island off the coast of Brazil and photograph it for herself, and now she’d be there in less than an hour. Unbelievable. If she’d stayed for a month and never slept, she would never get all the shots she wanted. But she wasn’t going for herself, or for  National Geographic. She was going as a favor to D.J. Dave, Fury’s fabulous drummer and all-around nice guy. Her photos of 

the astounding beaches, turquoise waters, and dramatic rock 

formations would have to be squeezed in between Yara’s in-

creasingly Bridezilla-esque demands. 

Even so, who doesn’t love an all-expense-paid trip to para-

dise? Someone who feels like she’s marching toward the guillo-

tine, that’s who. Stephanie was about to face a group of old 

friends whom she adored, but who had witnessed her make a 

series of unfixable mistakes. She would have to watch Cheyenne 

frolic happily with Scot and little Liam and beat back the grow-
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veins like poisonous venom. And for Steph, a wedding didn’t 

symbolize new beginnings, but served as a tragic reminder of her own self mutilating cowardice. 

And then there was Phillip. 

Steph rubbed her temple and wondered if she’d need to take 

migraine medicine for the first time in over a year. Phillip would be on the island. The archipelago was roughly ten square miles, 

and she was convinced that it just wouldn’t be big enough for the both of them. He was in the wedding, of course, so she would 

soon be photographing him. She’d see him in person for the first time since the hospital and most assuredly would have no choice 

but to interact with him. 

Even though she knew it wasn’t cool, Steph popped a 

Xanax and washed it down with a big swig of beer. She looked 

around and tried to find a way to distract herself. She reached 

into the back of the seat in front of her and pulled out a People Magazine someone had left behind. She stared blankly at the 

cover. Her ex-boyfriend Kevin Wiley was on the cover with his 

new wife, Maria (the woman he’d cheated on her with) and their 

adorable newborn baby. Cut in the right hand upper corner of the cover was a picture of Fury and a sensational mention of their 

upcoming release, Rage. 

“Lord, why have you forsaken me?” She gazed at the ceil-

ing of the airplane tiredly, as if she had a direct line to God. 

“Because you are a filthy, blaspheming heathen.” Cedric 

said from behind her in an affected theatrical voice, and she 

turned to fix her plus-one with a withering stare. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that was a rhetorical question,” 

he quipped as he took his seat next to her. She presented the 

magazine for his viewing pleasure. “Oh.” 

“Thanks for coming with me. If Phillip and I are going to 

breathe  the same air, I’m sure I’m going to need the spiritual 

guidance.” 

His sassy smile vanishing, Cedric tilted his head and firmly 
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replied. “You’re in a good place, Sis.” 

“I know. I’m just really jittery. I’m so glad that you’re here 

with me and not Christopher. He’d insist I meditate instead of 

drinking to excess.” Though she’d only been seeing him for 

roughly three months, she knew Christopher had her best inter-

ests at heart. He’d wanted very much to come with her, but he 

had pressing issues with a couple of  his other clients. She’d 

twisted Cedric’s arm to come in his place and after a healthy 

dose of sisterly guilt and promises that he’d have his own room 

in more modest accommodations, he’d relented. 

She was finally, as Cedric mentioned, “in a good place.” 

Thanks to continuous support and supervision from Cedric and 

Cheyenne, she was healthier physically and spiritually than she’d ever been in her adult life. However, the week on the island with Fury would be awkward enough without Christopher challenging 

Phillip to a duel or some other such nonsense. Christopher was 

always a gentleman, but principled to a fault. His outburst to-

ward Phillip at the Video Awards still had her reeling. 

She was yanked out of her thoughts as the flight attendant 

returned with a glass of white wine for Cedric. He accepted it 

and graced her with a charming smile. She blushed and with a 

glance at his collar, hurried away. Steph smiled wryly at him 

with a sideways glance. It was impossible not to be amused at 

the way women responded to her brother.  Especially  when he wore his priestly collar. It was as if the “forbidden fruit factor” 

upped his desirability to the opposite sex. 

Cedric appeared oblivious, though Steph knew he was com-

pletely aware of his magnetism. He continued their conversation 

without missing a beat or acknowledging the blushing woman. 

“Glad I can help, though I feel criminal about the extravagance. 

One of these first class plane tickets alone could feed an African village for a year.” 

“Hey,   not all of us took a vow of poverty.” Steph tapped her beer bottle against his wine glass in an impromptu toast. 

54 

RAGE 

Cedric smirked at her and shook his head. “You brought 

wide brimmed hats, right? You’ll burst into flames if you aren’t careful.” 

“Right back at you, Ginger.” Steph replied,  though she 

knew Cedric could survive a whole lot more ultra violet rays 

than she could. “I hope you listened to me about the insect repellant. They say you can’t even see the borrachudo mosquito so 

you don’t know you’ve been bit half the time until your ankles 

are shredded the next day.” 

“You’ve researched your destination thoroughly. Mom 

would be so proud of you,” he replied. She tried to hide her surprise at his mention of their mom. There had been an unspoken 

agreement that the subject of mom had been off limits between 

them for years. He sipped his drink as if it were normal, and she dropped it. Steph and Cedric’s mother had been an avid traveler, and they’d accompanied their parents all over the globe from the time of their births. She had drilled the importance of reading up on the destination to minimize being ill prepared. “I‘m less concerned about the mosquitos than I am about not being able to 

wear sunblock in the water. I guess I won’t be swimming at all.” 

“That’s only in certain areas. We’ll figure it out. I’m not go-

ing to two of the world’s most beautiful beaches and  not getting in the water,” Steph insisted. A she made idle chit-chat about the tight itinerary for Yara’s week-long wedding death march, she 

felt the reality of this trip buzzing around her like a pesky fly. 

She’d promised herself many times she’d focus on the exciting 

aspects of the wedding. Loads of time with friends she hadn’t 

seen in months and the breathtaking locale. The stunning resort 

David had spent a fortune buying out for the week that had views most people would never get to see. But the image of that tear 

rolling down Phillip’s cheek and the detached look on his face as he’d left her bedside dominated her thoughts. 

She had realized the magnitude of her mistake the second 

she’d woken up the morning after her surgery. She couldn’t re-
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member the exact details or wording of their conversation the 

night before, but she knew she’d pushed him away too hard and 

that he didn’t understand the truth of the circumstances. She’d 

called him for two solid days after waking from her drug-

induced haze. Every single call went straight to voicemail. Final-ly, on the third day when she was waiting to be discharged, she’d called Scot out of desperation. He seemed shocked when she 

asked if he’d heard from Phillip. 

“No, Steph. He gave us strict instructions not to call him for 

a week. He wanted you all to himself until the photo shoot for 

Rage.” Steph remembered feeling ill when she heard Scot’s light 

tone and realized that none of the band members had heard from 

Phillip. She told him she had to go and hung up before she had to answer any questions. She sat through a twenty minute discharge 

lecture from her doctor about how she was still anemic and mal-

nourished. Then she helplessly watched both her father and 

brother promise him that if she didn’t put weight back on in the next month they would admit her to an inpatient program for 

eating disorders. Dr. Lucky Charms evidently wasn’t one to be 

trifled with. Then her father reluctantly headed to the airport, and Cedric drove her to the cottage to pick up her things. She fidgeted the entire way there. What if Phillip was there? Worse still, what if he wasn’t? 

As the crossed the hump-backed bridge, Steph saw the red 

door standing wide open. Her legs felt rubbery. and her heart 

was in her throat as they entered. She was in no way prepared for what greeted them. It looked as if a cyclone had hit the interior. 

“Oh my.” Cedric exclaimed as Steph stepped over the over-

turned hutch and broken china on the floor. Dazed, she wandered 

the rooms gathering her suitcase, toiletries, and untouched cam-

era bag. Her keys were still on the bedside table. The plates from their pre-proposal breakfast still sat on the table. She could feel Cedric watching her, but refused to meet his eyes. Minutes later when she pulled the red door shut, her hand was still trembling. 
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It wasn’t until Cedric was parking the rental car at the Dub-

lin airport that he finally spoke. “If that’s how Phillip responds to conflict, you made the right call.” 

Steph opened her mouth to defend Phillip. She was just 

about to tell Cedric that he didn’t know about the pregnancy and realized that it wouldn’t make Phillip look any less reactionary and that Cedric might feel a gallant need to reveal the true circumstances of her hospitalization to him. She needed to tell him herself. She tried to call him again and got a message that his 

voicemail box was full. 

She called her agent. There was absolutely no way she 

could do the Fury shoot. Christopher got a bit terse with her at first about the last minute cancellation. Since their professional relationship was brand new, Steph felt compelled to tell him 

about her health crisis and stunned Cedric by calmly revealing 

that she’d lost a baby and a fallopian tube. Christopher  fell all over himself apologizing for her loss and offered to cancel the 

upcoming Milan shoot as well. Steph declined the offer, insisting that she’d be better by then and needed the distraction. 

She and Cedric flew back to Milan. They’d barely walked 

in  the door of her apartment when Cheyenne called. Frantic at 

Phillip’s disappearance and news that Steph was not shooting the album cover, she demanded answers. Stephanie glanced up at the 

mammoth picture of Phillip hanging over her mantel. All she 

could manage was that she’d turned Phillip down. Cheyenne 

pressed her, but Cedric took the phone from her and explained 

that Steph had just had surgery and needed her rest. 

Cedric stayed with her for a week, force feeding her pasta 

and dragging her out on “therapeutic” walks. By the time Cedric 

left for Rome and she showed up at the  Donna Moderna shoot, she’d already gained five pounds and could feel muscles she 

never knew she had from her surprisingly vigorous walks with 

her cane-dependent brother. And it felt good to work again. In-

vigorating. 
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As Stephanie re-examined the painful events of the past 

year, she flipped open the window cover and gasped. Cedric 

jumped as if she’d seen a monster on the wing of the plane. 

“What?” he demanded. 

She stared at the island as it appeared through a hole in the 

clouds. “Holy shit, Cedric! It’s Shangri-La.” 

“Holy shit, indeed.” Cedric’s astonished exclamation made 

her laugh. As they circled for their final approach, Steph practically vibrated with enthusiasm. The jutting rocks, stunning natural pools, and lush green tropical slopes of the ecologic sanctuary gave her an itchy shutter release finger. All of her reservations about the island adventure were temporarily forgotten. 

Their chauffer fearlessly maneuvered the Land Rover off 

the main road and over the pothole-ridden unpaved roads leading 

to Cedric’s pousada. After they made dinner plans Cedric 

hopped out at his lush accommodations. Steph pondered what 

her pousada must look like if Cedric found this lovely one befitting his meager station. She climbed into the front seat. The 

driver was a maniac, tearing off down the treacherous dirt paths like they were running from an explosion, and she wanted a better view of her impending death. Unfortunately, this move 

seemed to endanger her more, as her driver spent more time eye-

ing her as if she were an exotic animal than watching the road. 

He was kind of sexy in a raw, swarthy, “I’m on vacation in the 

tropics and what’s a girl to do” sort of way. He attempted to flirt with Steph in very broken English, but Steph’s total lack of any Portuguese vocabulary (except swear words she’d learned from 

the bride-to-be) prevented her from any dirty repartee. 

It was two p.m. local time when they arrived at her jaw 

dropping accommodations at Pousada Maravilha. The blistering 

sunshine that had welcomed them when they landed had com-

pletely vanished. and she and the driver managed to get under 

cover just before the heavens released a torrential downpour. 
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to hold open the door for her. David and Yara’s wedding may 

have been well timed for Fury’s schedule, but in Steph’s opinion, having it during Noronha’s rainy season should have been pondered a bit more thoroughly. She could actually feel her naturally wavy hair coiling in the humidity. 

The moment she stepped inside, her keen aesthetic eyes 

were immediately drawn upward, admiring the dramatic slopes 

of the vaulted ceilings with their exposed beams. The floors were a mix of maple colored planks and pristine white tiles. The scat-tered rock gardens, thatched looking roof, and rustic wood sup-

ports gave the lobby the feel of a tiki hut that had a love child with a McMansion. The charcoal sky was framed dramatically 

by the panoramic windows and the central skylight. As she 

moved forward, the room opened wider for a 360 degree view of 

Sueste Bay. A circle of rattan chairs were centered under the 

skylight and divided the room. On the left were dining tables and a bar, on the right long white modern couches and low wood tables were strategically placed for optimal views of the bay and 

the infinity pool. She approached the windows, seeing ham-

mocks swinging in the storm outside. Chaise tanning lounges 

and pool mattresses completed the island chic décor. 

“Teetee!” She heard the familiar battle cry of her favorite 

little man. Steph dropped her camera bag and purse on the clos-

est couch in preparation for being pounced on by an eleven-

month-old monkey-boy. She turned in time to have him slam 

into her legs full force, knocking her backwards onto the couch. 

“Oh my goodness, Liam Sebastian Charles! You are a gi-

ant!” She groaned as he scampered up onto her as if he were 

king of the mountain. 

“Mamma. Milk!” He yelled in her face, and she grabbed 

him and rolled him off of her tickling him. Cheyenne approached 

them, gracefully balancing two Sippy cups. 

“Bout time you got here.” Cheyenne nudged her knee. “We 
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went off to take naps. That was one brutal flight.” 

“Tell me about it. Cedric and I flew in from Panama City to 

Recife yesterday. Then we had to spend the night before we 

could catch the puddle jumper here. Be happy you were on a pri-

vate jet.” Steph laughed as Liam got in her face, effectively 

blocking Cheyenne from her view and sticking out his tongue at 

her. Steph tackled him onto the couch again. “Where’s Scot?” 

Cheyenne nodded toward the dining area. “Having a drink 

with David. Want one?” 

“Very much so. Let me check in first.” Steph picked up 

Liam and threw him over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry. 

Cheyenne snatched up Steph’s bags and followed her to the 

desk. The chauffer was hanging around smiling at her, and Steph 

assumed he was angling for a tip, but when she tried to give him one, he waved it off. The staff was incredibly efficient and spoke excellent English. They told her the chauffer was Enrique and he worked for them. He took her bags from her with a wink and in 

no time Steph, Cheyenne, and Liam turned the corner into the 

dining area. 

Steph couldn’t contain her smile when she saw Fury’s bass-

ist, Scot and drummer, David sipping drinks at the end of the 

bar. 

“D.J. Dave!” She cheered and David was on his feet and 

hugging her so suddenly it took her by surprise. David still 

looked like an old time movie star. Short hair, clean cut—he al-

ways seemed somewhat out of place in a rock band. But Steph 

knew that when he held sticks in his hands, no one would ever 

question that he belonged behind a drum kit. 

“Steph, thank God!” he uttered in a hushed and panicked 

tone. “Yara said she’d call the whole thing off if you didn’t 

come.” 

“Like I wouldn’t come when you guilt tripped me into it.” 

She replied emphatically. Cheyenne and Scot both raised an eye-

brow. An evil grin played on David’s movie star face. 
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“I told her she owed me. For teaching Yara how to swear 

like a sailor in English.” Cheyenne and Scot both nodded. While 

Fury was touring America, Yara had spent a great deal of time 

hanging out with Steph and Cheyenne. 

Steph rolled her eyes and swung Liam around by his arms. 

“It’s cool. I’m here. Who am I rooming with?” 

“Kara. Our nanny. Liam might spend a night or two with 

you, if you know what I mean.” Scot shot her his perfectly 

straight toothed smile and a wink as he wrapped his arms around 

Cheyenne. 

“Working on another one, are we?” Steph joked. 

Cheyenne cringed visibly. “No way in hell.” 

Scot looked stunned at her reaction as David finished off his 

drink. Steph seized this opportunity to segueway into another 

topic. 

“What are you two drinking. and why don’t I have one?” 

“Caipirinhas, of course.” Scot tossed some cash on the bar 

and waved the bartender over. 

“When in Rome. .” David agreed with a fidgety shrug. 

Steph took the seat next to him. 

“Where’s your bride-to-be?” she asked, patting him on the 

back. David was rarely troubled, so his stricken expression made her nervous. He definitely looked like he could use a few more 

drinks. 

David heaved such a deep sigh that his shoulders rose and 

fell dramatically. “At the spa. Daily facials, so she’s pimple-free for the ceremony.” 

Steph nodded and wrinkled her nose slightly. Having spent 

her pretty much her entire life photographing the world’s most 

desirable people, she wasn’t phased in the least. She felt for him. 

But this was the life of a soon-to-be husband of a Victoria Secret model. 

“I’m taking Liam back up to Kara. I’ll be back in ten.” 

Cheyenne took Liam by the hand and headed in the direction of 
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the stairs to the neighboring building where Steph, Kara, and the bridesmaids were staying. 

Steph and the two musicians exchanged silent looks. She 

squared her shoulders. “Ok. Say what you need to say. Just get it over with.” 

David and Scot exchanged an unreadable look of their own, 

and Scot spoke. “Steph, your choices are yours. I have nothing to say except I’m sorry, because it would have been cool to have 

you as a part of our dysfunctional family.” 

David nodded. Steph thought he looked like he had a lot 

he’d like to say, but when he spoke, he was brief. “Me too.” 

The bartender returned with her lime garnished drink, and 

she accepted it in silence. Scott nodded to the outer door. “It quit raining. Let’s go outside.” 

The three of them picked up their drinks and headed 

poolside bantering about the flash rainstorms of Noronha. David 

sounded traumatized as he revealed that in  the day and a half 

since he and Yara’s friends and family had arrived, they’d had 

six such bursts of rain with almost no warning. Steph glanced up from her drink as she crossed the threshold to the patio, and the view nearly made her trip over her own feet. David grabbed her 

arm to steady her, and she blinked in disbelief at the pool which seemed to vanish into the beautiful horizon. The guys headed 

away from the pool to a shaded table, and she stumbled along 

after them. 

As she took a seat, Scot spoke again. “I know I speak for 

everyone else in Fury when I say we’re sorry about the video, 

too. The rest of us tried to tell the label not to release it, or to just release the footage of us playing and cut the scenes with the 

model. But they’re a bunch of whores. All they could see were 

the vaults full of money they would make.” 

“Thanks for trying. That was a jagged-ass pill to swallow.” 

Steph murmured. 

Scot leaned forward and fixed her with his serious dark 
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gaze. “He was hurting, Steph. We didn’t even know he was film-

ing the parts with the model until the shoot was almost done. 

Mark found out and came to drag us out of an interview to try to stop it. The rest of us were under the impression it was going to be a band performance video only. Phillip pitched the rest privately to the director who was salivating all over the camera 

when we showed up on the set.” 

Steph imagined their diminutive manager Mark throwing a 

fit at hulking Phillip, and it made her feel momentarily better. 

“Phillip was pretty pissed at the shoot.” David offered, as if 

Phillip’s drunkenness would soften the blow somehow. Images 

from the video dominated Steph’s thoughts, and she tried to un-

clench her teeth. 

“He seemed to be having a good time with it. Guys, I get it. 

Artists use stuff from their  lives all the time.” Steph shrugged. 

David and Scot exchanged another conspiratorial glance, and 

Steph titled her head at them, wearing her annoyed face. 

“What?” She pointedly looked at Dave, whom she knew 

would cave. 

“The model took him home.” He replied, unable to meet her 

eyes. Steph wasn’t prepared for the gut punch of this develop-

ment. Not only had he reenacted their antics for the camera, but he’d hired a look-alike stand-in to “re-enact” them privately as well. 

“Wow.” She downed half her drink, when  the lobby door 

opened and Phillip stepped through it. Though she was thirty feet away and he’d cut his hair, she’d have known his confident 

mannerisms and amazing body anywhere. 

On the heels of David’s revelation, seeing him stung more 

than she’d prepared herself for. Attractive as ever, he was darkly tanned, and his hair had been bleached even blonder by the sun. 

He wore a white sleeveless shirt, and his tattooed arms looked 

bigger than she remembered. When he reached back with one 
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been hitting the gym and doing a lot of lifting. As he turned in their direction, she saw the new tattoo he had over his heart. Unfortunately she’d also caught glimpses of it in the fucking “Fire Woman” video. She couldn’t tell what the tattoo was from this 

distance, but it was black like the rest of them and looked sort of Celtic in nature. Then, she was too distracted by the lost look he wore to bother getting a better look at it. 

He’d spotted her; that much was obvious. He’d been kick-

ing off his sandals and froze mid-movement. As his smoky eyes 

rested on her face, he stood up tall, and his jaw tightened. 

“Oh shit.” She didn’t realize she’d said it out loud until Da-

vid whipped his head in her direction. Phillip turned away from 

them immediately, and she glanced at Dave. He opened his 

mouth to speak and then snapped it shut. Steph turned her entire body toward him (purposely away from Phillip) and took a 

hearty sip of her drink. 

“You look like you want to say something, David. Spit it 

out, already.” 

“He still loves you.” David blurted and then turned red all 

the way to his hairline. “Sorry.” 

Steph looked down at her cocktail and played with the 

straw. Even though it was utterly selfish, she wanted to believe him. She’d turned him away, and he’d shut her out. But she  still wanted him to want her. It was wrong and prideful and oh-so-textbook Steph Brier behavior. This was one of many huge char-

acter flaws that she needed to work on. 

 Add it to the list. 

She found it difficult to look in Phillip’s direction and diffi-

cult not to. Thankfully, she heard a splash and saw his golden 

hair bobbing in the water. 

Steph swigged down the rest of her caipirinha in one gulp. 

It burned all the way down, and she was glad. “It’s been a long 

day, boys. I’m going to go lie down for a while before dinner.” 
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The cool water did nothing to ease the burn Phillip felt in 

every cell of his body. No matter how prepared he thought he 

was for it, seeing her again knocked the wind out of him and 

nearly brought him to his knees. He’d presented his heart to her, and she’d ripped it out through his throat. 

He tried to ignore her as she left Dave and Scot at the table 

and headed in his direction, but she was more stunning than ever and he couldn’t look away. She was no longer frighteningly 

gaunt. A glimpse at her bare leg poking out from the slit in her long sarong showcased lean muscle definition she’d never had 

before. Her scorching hair was the longest he’d ever seen it and curly in the heavy tropical heat. Her skin was a lovely pinkish 

brown from being in the sun, so he figured she’d either been 

prepping for the beach or spending a lot of time out-of-doors. He was so captivated by her appearance that she was ten feet from 

him before he realized she was looking directly at him with those devastating aquamarine eyes that mirrored the sea behind him. 

He gripped the side of the pool as if gripping onto his pride. 

She wore a determined look and pivoted in his direction. Primal 

urges warred within him. The first was to flee, even if it meant jumping off the nearest cliff-face into the rocky waters below. 

The second was to pull her into the water and ravage her in full view of anyone in the pousada. It was a fairly well-matched tug 

of war between the two. 

Stephanie stopped a foot from the edge of the pool, and be-

fore he could stop himself, his eyes were entangled with hers. 

“Hey.” Her voice had the same raspy timbre he had always 

adored, like a prima donna who’d smoked a box of cigars and 

drank a bottle of whisky the night before. Like every other aspect of Stephanie, her voice was a contradiction. You couldn’t have 

the sweet without the savory. 
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He opened his mouth to reply and paused. He couldn’t say 

“how are you”, “lookin’ good”, “I fucking love you, you vicious 

little bitch,” or any of the other things that jumped to mind. So he closed his mouth and just nodded at her in greeting. She 

kicked off her shoes and stepped forward. Crouching down, she 

took a seat on the side of the pool. Her shapely legs were in the water inches from him. He could have moved forward two feet 

and been between them, his eyes level with her waist. It was hard not to think about how she’d respond to that. He also could have grabbed her by the ankle and yanked her in. It was equally appealing. 

An awkward silence fell between them, and Phillip waited. 

She’d approached him, so the ball was in her court. 

She cleared her throat. “So how’ve you been, Phillip?” 

He cocked an eyebrow. “Seriously?” 

“W…Well…you know, how are things…with the band?” 

She looked down at her lap. 

He pushed back from the side of the pool. “You didn’t 

come over here to ask me about Fury. What do you want, Steph-

anie?” He refused to make idle chit-chat when he couldn’t get 

the image of Clive Richards pawing her out of his mind. Stepha-

nie heaved an exasperated sigh. 

“You know, I thought we could do the mature thing. Try to 

smooth things over privately so we aren’t remembered as the two 

assholes that ruined the wedding.” 

He laughed heartily and shook his head. Steph looked as if 

he’d slapped her. 

“Smooth things over? There’s nothing to smooth over, love. 

It’s ancient history. I think we should just try to avoid each other this week.” 

Steph paused and drew in a long breath. He anticipated an 

argument, anger, or some other emotional outburst. Instead, she 

simply nodded and climbed to her feet. 

“You’re absolutely right, Phillip. It’s old news.” 
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He watched her gorgeous backside as she bent to pick up 

her shoes, and he wanted to call out to her to come back. Some-

how, he suppressed the urge and let her leave. 

It seemed like only yesterday when she’d shut him down in 

a similar fashion and he’d been too devastated to see straight. 

When he stumbled out of her hospital room, he’d hopped in his 

Aston Martin nearly plowing down several paparazzi as he sped 

to the market. He’d bought a bottle of Tullamore Dew and a car-

ton of cigarettes and drove back to the cottage. He’d sat by the brook for hours, drinking from the bottle and chain smoking. His thoughts were a hazy blur of a future without her. 

He stumbled inside, knowing from experience that he was 

close to passing out. He steadied himself on the doorframe of the master bedroom, and his eyes fell on the silk nightgown he’d 

peeled off of Stephanie the night before. It lay on the hard wood floor as a taunting reminder that he’d never again hold her. 

Tears sprung to his eyes, and anger clouded his vision. He 

be damned if he’d shed one more fucking tear over her. She 

couldn’t even be bothered to have a discussion about marrying 

him. He’d been dismissed like an unwelcome servant. His last 

memories of that night were cradling bloody fists and passing 

out on the couch so that he didn’t have to lie on the sheets that smelled like her peppermint shampoo. 

Daylight had seared through his closed eyelids, ripping him 

from his restless slumber. He had sat up, and the room spun. 

When normal vision had finally returned, he’d realized just how 

much damage he’d done the night before. Overturned furniture, 

broken dishes, red-tinged holes in the white washed walls all 

brought back flashes of the previous evening. He’d looked down 

at his own hands and saw they were bloody and swollen. 

“Bloody hell.” He’d murmured, when he discovered that he 

couldn’t close his right hand. He’d completely lost control and 

what was worse, he felt his feral rage threatening to surface 

again. He couldn’t be around people in his current state of mind. 
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If he stayed, his sisters would come looking for him. Worse, Ad-

am or Cedric might show up. He knew he needed to get far away 

from Stephanie, and he wasn’t ready to face the rest of Fury. 

Phillip tossed his guitar case and luggage into the boot of 

his car and slid in behind the wheel. As he pulled away from the cottage, his phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket and studied Stephanie’s name flashing on the screen. A cold numbness overtook him. He braked on the bridge and tossed his phone into the 

brook. 

He drove to the coast and parked his car in his storage gar-

age. His uncle’s place on Inishmore was the one private refuge 

he was still had. Uncle Cal was the black sheep of the family, set apart by his crusty military exterior that didn’t mesh with the rest of them. It had been months since he’d been out to the isle, but the moment he stepped onto the rocky beach, he felt the weight 

of the world slip from his shoulders. As he made his way up the 

bank toward the tiny seaside pub, a mahogany Irish setter trotted up to him. 

“Hey there, Fi.” He greeted her, rubbing her behind the 

ears. He glanced up at the porch of the pub and saw his Uncle 

Callahan leaning against the doorframe with his arms folded 

across his barrel chest. 

“Hiya, Boyo. Those golden locks of yours are lookin’ a wee 

bit girly.” 

Phillip didn’t smile. “Got a razor?” 

An hour later, he sat at the bar rubbing his newly shorn head 

and nursing a pint of Guinness. 

Callahan shook his bald head as he made sweeping circular 

motions on the bar with a cloth. “Well, you won’t have to worry 

about being recognized. You look like a cancer patient.” 

“Good. I need a change of pace.” Phillip rubbed his finger 

across the shiny wood of the bar, refusing to look his uncle in the eye. 

“So what brings you out here to No Man’s Land?” 
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He took a long pull off his stout and smacked his lips as the 

burnt barley flavor engaged his taste buds in a familiar dance. “I just needed somewhere to slow down.” 

He stuck out his lower lip in a mock pout. “Ahhhh. The 

rock star life got you down?” 

Phillip said nothing and continued to pick at the label on a 

nearby bottle of booze. 

“What happened to your hands?” Callahan’s complexion 

was rosy from drinking and his attention unflinching. “How 

about that bruise on your jaw? Cat got your tongue, Nancy 

Boy?” 

Again, he had no response. Phillip cast his steely eyes up at 

Callahan once, then back to his beer. 

The corner of his uncle’s mouth lifted. “This is about a 

woman, isn’t it?” 

Phillip polished off his pint in one swig. Before the bottom 

of the glass hit the bar, there was a fresh one in front of him. 

Phillip spent the following three weeks in a booth at the pub 

overlooking the sea poisoning his liver and writing songs. When 

he wasn’t feeling creative, he took aimless walks on the craggy 

beach with his guitar and Fiona the dog. He sat on the cliffs and played or just smoked. Once in a while he went out fishing with 

Callahan on his boat. 

One night, Callahan’s old Navy buddy, Bones, came to vis-

it. He was a tattoo artist from Dublin. and he was overjoyed at 

Phillip’s drunken suggestion that he ink him up. Phillip wanted 

something Celtic over his heart. Bones nodded and drew up a 

design. When he explained its meaning, Phillip swallowed hard 

and nodded. Callahan said nothing, but poured him a shot. 

About halfway through the tat, his uncle spoke. “Here, 

Wanker. You won’t be able to take the pain without another drop 

of the creature.” 

Hours later, Phillip stumbled to the water’s edge, guitar in 

hand. He looked down at his blackened and bloody chest. 
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“Stephanie.” He slurred and attempted to launch into his 

latest creation. He was too drunk to find the fingering for the 

first chord. He stood and turned to head for a warm place to pass out, when he stumbled over his own feet and tumbled into the 

water. Fiona, who had been napping on the porch, started bark-

ing, and moments later Callahan and Bones were dragging him 

from the sea. 

“Go put on some coffee for this young lady.” Callahan in-

structed Bones, who made himself scarce. As Phillip lay on his 

side choking up salt water, Callahan grabbed him by his shirt 

collar and pulled him to his feet. “Listen to me, you silly bastard. 

You need to crawl to that lass on your hands and knees. Tomor-

row.” 

“She doesn’t love me. I asked her to marry me, and she said 

no!’ 

“Then ask her again, lad. It’s painfully obvious you’re in 

love with her. Your entire life, you’ve never given a single 

thought to anyone but your spoiled fucking self. Until now.” 

“She’s killing me. I can’t see her.” 

“Listen to me. You need to quit being an ignorant little git. 

Anything worth having is worth bleeding for. I realize you’ve 

been coddled your entire life, but I’m not afraid to be the one to tell you to grow the fuck up.” 

“Screw you, Callahan.” 

“You’re doing a pretty good job of screwing yourself when 

you could be off screwing your lady. Maybe she didn’t want a 

pampered little pussy for a husband who spends more time look-

ing in the mirror than looking at her.” 

“Up yours, Cal! Steph’s my whole world. You have no 

fucking idea.” 

“Well, well, I guess even ‘the charmed one’ Phillip Kersey 

can’t always get what he wants. Welcome to the human race, 

Boyo.” Callahan released his grip, and Phillip went sprawling 

back onto the rocky ground. “You know I love you, but I want 
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you gone tomorrow morning. Pack your shit and go. If you can 

manage to step down from your pedestal, go beg that girl to take you back. She must really be something.” 

As his uncle headed for  the pub, Phillip called after him. 

“Help me up!” 

Without a pause in his stride or a second glance, he whistled 

for Fiona, who trotted after him. “Help yourself up.” 

As hung-over as he was, he was gone on the first ferry be-

fore sunrise the following morning. As he drove toward Galaway 

Airport, he thought long and hard about Callahan’s barbs. He 

knew his uncle’s points were valid. His massive ego had allowed 

him to assume Steph would say yes, though he’d never even told 

her he loved her until the day he had proposed. In Galaway, he 

purchased and activated a new cell phone and cringed when he 

heard that his voice mailbox was full. Before his flight took off for London, he’d listened to every hang up and message he’d 

missed. The concerned calls from Scot and his family members. 

Angry calls from his manager, Bret, and the record label. Worst 

of all were the messages from Steph. At first she sounded tired 

and exasperated, then the messages progressed to teary pleading. 

Then anger. After that she left nothing but hang ups. 

As soon as his plane touched down in London, he was on 

his way to Abbey Road Studios. He owed the band the apology 

of a lifetime, and he knew right where to find them. His reap-

pearance was met with a mixture of anger and relief. He slapped 

down the stack of songs in front of Bret and launched into a 

well-practiced monologue about how he’d needed the solitude to 

refocus. 

“Well, you could have bloody called us.” David threw a 

drum stick at his head. Phillip deftly dodged it and gaped at David. 

“We need to get back to work before the studio rips up our 

contract.” Bret remarked, putting out a cigarette. Phillip nodded. 

“There’s just one more thing I have to do, then I’ll move a 
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bloody cot into this studio and live here—I promise.” Nathan 

rolled his eyes at Phillip’s oath of loyalty. 

“We’ll believe it when we see it.” He lit up a smoke and 

waved his cigarette in the air. “Alright, then. What’s so im-

portant that we can’t get right to it?” 

“I have to talk to Stephanie first.” You could hear a pin drop 

in the studio. No one looked at anyone else. 

“Well, I just happen to know where you can find her.” Scot 

chimed in as he plucked a few notes on his bass. “She and Chey-

enne are backstage at the Toxicity concert as we speak.” 

Nathan gasped overly dramatically and played the first four 

notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony on his keyboard. Phillip’s 

stomach hit the floor. It was like finding out his arch nemesis 

had her in a tower with no doors. He thought about his uncle’s 

words (anything worth having is worth bleeding for), and his 

resolve didn’t falter. He hopped in the passenger side of Na-

than’s Ferrari, and they sped off toward the address Scot had 

provided. 

The loud splashing sound as someone dived into the pool 

pulled Phillip back to present day. Cheyenne surfaced before 

him, and the look she wore was homicidal. 

“What the hell?” he asked, looking around to see if they had 

an audience. Scot smiled and holding up two drinks, saluted him. 

“I don’t know. You tell me ‘what the hell’.” She snapped. 

With an eye roll, he  started to swim away from her, but she 

grabbed him tight by the wrist. “Did you say something to upset 

Steph?” 

Phillip bit down hard on the inside of his cheek. “I don’t 

have to say anything to upset her. My very existence pisses her 

off.” 

“We’re here for Yara and David. Try to keep the drama to a 

minimum.” 

“Steph’s already informed me of my role and what my 

place is here. I bow to her wishes.” 
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She scoffed. “You are such an asshole. Steph always said 

she’d never get married. She doesn’t believe in marriage. Not at all. Did you know that? Nope. And why is that? ‘Cause you never bothered to take my advice and actually talk to her about it.” 

His face must have betrayed his surprise, because Chey-

enne’s sour expression transformed to one of sympathy. She said 

nothing for a minute, but she seemed to be having some sort of 

internal debate. 

“Steph’s different now, Phillip. She’s a lot healthier in 

many ways. I think she’s finally found some happiness. She de-

serves some. What’s done is done.” She turned from him and 

swam toward the far edge of the pool where Scot and David 

were doing a drunken strip tease before simultaneously cannon-

balling into the water. Phillip shielded himself from the splash as he made his way to the steps. Emotionally exhausted from all the painful memories and awkward conversations, he was ready to 

go back to his bungalow for a second nap. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

As Stephanie slipped into her heels, she watched dusk settle 

over the Sueste Bay. She’d slept through the legendary sunset 

and was pissed at herself for it. She’d had to take a prophylactic dose of migraine medicine before lying down. Speaking to Phillip had taken the wind out of her sails, and the two-day journey to get to the island had finally caught up with her. 

The orange and amber glow from the bungalows below 

caught her eye. She wondered which one of them was Phillip’s 

and wondered what the sheets felt like. One such thought led to 

another, and seconds later she wanted to slap herself in the face. 

The palm trees swayed gently to the strains of samba music 

wafting up from the patio below. She knew she needed to get 

down to the restaurant; Cedric would arrive soon for the dinner 

and cocktail welcome reception. But she had to call Christopher 

first. 

It was eight p.m. local time, so it was midnight in London. 

Feeling sheepish for the late-night call, she decided the need to hear his voice outweighed her fear of being rude. She winced as 

she pressed the call button on her cell. He picked it up after one ring. 

“Hello, beautiful.” He sounded wide awake as his highbrow 

Oxford accent popped through the phone as if he were next door 

and not on the diagonal side of the globe. 

“Hey. Did I wake you?” She imagined him kicked back on 
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his leather sofa with his laptop, wearing his favorite football jer-sey. It still took some getting used to, seeing him out of a three piece suit. Not that she’d seen him “completely out” of the suit. 

Not yet. Steph blushed at her train of thought. “I was going to 

Skype you, but I overslept. I figured you’re in bed, and that 

would be just plain  mean.” 

His deep voice rumbled with a throaty laugh. “So what are 

you saying? It’d be cruel to see me in bed, or that I look unfortunate with bed head?” 

Steph smiled coyly and bit down lightly on her thumb. They 

hadn’t slept together yet, but things were rapidly moving in that direction. She’d warned him when they started seeing one another that she needed to take her time. She was still bruised from a break-up, and she wanted to get to know him. Steph was done 

with impulsivity and relationships. After a series of sexual 

hookups- turned-boyfriends, she was ready for a more thoughtful 

approach toward her and Christopher’s serendipitous romance. 

“I imagine bed head suits  you just fine.” She’d been incredibly gun-shy after agreeing to date him at Ricky Gervais’s New 

Year’s party. He promised to let her dictate the terms, and she 

finally relented. She figured it would rapidly unravel anyhow. 

He had three strikes against him right from the start. He was 

British, blonde, and in “the business.” She was not looking for a Phillip clone or a rebound guy, so she figured it would die on the vine, and she’d have to go look for a new agent. 

Three months of marathon dates with Christopher had 

yielded an unexpected result. She’d found she really liked him. 

He was so kind and thoughtful. Plus, he had an epic romantic 

streak; their first date alone topped most people’s honeymoons. 

He’d flown to Paris and stayed in her guest room. They’d spent 

two days and three nights together. They’d driven out to Ver-

sailles,  and she’d photographed it from top to bottom. They’d 

dined at outdoor cafés, and looked at fine art at the Louvre hand in hand. His fluent French and laid-back temperament made it a 
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relaxing experience, and she found herself mildly disappointed 

when he didn’t try to sneak into her room on the second night. 

He did kiss her goodbye, and it was surprisingly nice. 

They took turns flying to see each other every other week-

end. Her to London, him alternating between Milan and Paris. 

When she happened to be in London, they got together daily. 

She doubted it was a coincidence that he hadn’t booked her a gig in the U.S. since he’d taken over as her agent, but found she 

didn’t miss the transatlantic hop in the least. 

They drank buckets of coffee and discussed articles in the 

New York Times and Huffington Post. He was athletic, avidly 

playing both soccer and rugby. He dragged her out on bike rides 

and meandering walks. He even encouraged her to try yoga for 

her nerves. She was shocked to discover she loved it, and now 

she was addicted. But Steph’s yoga instructor had tailored the 

soundtracks for her, replacing the Mercury Max music for The 

Red Hot Chili Peppers. 

From date one, Christopher pressed her for answers in a 

way no one  ever had. When she tried to kill conversations with cheeky quips, he sternly looked her in the eye and redirected the question. Real questions about her parents, her past, and her 

views. As a result, she felt like she knew herself better than ev-er—which was both a blessing and a curse. Steph often worried 

he was way too nice for her. She didn’t exactly deserve someone 

like him, after slamming around the world the past few years like a long-horned bull window shopping for china patterns. 

It seemed unimaginable that Christopher had started a brawl 

with  Phillip. He was usually so smooth and unflappable. Plus 

Phillip was a monster of a man and obviously outmatched him. 

But Christopher was definitely a man’s man, no doubt about it. 

He could square off with the best of them. When she brought up 

the wedding and Phillip’s attendance, she could see the rugby 

player in him itching to come out and rumble. He’d tried every-
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his work demands prevented it. 

“How’s the island? Any run-ins with Phillip?” Not Christo-

pher’s most suave transition of topics, but she’d anticipated this line of questioning since before she left the U.K. 

“Yep. It’s cool. We agreed to avoid one another,” she re-

plied as Kara exited the bathroom looking like Aphrodite incar-

nate with her blonde ringlets and gauzy white dress. She flashed a toothy, wide-eyed grin at Steph, who violently suppressed an 

eye roll. She didn’t envy Cheyenne having to live with all her 

exuberant enthusiasm. 

“Good. I mean…I’m sure that’s for the best.” Christopher 

replied. “I’m sorry I can’t be there, love.” 

She tried not to flinch every time he called her “love”. 

“Chris, I have to go. Cedric’s waiting for me. I’ll Skype you 

tomorrow, okay?” 

“Sounds good. Steph?” 

“I’m still here.” 

“I love you.” His declaration was so unexpected that Steph 

thought she had hallucinated it. She paused awkwardly and 

looked at the phone as if there might be an instant replay waiting for her on the screen. Her mouth went dry, and she didn’t seem 

to have the muscle control to form words. 

“Bye!” She hit end and dropped her phone on the bed. She 

slapped her palms over her eyes and stomped her foot. “Fuck, 

fuck, fuck!” 

Kara poked her head out from the closet where she’d been 

trying on shoes. “Is everything alright, mate?” 

“No!” Steph flopped on the bed in a decidedly unladylike 

manner, considering she was wearing a dress. 

“Want to talk about it?” Kara offered, crossing to her while 

putting in dangling earrings. 

“No thanks. I just need booze.” Without a thought about her 

carefully styled up-do, she buried her head under her pillow with a loud groan. Just when she thought things were shaping up nice-77 
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ly with Christopher, he had gone and thrown a wrench into the 

gears. 

Kara stuck her hand out to her. “Come on. They have a 

great selection of beers at the bar. Cheyenne said beer’s your 

favorite.” 

Steph thought maybe she’d misjudged Kara when she dis-

missed her as a dizzy blonde. Perhaps she was some sort of sa-

vant or Rhodes Scholar. She took Kara’s hand and allowed her to 

pull her to her feet. 

When they arrived, a party was in full swing. Several cou-

ples were dancing to the samba band, and Stephanie was amused 

when she saw two Victoria’s Secret models flanking her brother 

at their table like he was P.Diddy. 

“Olá!” Cedric greeted her. Her eyebrow and the corners of 

her mouth twitched as she looked at both of his companions. 

“Hey there, Padre.” Steph nodded, taking in his causal, col-

lar-free attire. 

“Steph, I’d like to introduce you to Antonella and Yasmin. 

Esta é minha irmã, Stephanie.” Steph recognized the two women 

as two of the bridesmaids. She smiled at them slyly. They smiled back as if she had her camera out. 

“Show off,” she said, taking a seat across from him. 

She sat and ate her dinner in silence as her three table mates 

spoke to each other in rapid Portuguese. She wanted to shake 

both of the girls like castanets and say “he’s a man of God, you little whores!”, but she suppressed her instincts. She searched the crowd for someone to talk to, but Cheyenne and Scot had been 

dancing together for 45 minutes straight, and they appeared to be in the middle of an intense conversation. She heard the familiar sound of Phillip’s laugh and instinctively turned toward it. He 

looked comfortable and dashing in a light grey suit coat with the top three buttons of his white silk shirt unbuttoned. His short hair drew extra attention to his rugged, square jaw. Little Liam was 
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toddler up in him arms and tossed him high into the air, Steph 

realized she’d never seen him interact with a child. He seemed to be enjoying the experience, and frankly, he looked like a natural. 

She frowned and blinked wearily. She really needed another 

beer. 

Nathan appeared at her side while she waited for the bar-

tender. “Stephanie bloody Brier, it’s about damn time you 

showed your face!” 

“Nate! Hey!” She gave him a hug and went to ruffle his 

short hair. “You chopped it off!” 

“Don’t mess with perfection.” He dodged her hand and 

turned to the statuesque blonde at his side. “I’d like you to meet Saffron.” 

“Hello.” Steph looked up at the rail thin woman who tow-

ered over Nathan in 4 inch heels. 

“I’ve heard so much about you.” Saffron’s smile implied 

that she’d heard quite a lot more than Steph was comfortable 

with. With her severe platinum bob and long false eyelashes, 

Saffron looked like someone straight out of an Austin Powers 

movie. Steph shook her hand. 

“I can imagine.” Steph replied sardonically, sipping her 

fresh beer. It was perfectly chilled and tasted like ambrosia. 

“We heard we missed your reunion with Phillip. I’m so dis-

appointed.” Nathan’s droll tone caused Steph to smile in spite of the context. “Glad to see everyone still has all their limbs.” 

“Yes. Too bad someone misbehaved on the plane ride here. 

That needed to be taken care of promptly. And it took much 

longer than I thought.” Saffron concurred. Nathan grinned from 

ear to ear, and Steph slowly turned her head to look at Saffron to see if she was joking. It appeared she wasn’t. 

“OOOOOkie dokie.” Steph murmured, taking a much long-

er drink of her beer. 

“Well, we kept getting interrupted. Nothing’s quite the 

mood killer like Cheyenne and Scot having a screaming match.” 
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Steph shot Nathan a disbelieving look, and he laughed. “No, 

sweetie, they didn’t join us! They were in the next  bungalow 

having a spat. You’re so perverted.” 

“So tell me Stephanie, are you a natural redhead?” Saffron 

asked, her eyes traveling the length of Steph’s neckline. 

“Sure am.” She glanced at Nathan as if requesting back up. 

“I don’t see any freckles…” Saffron said coquettishly and 

turned to Phillip who happened to be passing by, “Tell me, Phil-

lip. Does Stephanie’s carpet match her curtains?” 

“Not sure. She’s a big fan of waxing.” He volleyed back 

without missing a beat. Steph blinked at him in surprise as he 

plucked a glass of champagne off a passing tray and kept walk-

ing. Nathan and Saffron laughed, and then Saffron emitted a 

pained groan. 

“Uh-oh. That fat bridesmaid is hitting on Bret again.” Saf-

fron whispered. Steph saw a curvy Latina chatting Bret up. He 

seemed pretty pleased with the situation, which made Steph un-

comfortable. 

“Where’s Sarah?” she snapped. Nathan bit his olive off its 

skewer, and Saffron sipped her mojito. “Alright. What did I 

miss?” 

“She ditched him days ago. No one knows why.” Nathan in-

formed her. 

“We’d better go save him from himself.” Saffron insisted, 

setting down her glass and taking Nathan by the hand. With a 

half-assed wave, they vanished into the crowd without another 

word. 

Making a mental note to call Sarah, Steph left the bar and 

found a quiet corner seat at the far end of the building by the 

couches. She didn’t want to look conspicuously lonely and was 

contended to drink in solitude. A loud squeal of pleasure startled her, and she nearly spilled her beer. 

“Stephanie! Oh my God! I’m so happy you came!” Yara’s 

high-pitched voice and terrible pronunciation of the English lan-80 
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guage typically made Stephanie laugh, but tonight was just an-

noying. The exotic bombshell’s hazel eyes flew wide. “Oh no! 

Did Phillip make you upset? Why are you hiding in the corner?” 

“Everything’s fine, Yara.” Steph shot David a “save me” 

look. David looked glassy eyed from a day of drinking and 

shrugged at her. 

“Was the dinner good? Did you eat yet? David, she needs to 

eat. Go find someone to bring her a plate.” Yara railed at David, who suppressed a yawn. 

“It’s okay. I ate. Calm down. Come sit down and tell me 

about the ceremony.” Steph managed levelly, pulling out her 

IPad and waving the waiter over for another beer. With a wide-

eyed “you asked for it” look, David wandered away. 







“I’m so sorry about blowing up at you earlier. I don’t mean 

to pressure you.” Scot held her close as they danced to the soft guitar music. 

“It’s all right. I hate fighting with you.” Cheyenne nestled 

closer to him. She did  love making up, though. She rarely fought with Scot. He had a natural talent for diffusing tension, so they rarely got into a shouting match. 

“I just want to make you happy, Cheyenne. I feel like we’ve 

been growing apart with the deadlines and whatnot. I hate it 

when we’re not connecting.” 

She nodded and cautiously met his eyes. “Me too. But an-

other baby isn’t the answer. More ‘us time’ is. We need more 

family time, too. “ 

“Not likely with the Asian tour. But I feel better knowing 

you’ll both be there.” 

“I know.” She sighed, hoping the rest of the band would try 

to remember there was a baby on board. 
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“Liam’s going to love seeing the dolphins tomorrow.” Scot 

laughed. 

Cheyenne looked up at him and shook her head. “No. Tod-

dler on a boat with a bunch of drunken adults? Bad idea. You 

know how cranky he gets when he’s confined to small spaces. 

Not to mention that would be way too much sun for him.” 

“You worry way too much, my love.” He kissed her fore-

head. 

Cheyenne closed her eyes. “It scares the shit out of me, 

Scot. I won’t be able to relax.” 

“Fine. We’ll leave him behind. I just think we need some 

real family time.” 

“You’re not getting any arguments from me.” 

“I’ll talk to the front desk. Find out what family friendly 

things they have to offer on this rock.” Scot graced her with his sweet grin, and Cheyenne pulled him down to kiss his gorgeous 

mouth. He was always so thoughtful, and he still made her melt 

on a daily basis. 







Stephanie had spent the last hour listening to Yara drone on 

about rose petals, bamboo archways, and sand mounds in the 

shape of a giant heart. She nodded seriously, and Yara spoke as 

if this were the most important event Steph had ever photo-

graphed. She prepared a “must shoot” list for the ceremony on 

her IPad feeling bourgeois for the first time in her career. 

“No! Oh my God! That is not the right champagne! David!” 

She shrieked midsentence and bolted away from Stephanie after 

some poor, unsuspecting servers. Steph tossed her IPad into her 

purse and quickly changed location. She had just reemerged on 

the patio, when Bret Williams, the lead guitarist of Fury, stepped into her path. 
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“Would you care to samba, Mi’lady?” He bowed dramati-

cally to her. He was clearly buzzing. Steph cackled. 

“I don’t know how,” she admitted. Bret grinned. 

“Neither do I, but I’m not gonna let that stop me.” He 

tossed her bag onto the table and pulled her onto the dance floor. 

He yanked a rose from a nearby centerpiece, placing it between 

his teeth. Halfway through their butchering of a bastardized tan-go, Yara stomped up and violently pulled the rose from his 

mouth. 

“This is for decoration only!” She shook her finger at him 

and stuffed the rose back into the centerpiece. It sprawled cockeyed from the vase. 

“So why isn’t Sarah here with you?” Steph asked once he’d 

led her away from the crowd to the far edge of the dance floor. 

Bret’s chipper expression vanished, and he slowed involuntarily. 

He seemed to forcibly gather himself and continued leading her 

in their bastardized dance with a casual shrug. 

“I honestly don’t know what to tell you. I don’t know my-

self. I came home from the studio the other day, and she was 

gone. She just took the kids and left.” Bret’s lovely Welsh accent normally cheered her up, but his voice cracked in a heartbreaking way as he spoke. 

“I’m so sorry, Bret. You two always seemed so happy. I 

hope you work it out.” Steph felt surprisingly choked up. She 

knew it was lame—showering him with platitudes—but she had 

no idea what else to say. 

“How do you know when it’s time to walk away from 

someone? At a certain point, it’s just pathetic. I put everything into our marriage, and then she just…leaves. No explanation, no 

fight—like she doesn’t even think we were worth fighting for.” 

Stephanie tried to keep a poker face, but his train of thought 

sounded a little too familiar. Though she and Phillip were more 

than willing to publicly spar, neither of them had been willing to push up their sleeves and fight long enough to come to any real 
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resolution. 

“Tee tee!” Liam shouted, and as Bret stepped back from 

Steph, the impact of  Liam slamming into her legs nearly 

knocked her into the pool. Bret snatched Liam back by the arm 

as she started to stumble, and Phillip appeared, yanking her back from the edge by the front of her skirt. His other arm came 

around her to steady her, and pulled her against him. Her face 

was smashed against his chest, and she could hear his heart 

hammering and smell the familiar scent of his cologne. The feel 

of his body against hers was all too familiar, and she looked up into his silvery eyes. He seemed to search every millimeter of 

her face, and the color flared in his cheeks. 

“Pip!” Liam complained, and Phillip reluctantly released 

Stephanie from his grasp. 

“Pip?” Bret laughed, and Phillip flushed an even deeper 

shade of red. 

“That’s me. Uncle Pip.” He explained. Steph tried to sup-

press a giggle at his Mary Poppins-like nickname, but it was useless. Phillip’s lips curved in a tiny smile. 

“Tee Tee!” Liam complained, wrapping himself around one 

of her legs. Steph struggled to keep his head from ending up un-

der her skirt. 

“He certainly takes after his father,” Bret muttered, and 

Phillip huffed out a surprised laugh. Cheyenne raced up with 

panicked eyes. 

“Where the hell is my nanny?” She growled, picking up 

Liam, who reached out for Stephanie with all the theatrics of a 

prisoner being dragged to the gallows. 

“She’s in the ladies room. She asked me to watch him for a 

minute. But he saw ‘Tee tee’, and suddenly I was no longer his 

preferred playmate.” Phillip explained, cocking his head toward 

Stephanie. 

Scot wandered up with a drink in his hand. “What’s going 

on?” 
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Cheyenne blew her bangs out of her eyes with a loud ex-

hale. It had been a very long time since Steph had seen her look so stressed. “Come on, Liam. Let’s put you down for the night.” 

“I’ll go with you,” Scot offered. Without looking back at 

him, Cheyenne shook her head. 

“I got it, Scot.” 

Steph saw the hurt expression etched on Scot’s face. He 

turned away. As she trailed after Cheyenne, she heard Phillip 

behind her. 

“Come on blokes, I’ll get the next round.” 

Steph regretted her choice of shoes as she clomped after 

Cheyenne down the curvy steep path toward the bungalow. The 

moon was almost full, and the tropical vegetation surrounding 

the path had a haunting quality. As they walked through the door of the bungalow, Steph exclaimed, 

“Holy crap!” This place is beautiful!” 

“Shhhh.” Cheyenne responded, and Steph realized that dur-

ing the short walk, Liam had crashed in his mother’s arms. 

“What is going on with you and Scot?” Steph demanded. 

Cheyenne pointed to the balcony and pulled two drinks out 

of the fridge, handing one to Steph. Once they were away from 

the sleeping boy, Steph sat down expectantly. 

Cheyenne ran her hands though her dark hair. “What you 

asked about us having another kid kind of set things off.” 

Steph slapped her own forehead. “Shit, Cheyenne. I’m such 

an asshole!” 

“No, it wasn’t just that. We’ve been arguing for weeks. Ev-

er since we…” Cheyenne trained off. 

“Since what?” Steph titled her head curiously. 

Cheyenne paused. “Since we hired a nanny.” 

“Kara seems great. A bit cheerful for my taste, but what do 

I know?” Steph leaned forward, trying to read Cheyenne’s fine 

features in the moonlight. 

“Scot’s been on this kick now that he wants to have a gag-
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gle of kids. You know how much I struggled with the idea of one 

baby. We’re so busy with work that we have no choice but to 

have a nanny. I don’t want to just pop out kids so another person can raise them. It’s hard enough to find the family time to focus on one child.” 

Steph sat frozen in the dark, rolling  Cheyenne’s words 

around in her head. She couldn’t help but wonder if she would 

have had the same issues with Phillip had her pregnancy been 

normal. A disturbing idea hit her. Would he have even wanted 

kids? Maybe he wouldn’t have. 

“And now we have this other person living in our home.” 

Cheyenne continued, “So we actually only have one day a week 

together without her there. We’re usually so tired that we can’t even enjoy it. Last Sunday, I took one of Liam’s toys away, and 

he looked me in the face and said, ‘I want Kara’.” 

Steph shook her head sympathetically and set down her 

drink. She was starting to feel a bit too tipsy and wished that she hadn’t started this conversation. Unsure of what to say that 

wouldn’t sound bitter, she vamped for time. “So what are  you 

going to do?” 

Cheyenne shrugged with a smile. “I plan to get out of this 

dress, finish this drink, and gorge myself on chocolate.” 

Steph exhaled. “I guess I kind of dodged a bullet.” 

Cheyenne face fell, and she went pale. She raised her glass 

to Steph. “Who’s the asshole now?” 

Steph tapped Cheyenne’s bottle with her own on autopilot. 

She wished she could find a way to make Cheyenne see how 

lucky she was. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Phillip drove his dune buggy down the third world road like 

he was a stunt man  in some Mad Max-style post-apocalyptic 

movie. He’d stumbled up to eat breakfast at the restaurant and 

realized he was terribly late. After running back to his room after breakfast for a quick shower, he missed the shuttle ride to the 

boat for today’s excursion. He was glad he’d had the forethought to rent the buggy. He was sure that Yara would be pissed that 

he’d overslept, but at least he was hangover-free, which was 

more than he could say for David, Scot, and Bret. 

Nathan looked relatively normal at breakfast, but he’d been 

a lot more focused on sex than alcohol as of late, so he had bags under his eyes, but a smile on his face. Phillip remembered those days fondly. He tried to derail that particular train of thought, but after having Steph in his arms the night before, that was an impossible mission. Her hair had smelled like peppermint, and 

when she turned those eyes up at him, he’d nearly kissed her. 

 Old habits die hard. 

He pulled up to the dock, and a quick headcount revealed 

the only people conspicuously missing were the nanny and Liam. 

He saw Cedric boarding the boat behind Saffron, and thought 

about turning around and driving away. He’d managed to avoid 

the priest the previous evening and was contented with keeping 

the rest of the trip confrontation free. 

He found a spot toward the back of the yacht far away from 
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Cedric and his fan club. He’d manage to suppress a laugh when 

Bret complained the night before that even a priest got more ac-

tion that he did. As Phillip climbed aboard, all three bridesmaids chattered with Cedric in Portuguese, which the priest in turn 

translated for Bret. Yara and her parents were deep in discussion about the latest wedding drama. He purposefully went to the far 

back of the boat, where Scot and Cheyenne were cuddled up to-

gether, making him soon feel like a third wheel. In the center of the boat, Nathan and David puffed on cigars in the wheelhouse, 

while right outside, in full view of Phillip, Saffron made quite a production of rubbing sunscreen all over Stephanie, which 

turned out to be an incredibly riveting sight. Steph had on a pink two-piece, and her body looked unreal. Whatever her workout 

was, he wanted to sign up for the thirty day free trial. Saffron caught him watching them and gave him a conspiratorial nod. 

They set out toward the smaller islands for a sail-by. The 

untouched beauty made for stunning views, yet he found himself 

distracted by Stephanie, who perpetually bounced from one side 

of the boat to the other taking pictures. As they rounded the islands and headed back in the opposite direction, D.J. Dave fired up his playlist. The boat took on a party atmosphere. Not long 

after, Nathan and Steph cheered foolishly when a saccharine 

sweet Ke$ha song came on. The pair jumped to their feet and 

danced enthusiastically around the deck. As Steph danced by 

him, he caught a glimpse of the scar to the lower right of her naval. It was surprisingly large and jagged; the scar of an emergen-cy, not a planned precise incision. She seemed completely un-

concerned about covering it. Saffron joined the dancing, and she seemed intent on grinding on Steph for Nathan’s viewing pleasure. Nathan soon became the meat in their dance party sandwich, 

and Steph carelessly twirled away and bumped David’s hip with 

her own on her way to sit with Cedric. David shook his head, 

smiling at Steph and then approached Phillip, sympathetically 

handing him a beer. 
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An hour later, their yacht arrived at Dolphin Bay. The entire 

ship was surrounded by the creatures, and Steph’s camera made 

continuous noise as their acrobatics entertained everyone on 

board. Steph leaned over Phillip’s lap for several minutes during that portion of the trip, and perched beside him to capture her 

shots as the dolphins swarmed his side of the boat. Her delighted laughter twisted him in painful knots, and he nearly crawled out of his skin at her nearness. 

A short while later, they dropped anchor at Pria do Sancho, 

arguably the most beautiful beach in Brazil, according to all of the literature. Phillip couldn’t speak to that, but it was awe-inspiring. He pulled off his shirt and shorts and dove into the 

water. Most of the group was going snorkeling, but several peo-

ple made directly for the beach and the tiny bar. Phillip saw 

Steph wading through the clear water holding her miniature 

backpack protectively over her head. He tried to close his eyes 

and enjoy the sun, but found himself peeking at her from behind 

his sunglasses. Once she was on the sand, she dried off her feet and pulled sneakers and her camera from her backpack. She 

slung both over her shoulder and made for the stairs that lead to a crevice which the guide had informed them contained a treacherous ladder leading straight up the cliff face. A crooked smile tugged at his lips. Of course she’d climb the cliff. The pictures would be better from above. 

Phillip walked out of the water and made his way toward 

the towels the crew had stashed nearby. He heard a phone ring. It was the first time he’d heard one on the island, since coverage 

was terrible and international calling was an issue. He saw Steph stop mid-stride and dig in her backpack. She pulled out a sat 

phone. She was always the first one to have a gadget. He won-

dered why he hadn’t thought to get one. Steph looked at the 

number on the display, and her shoulders sagged. Then she an-

swered. 

“Christopher?” The acoustics of the cliffs rocketed her 
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voice at him. 

 Christopher. Her “agent”. 

“I know. It just took me by surprise.” She was pacing slow-

ly back and forth in the sand, twisting a piece of her curly hair around her finger. She always did that when she was nervous. 

“I know. I know. I don’t disagree with you. What?” She 

covered her ear as if she were having trouble hearing him. She 

suddenly looked around as if trying to make sure no one was 

listening. Phillip rested back on his towel as if he were innocently sunbathing instead of eavesdropping on his ex-girlfriend’s 

private phone calls. He was feeling decidedly creepy, but his 

curiosity won out. 

“Chris, you  know how I feel about you.” 

Phillip went from curious to outraged in one second flat. 

That sorry son of a bitch must have told her he loved her. And 

she was handing Christopher the same line of bullshit she had 

him. He almost felt sorry for the tosser. Then he remembered the Music Video Awards. 

They’d just cleaned house, winning three awards, and Da-

vid and Nathan wanted to celebrate at the after-party. Bret and 

Scot were in Sydney doing some promo, so it was up to the three 

of them to represent. They’d been doing tequila shots for about a half hour when he felt a tap on his shoulder. He turned, expecting yet another obnoxious female advance. He was startled to see a tall stranger in an expensive suit glaring at him. 

“I’m Christopher Hoult.” The man announced. Phillip had 

stuck his hand out automatically. He’d been meeting people all 

night, after all. Christopher looked down at Phillip’s hand and 

huffed. 

When he spoke again, his tone was cold and his speech 

clipped. “I’m not here on a social call. I represent Stephanie Brier.” 

Phillip’s hand fell to his side. The sound of her name still 

emasculated him. Phillip squared his shoulders in preparation for 90 
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whatever repercussions he was about to experience. The video 

was all over the music stations and number one on their count-

downs across the board. Making the video had been incredibly 

cathartic, and he still felt righteously indignant about Clive Richards rubbing his nose in his tryst with her. 

“Is she filing a lawsuit? My lawyers assure me the video is 

neither slander nor libel!” Phillip scoffed and promptly did an-

other shot. 

“I’m her agent.  Not her lawyer,” the man replied. 

Surprised, Phillip turned to Nathan. “Hey, mate. It’s Steph’s 

agent. Times must be hard if she’s thinking of working with Fury again.” 

The man took a menacing step toward Phillip, and his smile 

disappeared. Something about his stance and the way he looked 

at Phillip spoke volumes about the dynamic of his relationship 

with Stephanie. It was obvious that his concern for her was more than just professional. 

“That video was unacceptable. I certainly hope the pain it 

caused her it was worth the closure you so desperately needed.” 

Phillip started to turn away from him toward his drink. He 

didn’t need a behavioral lecture from someone who only knew 

what Steph wanted him to know about the situation. “Toss off. 

You don’t know anything about it.” 

“Perhaps it’s time you learn to deal with your problems like 

a man instead of an egotistical bastard.” Christopher’s hard eyes demanded respect. Phillip’s temper flared. He flashed back to 

Callahan and didn’t enjoy another person interpreting his behav-

ior in the same manner. 

“Maybe if Ms. Brier takes issue with the way I conduct 

business, she should fight her own battles instead of sending her employee.” Phillip’s curt response was met with glowering ha-tred. No one looked like that in defense  of his client. He was 

most definitely sleeping with her. 

“Maybe you should stop toying with little girls and face 
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someone your own size.” Christopher was close enough that 

when he spoke, his spittle hit Phillip’s cheek. Phillip wiped it off with the back of his hand and chuckled. 

“You see anyone around here that’s my size, you go ahead 

and send ‘em my way.” Phillip completely turned his back on 

Christopher and took a step in the direction of the loo. He wasn’t expecting what came next. Suddenly someone had  him by the 

hair. He felt himself spun around and Christopher hauled back 

and hit him in the eye with the full force of his body. Phillip was stunned by the impact of his soccer riot style punch. He realized as the second blow came that he’d seriously underestimated two 

things. One, Christopher was a bezerker that obviously had some 

street cred. Two, Christopher was clearly in love with Stephanie. 

As Christopher hauled back for a third hit, Phillip went into 

full-blown defense mode. He whipped forward and head-butted 

him. Christopher stumbled backward with blood gushing from 

his nose, and Phillip seized the opportunity, rushing him and 

tackling him to the ground. 

He saw a psychotic look in Christopher’s eyes as he lashed 

out at Phillip again, this time landing a punch in his temple. 

Dazed, Phillip knew he had no choice but to put him down. He 

wasn’t sure how many times he punched Christopher before he 

felt arms around him pulling him upward and backward. David 

was screaming in his ear. 

“Enough, Phillip, enough!” Fury’s security team arrived on 

the scene and rushed the three of them to the limo. They were on the road by the time he realized just how badly Christopher 

messed him up. He passed out, and when he woke, he was told 

that he had a concussion and he wasn’t allowed to sleep for 

hours. David sat vigil beside his bed and pestered him relentless-ly, lecturing him for fighting. 

The blaring sound of the boat’s horn startled Phillip, yank-

ing him back to the present. He whipped his head in the direction of the wheelhouse to see Nathan doing God-knows-what with 
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Saffron on the control panel. He rolled his eyes and turned back to where Stephanie still stood, one hand over her ear and the 

phone to the other. 

“This has nothing to do with  him.” She sounded like a defensive teenager as the words tumbled from her lips. Phillip felt his heart gallop. Sounded like lover boy had a chip on his shoulder about some other guy. He could relate to that, too. 

Steph put a hand on her bare hip and looked up at the sky. 

“Chris: Have I ever done anything to make you not trust me?” 

She turned and looked directly at Phillip and he was thank-

ful for his dark Ray-Bans. He just barely heard her next words. 

“Phillip and I are done. You know how much he hurt me.” 

For the next three minutes, he tried to control his breathing, 

convinced he would hyperventilate. He could not believe that she had made him out to be the villain. Especially after her backstage whoring with Clive. Phillip thought back to Steph saying that 

Christopher thought it was a “good business” for her to move to 

Europe. Wriggling doubt began to take hold of him, and he won-

dered if this “thing” with Christopher was going on before he 

proposed to her. He heard her say “I think you’re being way too 

emotional about this. I’m not going to sit and psychoanalyze this right now. I’ll call you later tonight” and hang up. He saw her 

put her phone in her backpack. When she turned toward the 

steps, he stood and headed after her. 

She disappeared into the rock face ahead of him, and he 

quickened his pace, sliding between the two rock walls; she must have heard his foot falls, because she turned back. Upon seeing 

him her entire face flushed. Though she was ten feet from him, 

he could almost see the wheels turning as she realized the only 

way out of  the narrow passage was up the rickety ladder or 

through him. 
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Stephanie slipped into the crack in the cliff and looked 

ahead at the frightening medal ladder that stood between her and the best views on the island. She could hear the agitation in 

Christopher’s voice. Coming here without him had been a mis-

take. His insecurities about her past with Phillip were at an all-time high, and she wasn’t sure how to explain how laughable 

that was since Phillip was openly hostile to her. Now here she 

was, stranded on Fantasy Island, her bed less than 250 yards 

from his. She had to admit, if the situation were reversed, she’d be concerned. 

She trudged forward, psyching herself up for the climb. It 

seemed that Phillip really had put her out of his mind. He’d 

completely ignored her on the boat and when she had caught him 

looking her way, he’d either seemed annoyed or repulsed. 

Though she knew she had no right to feel glum about that, it 

irked her, like a pebble in her shoe. 

She heard something move behind her in the dark  space, 

and she spun around. When she saw Phillip approaching her in 

the narrow passage, she blew out a loud, exasperated breath. He 

whipped off his sunglasses, and his eyes blazed as he dropped 

them to the ground. He continued in her direction, his jaw 

clenched; and his aggressive movements caused her to step back. 

“Still breaking hearts, I see.” His words dripped with angst, 

and the hostile look in his eyes caused her to drop her gaze. She realized a second too late that she was staring at his clinging wet trunks. It was impossible not to admire the way they revealed the perfect v that pointed directly to his groin like a neon sign. She knew all too well what those trunks contained and blushing furiously, she snapped her eyes back to his face. “What’s your tally up to, love?” 

“Huh?” Steph took another step back. She hadn’t a clue 

what he was referring to and was having trouble deciding wheth-

er she was more afraid or aroused. 

His eyes felt like daggers as they raked over her. “Tell me 
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the truth, Steph. Were you already shagging Christopher   and Clive while you were with me? Is that why you said no?” 

Steph gasped and felt a volcano erupt inside her. “What the 

hell are you talking about? I wasn’t with anyone else when I was with you!” 

“You know how I feel about you,” he mimicked her, and 

she realized he’d been listening to her phone conversation. “Do 

you say that to all your boy toys or just to the ones foolish 

enough to declare their love?” 

Steph fumed and wracked her brain in an attempt to under-

stand why he’d be talking about Clive. Finding no concrete an-

swer, she succumbed to her anger. 

“Fuck off, Kersey. I don’t know why the hell I ever got 

mixed up with you.” Her voice was icy and deathly quiet. She 

realized she was shaking with rage and despair. There was no 

way in hell she’d let him see her cry. She turned and realized 

he’d back her up right to the ladder. She reached out for the closest rung, when Phillip grabbed her wrist. Steph yanked it away 

and turned on him, livid and ready for war. He was close enough 

that she could see the sweat glistening on his new tattoo. 

“Don’t—”she started, but his hand was in her hair, and with 

a rough tug, he pulled her face up to his. His eyes held her captive, and she tried to pull away from him, but he shook his head and tightened his grip near the nape of her neck. As his face 

inched toward hers, alarms clanged in her mind. She tried to tell him to stop, but her voice box seemed to be out of order. She 

sucked in a breath as she felt his other hand grasp her cheek pos-sessively. His mouth claimed hers and slowly grazed, teasing 

and taunting her. Finally, his lips rested firmly in place, and he nibbled her bottom lip. 

“Phillip.” His name was all she managed before her hands 

raked through his hair pulling his mouth down hard onto hers. 

She felt her body slam back into the warm steel of the ladder as his tongue forced its way between her teeth, lapping at hers. She 95 
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pressed back into him, standing up on her tip toes. She needed to get closer to him somehow, aching to close any infinitesimal distance still existing between them. She’d missed his salty taste so badly it hurt. His hands were on her ass, and he effortlessly lifted her off her feet. She cinched her legs instinctively around his 

waist. His hand released its vice like grip on her hair and tugged on the string at her neck. The pink material of her bikini fell 

away and she felt his fingertips—calloused from hours of play-

ing guitar—gently pinch her nipple. Phillip growled, and the vi-

brations of it sent a shockwave of desire shooting throughout her entire body. That growl of his always did her in. He used to 

growl like that in her ear when they were out in public, and she’d instantly be wet and ready to go. 

Steph clung to him, desperate to have him inside her. She 

feverishly ground against him, and her arousal spiked as she felt his hand slip into the back of her bikini bottom and squeeze her ass. She moaned desperately against his tongue. 

Suddenly she felt him remove his hands from her. His 

mouth vanished from hers, and he was pushing her thighs 

downward off of him. Steph stumbled, nearly falling to the sand. 

She blinked slowly, dazed by the sudden disconnect. Gasping for 

breath and shaking violently, she searched his face for an explanation. His features were rigid and emotionless. He stepped back from her and cocked his head to one side. 

“Now do you remember why you got mixed up with me?” 

He turned and swept his sunglasses up off of the ground. Then 

he vanished through the opening of the crevasse. 

Steph felt her knees give way, and she slid down the wall. 

Lust and anger overwhelmed her. She was too confused by their 

interaction to know whether to scream or burst into tears. The 

sound of voices from above snapped her out of her dazed state, 

and she scrambled to get her top tied just in time to see an old woman in flip flops and a muumuu appear on the ladder. 

“Oh, I’m sorry. Were you ready to come up?” Madame 
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Muumuu called down to her. 

“Yeah.” She heard the trembling in her voice and hated 

Phillip for it. She snatched up her backpack. 

“Come on up. I’ll wait!” the woman replied. Stephanie 

fiercely stepped forward. She discovered she wasn’t afraid to 

climb the ladder anymore. What had seemed like a dangerous 

proposition before was now a welcome escape. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Steph waved to Cheyenne as the boat chugged away from 

the beach. Though she couldn’t see her face from her vantage 

point on the cliff, she knew Cheyenne was wearing a worried 

scowl and probably popping a piece of nicotine gum in her 

mouth. Steph had called her ten minutes before to say she was 

staying behind for more photos and would find her way back to 

the hotel. It wasn’t completely a lie; she did need more time at the beach. Mostly the thought of even looking at Phillip was un-bearable. 

Cheyenne had started asking questions (damn journalists 

and their inquiring minds), but Steph had cut her off. 

“Just leave it alone, Cheyenne.” 

“Steph. What the hell is going on?” 

“I need some time alone.” 

She’d spent an hour photographing the beach and kicking 

herself for being such a  little tramp. Her lips felt swollen and bruised from the intensity of their kisses. Remembering the ferocious way they used to greet each when they were still together, she felt like someone was squeezing her heart. 

Desperate to get her mind off of Phillip, she joined 

MuuMuu Mamma and her ancient husband Jorge on a trail hike 

over to the next beach, Baia dos Porcos. MuuMuu was kind 

enough to lend her a wide brimmed hat so that she wouldn’t end 

up looking like a rock lobster by the end of the afternoon. She 
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phoned her pousada and left a message at the desk for Cheyenne 

that she’d be back later that night. That was when she decided to turn off her sat phone. She could not have a discussion with 

Christopher—not right now. The guilt of her actions with Phillip and the way in which she’d willingly thrown caution to the wind 

was eating at her. She kicked herself, waffling between feelings of shame and confusion. She simply wanted to put the entire 

matter out of her head. What she really needed was retail therapy and a healthy serving of booze. She had absolutely no desire to 

see or speak to anyone that reminded her of Phillip, which in-

cluded all of Fury and Cheyenne by association. 

After two hours at the second beach, she’d exhausted her 

supply of sunscreen and insect repellant. She was convinced this beach was the more beautiful of the two. The dramatic rock formations were far more stunning, and its rough, natural rugged-

ness appealed more to her then the traditional white sands of the previous, more heralded beach. Unfortunately, all that time alone rapidly backfired, and soon she was sliding down the rabbit hole and day-dreaming about Jonquil. 

Jonquil. It’s what she’d named her daughter. She’d been in 

Paris for two days when Dr. Lucky Charms called her with the 

results of the genetic testing. It was great news by all accounts, he claimed. You have no STD’s, and by the way, your baby was 

perfect. It wasn’t deformed, no genetic anomalies. She was just 

in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

 She. 

Somehow this news propelled Stephanie into grief all over 

again. Hearing that her baby had been healthy and normal, in 

many ways, made it worse. Knowing it was a girl put a face on 

her and made her real. 

She’d left the studio that day and wandered the streets in a 

daze, snapping pictures and battling tears. Though she struggled to lock it away in a vault, an image started to form in her mind: a little girl with Philip’s fair hair, Steph’s pale skin, and blue green 99 
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eyes. His good looks and her sense of humor. And  both  their tempers. Their daughter would have either been the leader of the free world or more likely, the cause of its destruction. 

As she drifted in the direction of her apartment, Steph 

passed by a well-manicured park. Though it wasn’t far from 

where she lived, she’d never even noticed it before that day. A 

mother pushed her little one in a swing, and a father played ball with two young boys. Two little girls rode bicycles down the 

tree-lined path. Unable to resist, she entered the park, diving 

head first into her pain under the guise of taking a shortcut to the Jardin des Plantes Greenhouses. 

By the time she reached the first greenhouse, tears had 

started to fall in a steady stream. She no longer even bothered to wipe them away. Steph felt a well of repressed grief overflowing from the bottom of her soul. She never even got to see her baby. 

Never held her. Never got to bury her or even give her a name. It seemed ridiculous to name a child that had never taken her first breath, but Steph suddenly wanted to nonetheless. 

As  she sat on a bench outside the Jardin, an ancient little 

man in a beret wandered by with an arm full of lively looking 

yellow flowers. He paused in front of her with the most heart-

wrenching expression of empathy she’d ever seen. He stepped 

forward and plucked one from the bunch. 

“Pour vous, Mademoiselle.” He offered it to her. Steph 

smiled through her tears and took it, pointlessly swiping at her cheeks. 

“Merci à toi.” She sniffed, glad she knew enough French to 

politely thank him. His random act of kindness made her hate 

herself for every time she’d ever brushed by people as if they 

didn’t exist. He nodded in response to her. As he walked away, 

she knitted her brows and called after him. “Monsieur! What’s it called? The flower.” 

He smiled at her with a wise, knowing nod. “Jonquil.” 

Steph went home and dug out a vase, placing the jonquil 
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flower in some water. Later, as she sipped a glass of wine, she 

searched the internet for the flower’s meaning. She discovered 

the flower was descended from another whose name in Latin 

meant “stupor” or “numbness.” Jonquil, as the name, seemed 

only more poetic. 

From that day forward, every time she was in Paris she 

stopped by the Greenhouses. She wasn’t sure if this was healthy 

or dysfunctional. She didn’t care. 

Thinking about Jonquil was a slippery slope. She’d gone on 

antidepressants a couple of weeks after that and had been trying to wean off of them when the “Fire Woman” video hit the top 

ten. Thinking about the video made her physically ill, especially now that she knew Phillip had slept with his co-star. The entire thing now had a certain Kevin Wiley-style taint to it, and it 

crushed her to put Phillip in the same category as Kevin. 

She couldn’t think about either of them—it was not a day 

for wallowing. She needed a diversion. and she needed it  now. 

She hitched a ride to the village center, where she breezed into the swankiest looking boutique and bought a sea foam green 

sundress, silver jewelry, and designer sandals. She then headed 

for the restaurant her new friends from  the beach had recom-

mended. The atmosphere was casual, al fresco, and the food was 

high-end perfection. She gorged herself on shrimp, listened with total fascination to a forró band. She downed drinks with the locals, including Enrique “the flirty chauffer” who evidently had 

the night off. He made an adorable stab at speaking English. She still couldn’t understand a word he said, but he sure was fun to look at. 

Enrique brought her back to the pousada and proceeded to 

make a lame attempt at a pass which she dodged. He called after 

her in Portuguese, as she rushed away, feeling a bit like a tipsy Cinderella at midnight. She decided making out with one man 

who wasn’t her boyfriend a day was her limit. 

She managed to get to her room unnoticed by the wedding 
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guests, who were having yet another one of Yara’s meticulously 

orchestrated soirées. Finally back in her room, she realized that she’d had a bit too much sun and her ankles had been a feast for mosquitos. She showered and brushed her teeth repeatedly, trying to rid herself of the lingering taste of Phillip. When that 

didn’t work, she took a sleeping pill and crashed. 

A horrendous pounding racket blasted her awake. 

“Stephanie Brier, open this door immediately, or I swear I’ll 

bust it down!” Cedric called from the hallway. Steph rolled over and looked at the clock. It was noon. She’d slept for almost 12 

hours. Damn Ambien. She probably shouldn’t have washed it 

down with rum. 

She climbed out of bed and yanked down her robe from the 

closet, sending the hanger springing across the room with a loud clatter. She tossed it on and padded over to the door. As the obnoxious pounding continued, she unlocked it and wrenched it 

open. Cheyenne and Cedric both glared at her from the other side of the threshold. 

“What the hell!” Steph snapped, looking from Cedric to 

Cheyenne. 

“Don’t you  dare  act like we’re overreacting!” Cheyenne 

strutted into the room looking very much like a supermodel on 

the catwalk. Steph often wanted to strangle Cheyenne for rolling out of bed looking like she was ready for the cover of Cosmo. 

Cedric limped in after her, his blue green eyes shooting around 

the room as if he were Sherlock Holmes and would discover a 

clue about why his sister was such a pain in his cloistered ass. 

“First of all, let me say that I think that it’s total bullshit that you ditched out on the boat ride back. Pardon my language, 

Cedric.” Cheyenne’s long hair swirled around her as she spun on 

Steph. 

“Completely understandable, given the circumstances.” 

Cedric assured her. Cheyenne nodded at him, and her dark eyes 

flashed disapprovingly when Steph folded her arms and fell back 
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on the bed, settling in for what was sure to be a filibuster of a lecture. 

“Do you know how far that beach is from this hotel? I 

googled it! It’s on the other end of the island!” 

“Yeah. I know. I was there.” Steph took a swig from a bot-

tle of water. 

“Answer your phone next time, Steph. The guys were ready 

to go out looking for you when you weren’t back by dark.” 

Cheyenne blurted. 

“Ha! I can just see it. Fury: The British Hardy Boys. Solv-

ing mysteries and saving cats from trees everywhere they go!” 

Steph clucked. 

“What happened at the beach, Steph? Phillip was acting 

shifty and pissy all the way back to the marina.” Cheyenne de-

manded. 

Steph opened her mouth, then looked at Cedric and paused. 

“I don’t want to talk about him.” 

“Quit shutting me out, Steph! Ugh! You talk to her. I can’t 

anymore, or I’ll strangle her,” Cheyenne instructed Cedric, and 

then she walked out onto the balcony. As the door shut behind 

her, Steph heard her complain, “Hey! This view is better than 

mine. What the hell?” 

Cedric poked Steph with his cane, and she slapped it away. 

“Luckily Kara came down after changing Liam and said you 

were upstairs in bed before they lit out on a hunt for you. I was convinced someone had kidnapped you.” 

“Stop being so dramatic, Father What-a-waste. I’m sure The 

Victoria’s Secret Angels would have consoled you Thornbirds-

style if anything  had happened to me.” Steph smiled wryly when Cedric rolled his eyes at her. 

“Phillip and Cheyenne got into it last night. To be truthful, I 

had to say a prayer, because I wanted to crack him over the head with my cane.” Cedric sat down and ran a hand through his auburn hair. Steph’s cheeks burned. She shouldn’t have dragged 
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Cedric into this fiasco. He didn’t need to be defending her or to be put in all these uncomfortable situations. She was a selfish ass to invite him along, and she knew it. But she was still glad he 

was here. Steph braced for what she knew was going to be an 

upsetting conversation. 

She cleared her throat and took another drink of H2O. 

“What’d he do now?” 

Cedric paused. “He was very dismissive of you. He said 

you were probably ‘just looking for attention’ and Chey-

enne…well…she used many words I’d rather not repeat. I think 

she was going to swing on him, but Scot took her away to cool 

off. I thought you might want to know.” 

Steph blinked slowly and toyed with a loose thread on her 

pillow case. “I could have gone my whole life without knowing 

that, thanks.” 

He looked at her for a long minute then added, “Christopher 

called the pousada when he couldn’t reach you on your satellite 

phone.” 

“Dammit!” Steph flopped back and threw her arms over her 

face as if shielding herself from the barrage of unwanted news. 

“The concierge gave the call to the first person he saw from 

the wedding party. So it was Nathan that talked to Christopher.” 

He added, lifting his eyebrows and glancing at the floor. Stephanie winced. Only one person in the wedding party would have 

been a worse choice. 

“Just stop talking, Cedric.” She moaned, throwing a pillow 

at him which he aptly deflected with his cane. 







“Tell me what you said to Christopher when he called, Na-

than.” Steph demanded. She and Cheyenne were waiting for 
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look on Nathan’s face made Cheyenne want to slug him. Saffron 

looked bored and lit a cigarette which she then handed to Nathan for a drag. Cheyenne thought about asking for one. She’d quit 

smoking when she was pregnant and hadn’t touched one since. 

Lately, she’d been biting her nails down to the quick from the 

cravings. She’d actually been convincing herself that smoking 

had an upside. Maybe she’d drop the last ten pounds of her baby 

weight. It was a pathetic rationalization, but every time Chey-

enne saw Kara frolicking in a swimsuit with Liam, the idea 

seemed to have more merit. 

She knew she should be thankful that she’d come through 

pregnancy fairly unscathed. She’d been in Steph’s room getting 

ready earlier that night and whined to her about her three stretch marks. 

Steph whipped up her dress and pointed to her scar. “This 

sucker is bigger than all three of those combined, Cheyenne. So 

why don’t you shut the hell up?” 

Cheyenne felt like the world’s shittiest friend. She had been 

so distracted with her own troubles the day before that she hadn’t noticed anything was up with Steph until she got the phone call 

that she wasn’t taking the boat back. 

When Cheyenne had come out of the shower the morning of 

the boat excursion, Kara was in her bungalow. Scot was on the 

bed and Kara was leaning in and whispering fervently in Scot’s 

ear. In that moment, her world screeched to a grinding halt. Eve-ry insecurity, from small to major, that she’d ever had about herself reached its zenith. 

She’d rushed back into the restroom, and if they noticed 

her, they hadn’t let on. Later on the boat, Scot had behaved like nothing was out of the ordinary. He held her close, and knocked 

her defenses down with that phenomenal smile of his. If he was 

playacting at happiness, he deserved an Oscar. 

While Cheyenne was finishing up her make-up in silence, 

she saw Steph dialing her sat phone. “Calling Christopher?” 
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“No. Sarah. I want to know what the hell is going on and if 

I should slap a chastity belt on Bret.” Scot had come back from 

the scuba trip and regaled the two of them with how the slutty 

bridesmaids were all over Bret. Steph and Cheyenne had both 

become friendly with Bret’s wife Sarah during Fury’s American 

tour, and they exchanged a concerned look. Bret and Sarah had 

two kids and had always seemed like they were the couple that 

were doing everything right. It was rather heartbreaking to see 

them splitting. 

“I don’t know, Steph. Maybe you should stay out of it.” 

Cheyenne replied. 

Steph cocked an eyebrow at her as she waited for an an-

swer. “Are you fucking for real?” 

In seconds it was obvious that she’d gone to voicemail. 

“Sarah, its Steph. What the fuck? Call me.” 

Steph’s tense behavior gave Cheyenne a feeling of forebod-

ing, so when they approached Nathan, she didn’t blink as Steph 

went after him like a rabid Rottweiler. 

“Relax, Steph. I told your lover boy you were out gallivant-

ing around the jungle like Tarzan. I made sure to tell him Phillip wasn’t with you, so he had nothing to worry his pretty new nose 

about.” Nathan exhaled smoke through his nostrils and handed 

the cigarette back to Saffron, who chuckled. 

“Sometimes I want to backhand you.” Steph folded her 

arms and peered intently down the road. 

“Sometimes he likes that.” Saffron retorted, without missing 

a beat. 

“You’re not helping,” Cheyenne snapped at Saffron, who 

said nothing. The ride to the club was fairly silent until Steph’s phone rang as they were clambering out of the Land Rover trying to not to flash anyone in their mini-dresses. 

“Sarah?” Steph answered, and Cheyenne and Nathan shot 

each other surprised glances. With an apprehensive glance at her companions, Steph wandered away from them toward the stun-106 
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ning beach. Nathan and Saffron made for the bar, but Cheyenne 

anxiously awaited Steph’s return, hanging out by the entrance. 

When Steph returned, her eyes looked misty. 

“What did she say?” Cheyenne caught herself biting her 

nails again and forced her hands to her sides. Steph just shook 

her head. 

“Let’s get a pitcher.” 

By the time they’d downed the first pitcher and were work-

ing on the second, Steph had filled Cheyenne in on the details of the call. Sarah had broken down sobbing on the phone and said 

she just couldn’t take the lifestyle anymore. The band constantly acting like children, the late night phone calls that he wouldn’t be coming home, the constant innuendo from friends and family 

that Bret screwed around on the road. The continuous insults in 

the tabloids about her for being “poorly dressed” or “dumpy 

looking.” Stalkers trying to take her kids at the park or attempting to pick them up from school and cameras continuously snap-

ping in their faces. Sarah had seemed devastated when Steph had 

argued how much Bret loved her and how much his missed her. 

Steph sniffed when she told Cheyenne Sarah had sobbed so bad-

ly she could hardly understand her. 

“She said ‘I’ll never love a man like I love Bret. But I can’t 

live like this. It’s not good for me. It’s not good for the kids to have their mom be a constant nervous wreck.’” Steph emptied 

another glass of  beer and filled it from the pitcher. Cheyenne 

shuddered like someone had walked on her grave. 

“Jesus.” Cheyenne’s empathy for Sarah turned to self-

doubt. She wondered if she’d be in the same predicament five 

years down the line. It was a depressing train of thought. She 

turned to Saffron and asked for a cigarette. Ten minutes later, 

Nathan and Saffron went out onto the dance floor to greet 

Cedric, David, and Yara, Cheyenne turned to Steph. “Are you 

going to tell me about Phillip and the beach?” 

Steph sighed and launched into the details. Cheyenne lis-
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tened raptly to Steph’s buzzed and colorful interpretation of 

events. 

“So that’s the story. And I haven’t called Christopher since. 

Any brilliant words of wisdom?” Steph blinked at Cheyenne ex-

pectantly. Cheyenne  groaned, but only on the inside. She’d 

watched Steph’s mood grow steadily darker all day. Phillip was 

playing games with her, and Steph was totally disintegrating into angry punchiness. None of this was surprising—just disappoint-ing. It was Steph’s M.O.—using anger and humor as a defense 

mechanism when things got too real or something touched her 

too deeply. Cheyenne had spent a great deal of the past couple of years in therapy, so she’d picked up a bit of knowledge along the way. Steph shined at compartmentalization and transference. 

Dating Christopher had been great for her. She’d been really lev-el and actually had a serene glow about her. Now, less than sev-

enty-two hours of contact with Phillip had her spiraling the 

drain. 

Steph took one look at Cheyenne’s facial expression and sat 

back. “I’m sorry, Chey. You need my lame-ass problems like 

you need a hole in the head. Let’s just get drunk.” 

Cheyenne glanced up at her husband who was having a 

laugh with Cedric. She shoved her issues aside and downed her 

drink. 

“Stephanie…you need to call Christopher. Now. And you 

need to tell Phillip the truth.” 







Phillip turned off his beard trimmer and turned his head 

from side to side, appraising the fruits of his labor. Today’s scuba diving excursion had been productive in more ways than one. 

He’d finally popped his “diving cherry”—so to speak—and tak-

en the introductory course, aptly named “the baptismo.” In the 
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absence of Cedric—who begged off due to his bum leg—the 

bridesmaids seemed to have set their sights on him and/or Bret. 

Better late than never, he thought. His dalliance with Steph 

the day before had yielded…troubling side effects. It had taken 

every ounce of willpower he had to walk away from her. He’d 

forgotten how good she tasted, like salty caramel or butterscotch. 

The way she responded to him had always been atomic. Being 

that close to her again had been intoxicating—and excruciating. 

However, none of that changed the fact that she’d discarded him 

like rubbish and humiliated him by promptly hooking up with 

Clive Richards. Richards! That twat was the one person in the 

United Kingdom whose grave he’d would cheerfully piss on. 

He and Clive had started as friends with a normal rivalry. 

The barbs they tossed back and forth were all in good fun. They 

continued to trade insults for a year when they ran into each oth-er around the British club circuit, which was a very small world. 

Their friendship quickly deteriorated as Fury became more suc-

cessful and Toxicity was left in the dust. When Fury got their 

record deal, things got pretty ugly. The pièce de résistance of 

their tale was when Clive caught Phillip shagging his fiancé be-

fore a show. At that point, Toxicity was Fury’s opening act. At 

the time, Clive blew it off. He even said, “Fuck that bird. I was done with her anyhow.” 

After the concert a major party was in full swing backstage. 

Phillip’s little sis, Danielle and her friends turned up as planned. 

Clive was falling down drunk at that point and broke a beer bot-

tle by Danielle’s head and threatened Philip with it. Phillip 

dodged, and the drunken git stumbled into Danielle, scarring her cheek. Looking back on things, it made complete sense that 

Clive had set his sights on Stephanie as the ultimate payback. 

He frowned at his reflection and threw a smidge of product 

in  his hair, while trying to block out how it had felt to have 

Stephanie’s hands running through it. He took a deep breath and 

tried to shake her off like a layer of dust. He needed to party. 
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Tonight’s itinerary included going into the village—or Vila dos 

Remédios as the bridesmaids cheerfully taught him—to see some 

popular Carnival percussion band. They all seemed pretty jazzed 

about it, so he figured it would be a good time, and he might actually get laid. 

All of the other SUV’s were gone by the time Phillip and 

Bret wandered out to the parking lot with the bridesmaids. 

They’d already been doing body shots in the pousada bar, and by 

the time they were on the road, the girls were getting pretty 

friendly. The chauffer practically drove off the road looking in the rearview mirror a couple of times. Luckily the trip was short; the girls started making out with each other, and things in the 

back seat were about to become positively indecent. 

He was the first to climb out of the Land Rover and held the 

door for Bret and the ladies. He surveyed Bar do Cachorro, their drinking hole for the evening. It was a sprawling open-air com-pound of thatched tikis with paved walkways and a half-wall to 

protect drunks from unintentionally stumbling into Cochurro 

Bay below. The moon was nearly full, so the view was still im-

pressive after sunset. 

They wandered into the party, and Phillip felt the thumping 

of the drums reverberate all the way up to his teeth. The large 

crowd was surprisingly exuberant for a Monday night. Most of 

the audience shared the floor with the band, dancing and min-

gling with colorful drinks in their hands. Bret guided the girls up to an elevated table, and Phillip shouted at him over the music. 

“I’ll go get the first round!” 

Phillip wove his way to the bar and stopped short when he 

saw Stephanie with her beautiful bare back to him. Her dress 

wasn’t so much a dress as a handkerchief. She leaned forward, 

focused on a conversation with Cheyenne. 

“I’m going to say this one last time, Steph. You need to tell 

him.” Cheyenne’s expression was grave and her voice emphatic. 

Then she glanced up and spotted Phillip. She sat straight up, 
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wide-eyed, and paled. Steph looked over her naked shoulder at 

him, and her eyes narrowed slightly. She swiveled back around 

and picked up her drink. 

“I’ve got to go to find Scot.” Cheyenne stood, and he saw 

Steph grip her arm. Cheyenne tugged it away and shot Phillip an 

unreadable look. Considering she’d called him an “incomprehen-

sible bastard” and an “egotistical jackass” the night before when Steph was off being a drama queen, she seemed fairly reserved 

tonight. Phillip took advantage of the vacancy and slid into her spot at the bar. He placed his order, and as he waited, he leaned against the bar. Feeling her eyes on him, he turned toward Steph. 

She seemed oddly focused on her drink. Every muscle in her 

mouth-watering body looked tensed. 

“You look like you could use another drink or two.” He 

couldn’t stop himself from picking at her like a half-healed scab. 

She glanced up at him from under long eyelashes, and what he 

saw in her eyes hurt his heart. She was abjectly terrified of him. 

Feeling like a world class bully, he turned back to her to make 

some sort of amends. 

“Stephanie…” He began, trailing off. After the crevice, 

what could he say? 

“You know what?  Screw this.” She slurred and was on her 

feet and headed toward the exit. He looked after her, shaking his head at her crass, but typical, reaction. He was about to turn back to the bar when he noticed his chauffer sitting by the door. The chauffer’s eyes roamed her body lustfully, as if she were already naked. And in that dress, she practically was. Steph stumbled a 

little, and the chauffer jumped up and placed his arm around her. 

A moment later they disappeared into the darkness. 

Before his brain had time to process the situation, Phillip’s 

feet had carried him outside. It took a minute for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, and by the light of the torches, he spotted Steph stumbling down the crude steps toward the beach. The 

chauffer trailed behind her and grabbed for her wrist. He heard 
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the chauffer call her “sexy” and Steph slur “you can let go of my arm now, Dude,” and his vision seemed to go crimson. His long 

strides closed the distance between himself and the pair just as they reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped onto the beach. 

Phillip had the guy by the throat and shoved him onto the sand 

so fast that when he turned back to Steph, she was stumbling 

around in a confused circle looking for the guy like he’d evapo-

rated. When she turned and saw Phillip standing in the chauffer’s place, she recoiled. 

“Seriously?” she slurred and brushed past him, nearly trip-

ping over the chauffer who’d had the good sense to stay down. 

She stopped and blinked at him in tipsy confusion. “Enrique! 

Dude! Are you okay?” 

The bloke mumbled something unintelligible, and Steph 

nodded and kept walking toward the water. Phillip continued 

after her. 

“Stephanie. Why don’t you come back inside?” 

“Why don’t you fuck entirely off?” 

He stopped. “Why do you insist on being like that?” 

She glared sourly at him. “Why do you  insist on following me? I thought the plan was to avoid each other, Pip! That was a 

great idea you had; let’s stick to it.” 

It was a completely legitimate point. While he searched for 

a response, she turned away and continued toward the water. 

“You pick the weirdest times to decide to ‘be there’ for 

me.” It was a faint mumble, but he heard her anyhow. 

“Whoa!” He shouted and she jumped and spun around. “I 

was there for you, sweetheart! I seem to recall you sending me 

away!” 

She nearly tripped over a rock as she grew closer to the tide. 

She stopped and struggled with her shoes, nearly flashing him in her nonexistent dress. “And you never came back. You didn’t 

even try. You didn’t answer my calls. I called you  and called 

you. You were just fucking  gone.” 
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“So you turn around and shag Clive Richards a month later? 

It’s a good fucking thing you said no to my proposal, Stephanie. 

That picture of his would have been worth a lot more to the tab-

loids if we’d been engaged, and I’m sure he would have sold it!” 

“Clive Richards!” With an angry screech, Steph threw her 

shoes at him, seemingly with all her strength. Fortunately, she 

telegraphed her actions so dramatically he deflected them with 

the sweep of one arm. “What picture?” 

“Of you and Clive. He showed it to me on his cell phone. 

I’m surprised it never went viral. It was pretty pornographic.” 

“Clive Richards! You have got to be kidding me! That ass-

hole! I wouldn’t touch him with my assistant’s vag.” 

The shock and outrage on her face gave him pause. “You 

weren’t with Clive backstage in London?” 

“Hell yeah, I was with him. I  took his picture, Phillip. In case you didn’t notice, it’s what I do. But then he started acting like one of your fucking roadies. I punched him so hard in the 

crotch. I think I popped a nut!” 

Phillip felt like she’d kicked him in the chest. He was 

speechless for what seemed like minutes. “You two didn’t 

shag?” 

Her features twisted indignantly, Steph had backed up all 

the way to the surf. The tide rolled in, and the water slammed 

into her legs, causing her to cry out in surprise. 

“Do I look like a fucking groupie to you?” Steph shouted. 

Then she stopped and glanced down at her skimpy wet dress. “I 

mean… usually.” 

Just then, Cheyenne appeared on the scene, closely fol-

lowed by Cedric. 

“Come on, Steph. You’re soaked. Scot and I are going back 

to the hotel. Come with us.” Cheyenne’s tone was calm and 

soothing as she took Steph by the arm and led her away. Steph 

was spouting off at the top of her lungs all the way back up to 

the stairs about how Phillip thought she was a “groupie whore.” 
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He ran his hands through his hair and looked up at the stars. She hadn’t slept with Clive. In fact, she’d caused him bodily harm. A smile crept onto his face. Then he thought about all the unnecessary time he’d missed with Steph due to Clive’s atrocious lie. 

The next time they crossed paths, Clive was going to need recon-

structive surgery. 

He heard Steph screech and looked up to see the chauffer 

he’d attacked holding the door of  the Land Rover for Scot, 

who’d picked Steph up and was forcing her into the back seat. 

As Scot slammed the door, Steph stuck her head out of the win-

dow long enough to shout “Fuck you, Phillip, you fucking fuck!” 

He exhaled loudly. As he headed back toward  the bar, he 

realized Cedric was still on the beach near the stairs. As Phillip headed in his direction, he realized that the priest was glaring at him. 

“Something you’d like to say to me, Cedric?” he snapped, 

tired of the judgmental scowls he’d been giving him since the 

boat ride. 

“I really thought you two would be good together. But it’s 

very plain that I was mistaken.” He replied. Phillip felt his blood boil all over again. 

“I thought we were great together. But she didn’t. She’s the 

one who said no.” 

Cedric stepped forward, and Phillip braced himself for some 

sort of physical blow. Cedric grasped Phillip’s shoulder firmly, his eyes grim. Phillip’s eyes flicked down to Cedric’s hand in 

surprise, then back up at the priest. 

“She was afraid. Please try to dig a bit deeper for patience. 

Losing the baby nearly killed Stephanie. I’ve never seen her that fragile. I hope to God I never do again.” 

It took a long moment for those words to sink in. Once he 

finally found a context to decipher them, Phillip felt his face contort from a mask of confusion to one of shock. He had no armor 

to protect himself from it. An enormous boulder had been lifted 
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from on top of him, and the cavern it held up had collapsed. He 

felt like he was suffocating. He sucked in air as his knees buckled, and he stumbled back, sitting down hard on the bottom step. 

As he blinked slowly, searching his surroundings, his eyes 

once again rested on Cedric. The priest looked as horrified as 

Phillip felt. 

“Dear Lord, Phillip. You mean you didn’t know?” 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

Cheyenne leaned her head against Scot’s shoulder as the 

Land Rover bounced from side to side making her slightly sea-

sick. Once she was back on the solid streets of London, she’d 

never complain about road construction again. Steph sat to her 

left, glaring out the window. 

“Clive?” She spat, her teeth chattering in her cold wet dress. 

“Yep.” Scot responded, his dark eyes ominous by the dash-

board lights. “He told Phillip he’d ‘had you’ right before he got there. He said, ‘Sorry, didn’t know you were coming. Next time 

I’ll wait and we can share.’ Phillip went mental and nearly got 

himself arrested.” 

“And it never occurred to you to mention any of this to 

me?” Cheyenne snapped. Scot slowly turned to her. His eyes 

shot to Steph, who didn’t even look in their direction. 

“And say what? Trash talk Steph? I also didn’t want to be-

tray Phillip. He was completely devastated. Cheyenne, I figured 

since you were there, and you hadn’t told me about her ‘back 

stage hook up’ that it wasn’t’ something you felt like discuss-

ing.” Scot sounded rational and reasonable and a bit condescend-

ing, like when he told Liam he couldn’t have fudge for breakfast. 

Cheyenne felt like she was being handled, and even though it all made sense, it rubbed her the wrong way. 

“Phillip was coming to talk to you that night,” Cheyenne of-

fered, unsure how Steph would take the news. Steph turned to 
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her, obviously chewing over the information. They pulled into 

the driveway, and Steph was out of the Rover before the driver 

put the vehicle in park. 

“Steph, wait!” Cheyenne called and made for the door. Scot 

held her arm. 

“Just leave her alone. Give her some time to think.” 

“She’s had months by herself to think, Scot,” she shot back. 

She scrambled out of the Rover and darting a building over, 

climbed the stairs to Steph and Kara’s room. She tapped gently 

on the door. Kara answered the door looking a bit freaked out 

with Liam perched on her hip. She could see Steph rifling 

through her suitcase. 

“Kara, can you excuse us?” Cheyenne held out her arms for 

Liam, never taking her eyes off of Steph. Kara left without a 

word. Steph stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower. 

As Steph pulled bobby pins from her upswept hair, Cheyenne 

stepped in behind her and leaned against the door. 

“Stephanie…we’ve  been through a lot of shit together . A 

 lot.  And you were there for me when I floundering. Jacking up my career and my private life, and you tried to help. Now I’m 

trying to help you.” 

“No one can help me.” Steph’s dark reply gave Cheyenne 

the chills. She pulled Liam closer to her chest instinctively. 

Steph had always had a detached air about her, but after the ba-

by, she’d been bleak and extremely depressed. Cheyenne and 

Cedric had staged a private intervention, and though she’d re-

fused professional counseling (“who needs a shrink when I have 

the two of you?”), she’d agreed to antidepressants. 

“You need to talk to me. I’ll come back when you’re so-

ber.” 

Steph scoffed. “That scene on the beach was pretty damn 

sobering.” 

“Then let’s talk.” Cheyenne gestured with  her free hand. 

Liam felt like dead weight against her, and she realized he’d fall-117 

TAMMY COONS & MICHELLE PACE 

en asleep. 

“Alright.” Steph murmured, the steam from the hot water 

already fogging up the mirror. “Can I get the sand and saltwater off of me first?” 

“Sure.” Cheyenne stepped  out, and Steph shut the door in 

her face. Cheyenne went and lay Liam down on Steph’s bed, 

curling up beside him. She stroked his soft cheek and remem-

bered how she used to stare at him for hours when he was a 

newborn. It was unimaginable that she’d considered aborting 

him as she had. She kissed the top of his head and wandered to 

the mini-bar. The look in Steph’s eyes in the bathroom reminded 

Cheyenne way too much of Italy. She didn’t even like to think 

about that week, but after rushing to Steph’s aid with Cedric tonight, it was bringing it all back. 

Scot had been shooting a video and came home looking ra-

ther sheepish. At first Cheyenne had thought he was just tired. 

When he had finally raised his eyes to hers, he oozed regret. 

“What?” Leery, she wasn’t sure she was ready for him to 

answer her. 

“Honey…don’t get mad. Please.” Scot started, and Chey-

enne braced herself. 

“I need to show you the rough cut of the video.” He contin-

ued. Cheyenne wondered what he’d done in the video that he 

was so worried about her seeing. They weren’t even half-way 

through the video before she was stalking back and forth across 

the room. 

“How the hell could you let this happen?” She was shaking, 

pissed. and her voice had dropped an octave. Scot looked at the 

floor. 

“I know.” 

Cheyenne pulled out her phone and texted Steph. 

Cheyenne: Where are you?  

Stephanie: Milan. 
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Cheyenne caught the first flight to Milan. When Stephanie 

opened her front door, she gawked at Cheyenne. Cheyenne 

gawked back at Steph. She hadn’t seen her since the Toxicity 

concert. She looked like she hadn’t showered and was abnormal-

ly pale with dark circles under her eyes. Take-out boxes littered her stunning ultra-modern apartment, and Cheyenne nearly faint-ed when she noticed a grey tabby cat lounging on Steph’s white 

couch. To Cheyenne’s surprise, a large canvas of Phillip still 

hung over the mantle. Steph picked the cat up and sat down with 

it on her lap. Steph had never been remotely interested in ani-

mals. Cheyenne looked over her shoulder as if looking for the 

fourth horseman of the apocalypse. 

“So…it’s good to see you. Where’s the baby?” 

Cheyenne paused. Something was terribly wrong with 

Stephanie, and for a moment, she was afraid of making things 

worse. 

Steph dropped the cat, which scurried away. “Is everything 

okay with Liam?” 

Cheyenne cleared her throat. She knew things would be 

worse if Steph stumbled across the video on her own. “He’s fine. 

I have something that you need to see.” 

As the video played, Steph’s face turned a deeper shade of 

purple. The images of Phillip and the girl who looked too much 

like her on the screen seemed to mesmerize her. Her dull eyes 

watered, and the hurt and betrayal on her face forced Cheyenne 

to look away. 

When Cheyenne turned back, Steph was wringing her hands 

and shaking her head with a menacing expression. Cheyenne was 

sure Steph might vomit, when instead a psychotic chuckle tum-

bled from her lips. 

The tirade that followed was legendary even by Steph’s 

standards. It culminated with Steph ripping the picture of Phillip off of the wall from over her mantle and flinging it off the side of her terrace on the sixth floor. Cheyenne gasped and bent over the 119 
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rail to see if anyone was on the sidewalk below. When the can-

vas somehow landed close to the dumpster, Steph threw her arms 

in the air and shouted “score!” 

Steph was at her laptop, preparing to send private pictures 

of Phillip to the tabloids, when Cheyenne yanked the computer 

off the table. It came unplugged in the process and Cheyenne 

rolled the cord around her hand. 

“No. Don’t sink to his to his level. Go take a fucking show-

er, and if you can still get a brush through your hair, do so. We need to go have a drink.” 

“Right on. I could use a drink,” Steph agreed and vanished 

into the bathroom. Cheyenne took advantage of the opportunity 

to hide Steph’s laptop in the guestroom closet in case she had 

any other bright ideas. She made a quick call to Scot to check on Liam and let him know she was staying a few days. 

They proceeded to the nearest café, chatting about every-

thing else in the world but Fury. After dinner and a bottle of 

wine, they wandered into a nearby wine bar and had another. 

They were chuckling about how Steph’s former assistant, Ger-

ald. was now more of a diva than she was. Steph was smiling 

from ear to ear at Cheyenne’s news that  he was now the lead 

photographer for  The Sound Wave.  

It was at that moment that an extremely unfortunate-looking 

girl appeared in front of them. She proceeded to shout angrily at Steph in Italian. When Cheyenne told at her to calm down, the 

girl slapped Steph hard across the face and screamed “He cut his hair because of you, you bitch!” Steph grabbed her cheek defensively as two men stood and aggressively showed the girl the 

exit. Steph turned to Cheyenne. Her expression was eerily se-

rene. 

“This is why I never leave my apartment. Everywhere I go, 

he’s thrown in my face. I can’t escape him.” 

“You should have called me.” As Cheyenne dumped ice in-

to a cloth napkin and pressed it to Steph’s cheek, the two men 
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returned from throwing the girl out. They struck up a conversa-

tion with Steph in Italian, and soon Steph was laughing appreciatively. 

“They called her a ‘hairy beast.’ They want us to go with 

them to check out some club on the next street over. We should 

go.” 

Two hours and many drinks later, Cheyenne was dragging 

Steph from the club. Cheyenne was hailing a cab when she saw 

that the two men were following them. Cheyenne had waved her 

giant rock on her finger around to make it obvious that she was 

married, so they had both turned on Steph. Steph seemed to 

bathe in the attention and had been dancing way too suggestively with both of the men. Though Cheyenne didn’t understand the 

language, the way their hands were all over Steph was pretty 

universal. It didn’t take a linguist to see that they both thought they’d be sharing Steph tonight. 

“Oh, hell no!” she yelled, grabbing Steph by the arm and 

plunging toward the door. 

“Cheyenne!” Steph blurted as Cheyenne shoved her into the 

cab. 

“That was a grand performance. I give it a ten.” Cheyenne 

watched the men wander back into the club as they sped away. 

She told the driver in her terrible Italian how to get to Steph’s place. 

“I thought you wanted me to get out and have some fun. “ 

Cheyenne remembered craving a cigarette then more than 

ever. “There’s fun and there’s a public ménage à trois.” 

“In Italian they call it a trio.” Steph giggled tipsily. Steph’s cheeky tone set Cheyenne off. 

“Grow the fuck up, Steph. You’re almost twenty-seven 

years old, not twenty-one. Act your age.” 

Steph looked stricken. “Why are you mad at me?” 

Cheyenne swiveled her head toward her, and all the pent up 

hurt of the past few months burst from inside her. “My goddamn 
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therapist warned me that some of my single friends would be 

gone when I married Scot, but I never thought you’d be one of 

them. I know you feel awkward being around him because of the 

break up with Phillip, but honestly, I’m hurt that you haven’t 

come to see Liam.” 

Steph looked at Cheyenne, her mouth agape. Cheyenne ex-

pected her to say something snarky, but Steph just blinked a few times. 

“I just can’t see Liam. I can’t look at him.” The cab arrived, 

and Cheyenne was still shaking her head, dumbfounded and an-

gry as they climbed out. 

“I couldn’t pry him out of your arms at the hospital. What 

changed?” She shouted at her. 

It was there in front of her apartment that Steph collapsed 

into hysterical sobs. Cheyenne was so shocked and concerned 

that she considered calling a doctor. She moved to her and put 

her arms around her, unsure of what else to do. Steph choked out the one sentence. 

“I was pregnant. Cheyenne. It wasn’t my appendix.” 

Cheyenne remembered every detail of that night in vivid 

Technicolor. Though she hadn’t slept a wink, it was branded into her brain. She’d managed to get Steph upstairs and made her 

some coffee. Steph told her everything: her lie of omission to 

Phillip, the bogus eating disorder, telling her agent about the ba-by, Cedric’s force feedings, and finally about the daughter who 

had been genetically flawless. 

After Steph passed out from wine and exhaustion, Chey-

enne immediately called Cedric. It was 4 a.m. 

“Cheyenne? What’s wrong?” He sounded worried. 

“How fast can you get to Milan?” 





Cheyenne heard the bathroom door open and watched as 
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Steph came out in a fluffy white bathrobe. She crossed to her bed and sat down beside Liam, very gently stroking his hair. He 

rolled over onto his tummy without waking. 

“So what did you want to talk about?” Steph asked softly, 

glancing up from Liam. 

“Why the hell haven’t you called Christopher?” Cheyenne 

demanded in a hushed whisper. 

“Because I don’t know what to say to him.” Steph’s voice 

was cool and firm. 

Cheyenne paused, knowing she could be headed into chop-

py waters. “Is that because of Phillip?” 

“No.” Steph replied without a moment’s hesitation. “Chris-

topher told me he loved me, and I hung up on him. That’s what 

this is about, and that’s all this is about.” 

“So, once again, you scurried away again from a man that 

loves you.” 

Steph rolled onto her back and looked at the ceiling. “I’m 

pretty sure I didn’t scurry away from Phillip. Pretty sure Kevin scurried away from me. If I remember correctly, you were the 

scurrier, Cheyenne.” 

Cheyenne ignored Steph’s factual observation and leaned 

forward. “Do you love Christopher?” 

Steph shrugged. Cheyenne thought she looked like a stub-

born teenager. 

“Why is it so hard for you say those three words?” Chey-

enne asked. A light rapping on the door interrupted them. Steph 

looked in the direction of the door nervously, but when Chey-

enne answered it—it was Scot. 

“Is it okay if I come in?” he asked, and his dark eyes had a 

secret conversation with Cheyenne. They seemed to ask two 

questions at once. 

 Is everything cool?  

and 

 Are  you coming to bed soon? 
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“Yeah.” Cheyenne replied, affirmative on both fronts. He 

made toward the bed to pick Liam up. Steph shook her head. 

“He’s fine here with me. You two go.” She murmured. Scot 

smiled and grabbed Cheyenne’s hand. 

“Thanks Steph.” He was slightly out of breath as he pulled 

Cheyenne out of the room and toward their four post bed. 







Once inside their room, Scot scooped Cheyenne up in his 

arms. Cheyenne let out a small giggle as he lay her back on the 

bed. Scot stood up and removed his tie eagerly. He watched as 

Cheyenne bit her lip, her chocolate brown eyes pensive. For a 

fleeting moment, he wondered if she was onto his secret. Then 

he dismissed his concerns. He’d seen this look many times since 

Liam’s birth. Her agile mind constantly ran an obstacle course, 

working to figure him out. He smiled at her lovingly, appreciat-

ing this and all aspects of her. She slid up on the bed a rested her head on the pillow. She looked absolutely delectable. 

“You look unbelievable.” Scot licked his lips as anticipation 

coursed through his veins. Cheyenne scoffed and then tried to 

wipe the expression from her perfect face. 

“Don’t make me spank you, Cheyenne.” He smiled as he 

said it, knowing she wouldn’t consider that a punishment. She 

always enjoyed a bit of pain with her pleasure. 

He crawled up the mattress to her, giving her small kisses 

on the parts of her body that were exposed. Once at her mouth, 

he gave her a gentle kiss and then began nuzzling her neck. She 

purred softly under him. He raked his beard against her cheek, 

and she cried out, bowing her back to press herself against his 

growing hardness. She’d told him many times never to shave his 

beard. 

Scot placed his mouth over hers and their tongues tangled 
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and teased one another. He felt Cheyenne’s legs wrap around his 

waist as she roughly grasped handfuls of his hair. He gave her a grind and then ran his hand up her thigh. Cheyenne moaned into 

his mouth; he returned it with one of his own. He hooked his 

fingers on the waist of her panties and slid them off slowly, tossing them over his shoulder. With a crooked smile, he gnawed 

tauntingly on his lip. They locked eyes as she trembled beneath 

him. He rolled over onto his back pulling Cheyenne with him. 

She straddled him and he stroked her long, perfect legs with his fingertips. He looked up at her and cupped her face. She gave 

him a sly smile then slid her dress off over her head. He ran his hand down over her supple breasts and then over her stomach. 

She glanced down at her mid-section nervously, then back to his 

eyes. He hated the self-conscious expression that played on her 

lovely features. 

“I love you” he assured her, pulling her face down to his 

and kissing her hungrily. Scot wrapped his hands in her hair and gave it a tug, his need for her escalating with every passing second. Cheyenne let out a small whimper, but Scot knew it wasn’t 

pain…well, at least not entirely. 

He rolled her over onto her back and practically ripped his 

remaining clothes off. He couldn’t wait to be inside of her to-

night without fear of interruption. He positioned himself over her and slowly entered her. He could tell by the ravenous look she 

wore that his leisurely approach was driving her crazy. 

“Please,” she begged. It was Scot’s turn to shoot her a sly 

smile. His hands dug into the flesh of her thighs as he pulled her harder to him. He continued moving, slowly at first, but after 

much more begging from Cheyenne, he quickened his pace and 

thrust deeply into her. 

Her responses to him were feverish, as she bucked wildly 

against him. As he took her nipple between his teeth, she thrust harder, with desperate moans. He felt her explode around him, 

her nails ripping across his shoulder blades in an instinctual ani-125 
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malistic fervor. Unable to suppress his climax any longer, he let go and blissfully surrendered. 

Hesitating to break the connection between them, he reluc-

tantly pulled out and collapsed beside her. For several minutes 

they both struggled to steady their breathing. Scot rolled onto his side and ran his fingers down between her breasts. She turned to him, her eyes still dilated and heavy. He kissed her and gave her lower lip a nip. 

“Let me know when you are ready for another go,” He 

cocked his eyebrow at her. 

“How about right now?” Cheyenne murmured, her wet 

kisses traveling up his inner thigh. 







Phillip had his head in his hands, his elbows on his knees. 

His head felt like it would explode from the questions that 

surged in it. His heart hammered as he tried to find his voice. 

Images, memories, and what-ifs swirled like a cyclone inside 

him. He felt Cedric sit beside him on the bottom step, and the 

momentary sensation of another human being in close proximity 

steadied him enough to stammer out a bit of communication. 

“I just don’t understand. Why didn’t she tell me?” He 

turned his dizzy gaze on Cedric. 

Cedric simply shook his head. He still seemed stunned by 

Phillip’s ignorance. “I have no idea. I’m so sorry. Dad and I left it for  her to tell you. I suppose that was pretty idiotic of us.” 

Phillip’s eyes narrowed. “Why the hell…wasn’t it mine?” 

Cedric turned blazing eyes at him. “Of course it was yours.” 

Phillip heaved a soul-wrenching sigh. “I don’t understand 

how things went so terribly wrong.” 

Cedric looked out at the dark ocean. “Phillip, Stephanie has 

been monumentally broken since our mother died. When the go-
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ing gets tough, she retreats. She doesn’t deal with issues, at least she didn’t until recently.” 

“She’s never talked about your mum.” Phillip frowned as 

the weight of his own statement sunk in. This was an unexpected 

turn in the conversation, and he turned completely in Cedric’s 

direction, starving for any insight into his former lover. 

“They weren’t speaking at the time of our accident. Mom 

and Dad were separating after twenty-five years of marriage, and Steph blamed my mom. Their break-up convinced Steph that no 

one could ever stay together. Marriage became a trivial joke to 

her after that. I’ve been all over the world and heard the confessions of thousands of people. My sister is still the single most jaded person I’ve ever encountered.” 

Phillip tried to imagine Steph as a willful shrew of a teenage 

girl and realized it wasn’t hard. It sounded like she’d stopped 

aging emotionally after her mum’s death and had never pro-

gressed since. 

“When we had the accident, I think it ruined Stephanie. The 

last time they’d talked, Steph screamed at Mom. She told her she hated her and hung up on her. Steph was always willful and 

bullheaded, but after the accident…” Cedric paused, as if choked up by the intense memory. “She refused to view mom’s body. 

My father was far too distraught to make time to deal with Steph, so she sort of…imploded. And this happened completely unnoticed, with no guardian to step in and console her or counsel her. 

She wouldn’t come to the visitation at the funeral home, and as 

far as I know she never saw my mom’s body…she never had that 

closure. I had to physically drag her to the gravesite. I’ll never forget her demeanor. Stoic is the best word I can use to describe her. It gives me chills thinking about it, even now. She just shut off all emotion like flipping a switch.” 

“That’s a big burden for anyone to have to carry. Especially 

a child.” Phillip conceded. He cringed at the thought that he’d 

been so clueless about Steph’s formative years. So unaware of 
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such large aspects of her past that he could make such blunders 

at every turn. “No offense, Cedric, but why am I just now hear-

ing all of this shite from you?” 

“I don’t know. Why didn’t you get to know her before you 

proposed? You know, before putting her on the spot in front of 

both families so that she could feel like she was going to disappoint everyone if she said no. “ 

“I was madly in love with her. I wanted to shout it from the 

top of a bloody mountain. I thought it was the right thing to do,” 

he snapped. 

“It was a very ‘rock star’ thing to do.” Cedric cocked a terse 

eyebrow, pausing for emphasis. “It was a very Kevin-like thing 

to do.” 

It was as if Cedric had pulled out a gun and shot him in the 

heart. Stephanie’s ex-boyfriend was an unbelievably successful 

movie star and had lavishly proposed to her right after causing a huge scandal. He’d openly cheated on her while filming a movie 

south of the border, and the story had been all the rage for the tabloids when Phillip first met Steph. 

He tried to argue with Cedric…tried to grasp for a straw of 

a comeback and had none. He’d royally fucked up. He cringed as 

he recalled his choices since the proposal, as they played before his eyes like the world’s most embarrassing montage. The “Fire 

Woman” video was a pretty big slap in the face. Especially now 

that he knew she hadn’t been with Clive. And, he thought, at 

least Kevin had the decency to propose in private. Steph had de-

served much more consideration from Phillip. He hadn’t thought 

enough about her feelings when making plans for  their  future. 

He stood. 

“I have to go talk to her.” 

On his way up the stairs he heard Cedric mumble, sounding 

very much like Steph. “That’s long overdue. But you might want 

to wait till she sobers up!” 

He rounded up a driver and muttered some lame excuse to 

128 

RAGE 

Bret. All the way back to the pousada, he rehearsed what he’d 

say to her. What he’d ask. He bribed the overnight clerk to give him her room number, and as he took the stairs two at a time, he started to consider her replies. He had his hand up to knock when he decided he’d better listen to Cedric this time. He wanted them both to be sober for this. His hand fell to his side, and he turned and walked away. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

 

Steph woke to a tiny hand pinching her nose. 

When she peeled her dry eyelids open, Liam’s curlicue grin 

greeted her. “Beep, Tee tee!” 

“Morning, Liam Sebastian.” 

“Hungee,” he replied, jumping up and down on the bed. 

Steph was amazed at her lack of a hangover. Ah, beer. Her drink 

of choice paid off, yet again. 

“Are you hungry?” She saw it was nearly ten o’ clock. 

She threw a white sundress over her head and applied a 

thick layer of sunblock. After gooping Liam up with tons more 

than she’d allowed for herself, she decided she could not take 

one more day of her ankles being gnawed on by borrachudo 

mosquitos. She sprayed on so much insect repellent she thought 

she might asphyxiate them both. As a final barrier she tossed on her custom-made red cowboy boots. She remembered how Phillip had once called them ‘a legendry aphrodisiac,’ playing into 

his boyhood fantasies about being a cowboy in Texas. She al-

most yanked them off and tossed them over the balcony, but they 

were her favorites and she couldn’t bear to part with them. She 

carried Liam down to the dining area and was mildly surprised to see Nathan and Saffron sitting alone sipping mimosas and dining 

on Eggs Benedict. 

“Morning, Stephanie.” Saffron greeted her cheerfully, as if 

she were a third grade teacher greeting her students. It may not 130 
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have seemed as odd, had she not been wearing a black dress that 

looked like it was made of latex. Steph nodded to the odd couple and sat Liam in the seat across from Nathan. Saffron sashayed to the bar for a refill, and Stephanie watched the giddy expression Nathan tried to mask as followed her cat-like movements in a 

predatory manner. 

“Oh, my God, Nathan! You’re in love with her, aren’t 

you?” Stephanie gasped in a hushed tone as she slapped him 

across the arm. Nathan glanced at her and back at Saffron with 

an unrepentant grin. 

“Alright. So sue me.” Nathan conceded, his green eyes 

dancing as he flipped his overly long bangs out of the way. 

“She’s a dominatrix, Nate. Not to mention a professional 

groupie. I know for a fact that she’s been following different 

bands for half a decade. What the f—” Steph started, but Nathan 

simply silenced her with one hand, his expression serene and 

uncompromising. 

“Don’t.” It was more of a request than a demand. Stephanie 

paused, took a drink of her orange juice, and nodded. 

“Okay.” Who the hell was she to judge what worked for 

them? Hadn’t her first major relationship been a twisted anti-

romance with a kinky wannabe dominant? Though she hadn’t 

seen him since college, Pace had been her go-to guy after Kevin 

left her, and she’d even tried to use him as a rebound after she saw the “Fire Woman” video, but that hadn’t worked out so well. 

Pace Turner had been in law school when they met. Stepha-

nie was a junior in college at the time and bored to tears; she’d been sewing her wild oats. Pace’s cocky brilliance had drawn her to him immediately—not to mention his ridiculous good looks. 

He’d been old for his class, having dropped out of med school 

before they met. Even his money was old, as old as one’s could 

get when that person was African-American. Pace had as much 

of an ego as Steph did, so their  arrangement  worked well for months. Like all good natural disasters, they’d burned out their 131 
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relationship before it took on too much real steam, but they still exchanged dirty holiday cards and the occasional email until she started dating Phillip. 

A couple of weeks after she saw the “Fire Woman” video 

for the first time and told Cheyenne about the baby, Steph ended up on a shoot in New York. Pace lived in Boston, which was 

only a few hours away, and she figured his charms would do her 

a world of good. So she called. 

“Hey, Red.” His deep Barry White voice sounded as if he 

were in the next room. “I heard you broke up with your rock 

star.” 

“Ya don’t say?” Steph had been ambushed in Heathrow the 

week before by reporters from  The Star. When asked “How does it feel to see the “Fire Woman” video?”, she ignored them. When 

she heard the follow-up question. “How does it feel to see Phillip act out your sex life with Joslyn James?”, Steph stopped and 

glared into the video camera. 

“Well that was obviously play-acting since she seemed to 

be enjoying herself!” she’d shouted, and it now seemed to be the sound bite of the year. 

Pace’s laughter ripped her back from her revived anger. “I 

was wondering if I should expect a visit.” 

“You sound tired, Pace. Solicitor life got you down?” 

“I’m prepping for  the court case. You remember—the one I went to law school for?” 

“Shit, Pace. That’s fabulous news.” He’d finally had the 

opportunity to take down his “big white whale” so to speak, and 

she was pestering him for a booty call. She felt small and insignificant in his world for the first time  ever. 

“So when do I get to see you?” he asked, his tone as eager 

and aggressive as ever. This was one man who saw sex as the 

ultimate stress reliever, not some sort of a chore. 

“I’m at my apartment at  The Dakota, ” she replied huskily. 
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Pace. 

As it turned out, he couldn’t. She and Pace had always had 

a sexual chemistry worthy of an epic poem. What transpired up-

on his arrival in New York was anything but. They’d started 

their usual rough and dirty foreplay and to Steph, it felt awkward and forced. They had even managed to get into her bedroom and 

into the act, when while changing positions, he noticed her scar. 

“Where did this come from? Did you get in a knife fight or 

something?” he teased, and she surprised herself by bursting into tears. Embarrassed, she willed herself to stop, but the more she tried, the more hysterically she sobbed. 

Pace looked both concerned and alarmed as he rolled off of 

her and ran out of the room completely nude. Steph would have 

laughed at that, had she been able to regain control of herself. He returned with a box of tissues and two bottles of beer. It was the most romantic thing he’d ever done for her in the entire history of….them. 

Minutes later, she choked out a sentence. “Why did you 

stop?” 

Pace propped himself up on one massive tattooed arm and 

ran his thumb across her cheek. “Nothing sends ‘the Bishop’ 

back to  The Heartbreak Hotel faster than a crying woman.” 

She laughed at that, but the sound was jarring and disingen-

uous. Even though she kind of wanted to hire a sniper to take 

him out, she would have done anything to have Phillip there in 

her bed with her instead of Pace. She not only missed sex with 

him, but she missed everything about him. Everything about 

 them. 

She covered her mouth as the truth landed on her like an 

anvil.  When she finally looked at Pace, he was studying her 

thoughtfully. 

“You love him.” It wasn’t a question, not in the least. She 

responded with stoic silence. 

For several moments, he seemed to puzzle over what to do 
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with her lack of denial. Finally, his expression hardened, and he rolled off the bed I one swift motion. When he started dressing, she didn’t bother to object. 

“This is the last time, Red. Don’t call me again.” 

The blinding sun came out from behind a cloud, and Steph 

slid her sunglasses from on top of her head down over her eyes. 

She’d been very leery after the mishap with Pace, so agreeing to see Christopher had taken some serious thought. Steph tried to 

put all men out of her mind as she leaned back in her seat and 

picked up her coffee cup. It was impossible. Through the pano-

ramic windows, she observed the blue sky was peppered with 

billowy, cotton-like clouds. Yara’s parents were swimming laps. 

Another breathtaking morning in paradise, and Steph still felt 

like she was looking at in a coffee table book, or watching it on t.v. She could almost hear Christopher’s amateur analysis that 

she was disconnected from the experience, like she was holding 

the entire island at arm’s length. She really needed to call Chris. 

He’d been nothing but good to her, and she owed him an expla-

nation. As soon as she scraped one together, she’d be sure to 

provide it to him. 

Saffron sat down at the table offering Steph a mimosa, but 

she shook her head in response. She decided she was going to 

remain alcohol-free until the wedding reception. Tomorrow 

morning she would do some sunrise yoga on the beach and may-

be get a massage before the wedding party monopolized the spa. 

She needed a healthy way of coping with Phillip and everything 

his presence in her life brought along with him. It was time to 

grab hold of the reigns. 

As Yara’s parents entered the building from the poolside 

patio, a breeze rolled in from the sea. It was an example of an-

other perfect Noronha day. The forecast was rain-free, unlike the next two days, which were a bit iffy. She wished the wedding 

were today, for Yara’s sake. She wanted to spend the rest of the trip focusing on relaxation and taking care of her hosts, David 
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and Yara. 

Today, their fretful hostess planned an excursion to the vil-

lage center and the historic forts for some sight-seeing and shopping. Then tonight was the luau at Praia da Conceição. It was a 

celebration of the full moon on Noronha. Supposedly the moon 

was so bright you could see the rocks in the water, and there 

would be a huge bonfire dance party that lasted until dawn. After ditching out on the second half of the boat excursion, Steph had vowed a blood oath to Cedric and Cheyenne that she would follow Yara’s wedding itinerary from here on out. 

Cheyenne and Scot entered the dining room holding hands. 

Steph shifted her eyes away from them to Liam; they were posi-

tively glowing, and it was almost painful to witness that level of happiness. 

“’Ello, son!” Scot boomed, scooping Liam out of his seat 

and kissing him loudly on the cheek in rapid fire succession. 

Liam squealed and giggled hysterically. Cheyenne plopped into 

the chair next to Stephanie. Nathan smiled at her knowingly. 

“Thanks for the sound effects last night. Your enthusiasm 

really motivated Saffron to up her game.” He raised a glass to-

ward Cheyenne, who turned a vivid shade of fuchsia. She 

glanced at her husband and covered a smiled with her hand. Scot 

wriggled his eyebrows up and down at his wife looking like a 

super-hot version of Groucho Marx. A sideways grin tugged on 

Steph’s lips. She remembered how hard Cheyenne had fought 

against Scot’s pursuits when they first met. Steph had always 

been partial to Scot. He was so genuine and approached Fury in 

a business-like manner she found admirable. He never seemed to 

be caught up in his own press like Nathan, and unlike Phillip, he didn’t deceive himself that he was “changing the world through 

art.”  Phillip.  His name rolled around like a poisoned marble in her brain. Steph felt as if she were being pelted with tiny shards of loneliness. She rolled her eyes at herself beneath her sunglass-135 
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es and took another big swig of coffee. 

She pulled her satellite phone from her purse. Cheyenne 

reached out after her as if about to tell her something urgent, but Steph held up a finger for her to wait. She wandered to the far 

edge of the infinity pool as she pulled up Christopher’s number 

and pressed the call button. She had no idea what would come 

out of her mouth, but she’d waited way too long to call him back and had to do or say something. She went directly to voicemail. 

She shook her head. He must be in a meeting, she thought. She 

suddenly needed to hear his reassuring voice. 

She felt a bit sentimental as she remembered the night she 

agreed to start seeing Chris. She’d gone to a New Year’s Eve 

party at Rick Gervais’s house, mostly because Gordon Ramsey 

was going to be there, and she was obsessed with him. When he 

called to invite her, Ricky made her promise she’d do her im-

pression of Gordon  for Gordon, but when the time came, Steph ironically found Gordon incredibly intimidating. Thankfully, 

Gordon ended up being surprisingly cool and down to earth, and 

right after she’d shouted at him to ‘fuck off out of her kitchen’ in a flawless accent, she turned around and found herself face to 

face with her agent. 

“Christopher!” It was quite a surprise to see him in a social 

setting. He wore a bold navy suit, and Steph was struck by how 

handsome he looked with his new nose courtesy of Phillip Ker-

sey. It had been awkward between them since he confessed his 

feelings were more than just professional for her, and they’d on-ly spoken by email and via text since that time. 

“I see you’re insulting my client.” Christopher smirked, and 

Steph looked over her shoulder at Gordon Ramsey. 

“He’s your client, too?” she laughed, and Christopher nod-

ded. 

“They give me all the ‘challenging personalities,’” he dead-

panned, and she laughed. 

“Hey, now! At least I didn’t punch him.” His lips curled in 
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an appreciative grin, and he whirled her onto the dance floor and promptly pulled her securely into his strong arms. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t enjoy it in a Disney Princess sort of way. 

Within three songs, he reaffirmed his interest in dating her. 

“Do you like French cuisine?” He pulled her closer against 

him, and she felt the odd tingling sensation she hadn’t felt in far too long. 

Stephanie opened her mouth to decline and was surprised 

when she didn’t want to. She hadn’t dated a “civilian” since 

Pace, and considering how poorly her last two relationships had 

gone, shifting gears might be just what she needed to do. 

“Sure. You can take me out for French food some time. No 

escargot, though. Maybe French fries.” 

A week later, he turned up on the doorstep of her Paris 

apartment with an overnight bag, and the rest was history. 

She tried to call him once more, and once more the call 

went to voicemail. She swore at herself and hit the disconnect 

button. She had an ominous sense of déjà vu, wondering if she 

should check her email for a letter of resignation and a separate 

“Dear John” letter. 

When she returned to the group, she noticed they’d been 

joined by David and Yara. As Steph took a vacant seat near the 

empty end of the table, she noticed Yara’s face was bright red, 

and she was raving to Cheyenne about something. Cheyenne 

looked like she was trying to keep a poker face. 

“So I went to their room, and they were still passed out in 

their beds. I counted seven hairy men in their rooms. Seven! 

What a bunch of cadelas!” Yara gesticulated wildly with her 

hands. Saffron shrugged, and David chuckled. 

“Yes, it’s hilarious, David!” She glared at her groom-to-be, 

and he sipped his coffee quietly. “And you two!” 

Steph looked over her shoulder to see who Yara was yelling 

at and saw Phillip and Bret sauntering up. Both men looked at 

each other in obvious confusion. 
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“You had them doing booby shots before they even got to 

the bar last night.” 

“Body shots, darling.” David offered as Nathan cackled. 

“Whatever! Thanks for contributing to their antics,” she 

snapped. Phillip glanced uncertainly at David, and Bret 

shrugged. 

“What? Did they get arrested or something?” Bret asked, 

and Cheyenne made a motion with her hands to silence him. 

Steph tried not to laugh and glanced toward Phillip, who seemed 

to be enamored with her boots. She crossed her legs defensively, and his eyes slowly shifted to her face. He seemed caught off 

guard that she was watching him, and without releasing her gaze, he swiftly took the seat next to her. Steph felt her eyebrows 

shoot skyward in surprise as he turned his entire body to face 

her, leaning in as if he were going to start a private conversation. 

A hushed silence fell over the table, and Steph yanked her 

eyes away from Phillip’s to see the assembled band members 

gawking at them. 

“Feeling a bit bold today, Kersey?” Nathan’s droll delivery 

made Bret snort. Cheyenne shot Nathan a deadly glance. 

“Shut up!” she snarled and stood, crossing to Steph’s side. 

“Stephanie, I need your help with something before we leave.” 

Steph realized her chest was rising and falling rapidly. Her 

cheeks felt feverishly hot. She stood automatically and followed Cheyenne with a backward glance at Phillip, who had flopped 

back in his chair looking frustrated. 

Once they were around the corner by the hammocks, Chey-

enne spun on her. 

“What was that?” Steph asked, and Cheyenne shrugged in 

genuine confusion. 

“Did you get ahold of Christopher?” Cheyenne asked, peek-

ing through the windows at the group behind them. Steph 

glanced back over her shoulder, suddenly feeing paranoid. 

“I just tried. No answer.” 
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“Try again,” Cheyenne snapped. 

“Chill out, Cheyenne. What the hell’s with you?” 

Cheyenne grabbed Steph’s arm, her eyes emphatic. “Phillip 

knows.” 

“Knows what?” The look on Cheyenne’s face told her eve-

rything she needed to know. A tidal wave of nausea swept over 

Stephanie, and she shoved Cheyenne out of the way as she ran to 

the nearest bush and threw up. 

As she stood, gasping for air, Cheyenne spoke. Her voice 

was calm and matter-of-fact. 

“I told you to tell him last night.” 

“Well I didn’t! So who the hell did?” Steph sucked in a 

large amount of air, trying to keep some of her breakfast down. 

“Cedric. It seems he didn’t realize that Phillip didn’t know. 

Because, you see, it’s just fucking madness that you didn’t tell him ages ago.” Her nonchalant delivery would normally have 

made Steph verbally attack her, but she’d been thrown off her 

game. 

“Dammit, Cedric!” Steph exclaimed, and Cheyenne glow-

ered at her furiously. 

“He’s leaving. Today, actually…in a couple of hours. He 

said something about not wanting to enable you anymore. He’s a 

pretty wise man. Are you sure the two of you are related?” Steph was too stunned to respond. 

“Cheyenne…” She finally found her voice, scratchy from 

vomiting. 

“I don’t want to hear it, Steph. I’m tired of listening to your 

twisted logic, and I’m pretty much tired of talking to you. Or 

should I say talking at you? It’s like talking to a brick wall.” 

Cheyenne turned and headed back in the direction of the group. 

Steph stood staring after her. She scrambled around the building and made her way up to her room, where Kara was putting on 

her shoes. 

“Good God! You look like shite! What’s on your dress?” 
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she asked. Steph grabbed a black sundress from her suitcase and 

vanished into the bathroom without a word. She hurriedly 

cleaned up, reapplied make-up, and brushed her teeth. She raced 

to the front desk to arrange for a ride to Cedric’s pousada. She had the same chauffer, Enrique, with whom t she always seemed 

to get stuck. This time, Enrique wouldn’t even look at her for the entire ride. 

Without knocking, she flung open the door to Cedric’s 

room. He was zipping up his suitcase. 

He peered at his watch. “I was wondering how long it 

would be before you showed up.” 

“Why can’t you ever keep your mouth shut?” 

“Funny, I’m usually the one saying that to you.” 

“You had no right!” Steph’s exasperation was crippling, and 

she had to sit on the edge of the bed. 

Cedric shrugged. “That’s true. And yet Phillip had  every 

right to know.” 

“What did you say to him exactly?” Steph asked as her 

mind raced. 

“I’m not giving you a blow by blow, so you can try to find 

some way to spin this.” Cedric slung his bag over his shoulder. 

“You have a lot of thinking to do, baby sister. And a  hell of a lot of growing up to do.” 

“Piss, off Cedric. Who died and made you judge and jury?” 

The look on his face stopped her from saying another syllable. 

He took a step toward her, and she withdrew a step on instinct. 

His eyes were hard and unforgiving. ““If you could have 

seen Phillip's face after you collapsed that day, you would have never let him go.” 

He left without as much as a second glance in her direction. 

As she watched him go, Steph collapsed back on the bed. He was 

right, as always. She was responsible for it all. She fought back angry tears, and she argued with herself for ten minutes before 

jumping back into the SUV and having Enrique drive her to the 
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tiny island airport. When she spotted Cedric, she hurried over to him. His shoulders heaved with a silent sigh when he saw her 

coming. 

Tears sprung from her eyes, and she flung her arms around 

him. For a moment, she felt like a fool as she clung to him like a bawling baby, but his cane-free arm soon came up around her, 

and she knew they were okay. She pulled back, and he had al-

ready produced a handkerchief. 

“Oh, Steffy. If you weren’t my only sister, I would have 

shunned you long ago.” His droll tone had a teasing quality, and she knew he was trying to make her smile. 

A short time later, she’d finally managed to collect herself. 

They sat silently side by side, waiting for his plane to board. 

“I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m so sorry I put you in the mid-

dle of all my shit, as always.” She sighed. 

“You know, I was thinking about all of this last night. Your 

deception caused the fight between Phillip and Christopher, you 

see that, right? Chris knew about the baby—you told  him right away. He assumed Phillip knew as well. So when Phillip was 

flippant about your feelings after that wretched video, it drove Christopher to violence.” 

“Thanks a lot, bro. As if I don’t feel shitty enough.” 

“Good. I hope you do feel shitty.  You need to feel  some-

 thing, Steffy. You need to hear me for once.” He shook his head in exasperation. His expression turned somber, and he whirled to face her. Steph had little choice but to turn to face him out of respect. 

“Do you want to know the last thing mom said to me?” His 

eyes were moist, and Steph felt her pulse quicken. It had been 

years since he’d tried to discuss their mother with her. Her mom had crossed her mind many times in the past year, and Steph was 

nervous to hear what he had to say. 

“No.” She admitted, suddenly very afraid. 

“Take care of your sister for me.” He paused, as if unable to 

141 

TAMMY COONS & MICHELLE PACE 

speak for a moment, and Steph covered her eyes with her hand, 

feeling as if he’d kicked her in the stomach. She literally felt as if she’d taken a hit, and the wind had been knocked out of her. “All these years I’ve bent over backwards to do just that.” 

“No. You ditched me to run off to seminary.” It was a des-

perate argument, and she knew it wasn’t fair as she spoke the 

words. 

He held up a hand to silence her. “But now you’re all grown 

up. I love you, Stephanie. But it’s time to face your demons. And you have to do that all on your own.” 

“Cedric…” Steph whispered, but they called for him to 

board the plane, and he stood. 

“Call me when you get back to Milan.”  He instructed her 

and left before she had a chance to reply. 

On her way back from the airport, she remembered her 

mother in vivid detail for the first time since her death. Her clas-sically beautiful baby face, so much like Steph’s, now that she’d reached womanhood. In truth, part of her thought about her mom 

every time she looked in the mirror. Her scent as she read her 

bedtime stories, her curly blonde hair always smelling like milk and honey. Her gentle demeanor that Cedric had obviously in-herited. Her mother had always cringed at Steph and Adam’s 

constant bickering. Not long after Steph turned fourteen, she got herself kicked out of Catholic school. She’d been an angst-ridden teenager, and hormones made her already over-the-top temper 

crescendo. As a result, she and her father’s screaming matches 

were unrelenting and constant. This led her parents to bicker 

with each other. After weeks of hushed arguments, Steph over-

heard her mother tell her father she was leaving. He begged her 

not to go, but she insisted she had to because she couldn’t stand 

“the ugliness of their household” any longer. Steph knew she’d 

been the root cause of her abandoning them. 

When they sat them down to tell them, Cedric begged his 

mom to take him with her. Steph’s cheeks flushed as she re-
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membered the feeling of being betrayed—by both of them. Ra-

ther try to help smooth things over, Stephanie went wild. She’d 

accused her mom of sleeping around and told her she hated her 

and never wanted to speak to her again. A short time later, when Mom and Cedric were hit by the drunk driver, Steph felt like it 

was God’s punishment. Months later, when Cedric left and 

joined the seminary, it only seemed to confirm these fears. Deep down she’d always believed her parents’ impending divorce had 

been one more shitty thing she was responsible for. 

She was nearly back to the Maravilha, when her phone 

rang. Her stomach sank. as she assumed it was Christopher, but 

she was surprised to see Cheyenne’s number. 

“Hello?” she said, expecting Cheyenne to apologize. In-

stead, she heard Yara’s grating, broken English. 

“We had to leave you! Where are you? Meet us at Forte 

Dos Remédios!” She hung up before Steph could reply. After a 

quick trip back to the hotel for her cameras, Steph had Enrique 

drop her off at the ruins of  the fort. She was fiddling with her camera settings, and when she looked up, she nearly stumbled. 

The view of the crumbling fort from above was a shutterbug’s 

dream, and her camera was clicking away before she was con-

sciously aware of it. She wandered downward into the ruins, tak-

ing photos from every imaginable angle. An ancient canon loom-

ing over the breathtaking beach below made for an amazing shot. 

She spotted David and Yara embracing by an aged brick fortifi-

cation, and she captured them against the azure mirror of the sea and sky. They appeared oblivious to her presence, and she 

couldn’t wait to frame it for them as a wedding gift. She also 

snapped a candid picture of Cheyenne swinging on a tree swing 

with Liam clapping enthusiastically on her lap. It was the sweetest moment, and Steph couldn’t wait to develop it. 

She took her time as she wandered in and out of various 

portions of the fort. She thought about all the history that must have happened in that spot and shuddered at the enormity of it. 
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She was  about to leave through an ancient archway when she 

saw Phillip leaning against it looking her direction. As she’d 

done so many times in the past couple of years, she lifted her 

camera and zoomed in on him. He was staring directly at her, 

and she snapped a photo of him automatically. He moved pur-

posely toward her, and she stayed frozen by a dilapidated door-

way, waiting for whatever wrathful words he had for her. 

He came to a rapid halt about two feet in front of her. She 

stared at the grass between their shoes, and after a full minute of silence, she dared to meet his eyes. Those grey-blue eyes had 

always had a certain transparency for her. She could never tell 

exactly what he was thinking, but she could read his emotional 

state fairly well most of the time. The sorrow she now saw be-

hind them overwhelmed her with remorse. Yet she still stood 

behind her original decision. He’d been far better off not know-

ing. But it was too late to think about all that now. 

“I’m finding it hard to form a cohesive sentence,” he finally 

sighed, rubbing his stubble nervously. 

Stephanie nodded and released her camera so that it hung 

forgotten around her neck. “That makes two of us.” 

He heaved a gut-wrenching sigh and put his hands in his 

pockets. “I have no idea where to begin.” 

She nodded. “I’ll start. Plain and simple: I should have told 

you. But honestly, now I’m really sorry you had to find out at 

all.” 

He nodded, never taking his eyes off of the crashing surf of 

the shore below. She saw grief weighing on his handsome fea-

tures and vividly remembered when it had all been so fresh for 

her that it stung every morning when she woke. She’d robbed 

him of the opportunity to properly mourn for far too long. Regret crippled her, and she took slow, steady breathes to calm herself so that when she spoke again, she sounded level and calm. 

“It was a girl, Phillip.” She offered. His eyes shot to hers, 
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to his eyes, and he held up a defensive hand. Steph’s eyes darted to his, trying to understand his body language. She was shocked 

at the extent of his reaction. 

“I….I really thought I was ready to do this. I…I’m sorry; I 

just can’t.” He backed slowly away from her as if she had a gun 

trained on him. She opened her mouth to ask him not to go, but 

his eyes begged her not to speak, to spare him further wounds. 

She said nothing and watched him walk away once again. 

She made sure to lag behind as everyone piled into SUV’s 

for their next stop, the village center. Finally, she climbed into the last remaining Land Rover with Saffron, Nathan, and Cheyenne, who looked psychotically pissed. When they disembarked 

in town, Steph watched Scot approach their vehicle. Though she 

couldn’t hear what they were saying to one another, Cheyenne 

looked like she was about to go fifty shades of ghetto on Scot. 

Kara stood a few yards away from them, cradling Liam. The 

nanny looked incredibly afraid. 

“Fine!” Cheyenne shouted, and she stalked off in the oppo-

site direction of the rest of their party. Steph trailed after her, running to catch up. 

“Where the hell are you going?” Steph panted as she fell in 

next to Cheyenne. 

“To spend obscene amounts of Scot’s money.” Her icy tone 

took Steph by surprise. 

“Right on. Mind if I tag along?” she sputtered. 

“Sure. Why the hell not?” Cheyenne snapped. Steph led 

Cheyenne to the boutique she’d gone to earlier, and the moment 

they entered, Cheyenne spoke. “What’s the most expensive thing 

in this store?” 

The same saleswoman that had helped Steph in broken Por-

tuguese two nights before suddenly spoke English like a duchess. 

Steph glared at her, but the saleswoman was too busy fawning 

over Cheyenne and her platinum card to notice. 

Steph sat outside of the dressing room flipping through old 
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issues of Vogue, when she heard a strangled, choking sound and 

realized it was Cheyenne sobbing. 

“Chey, is everything ok?” It was a ridiculous question, and 

Steph actually slapped herself in the forehead for asking it. 

“No!” Cheyenne blubbered and after beating on the door for 

a couple more minutes, Steph unceremoniously crawled under 

the dressing room door. Cheyenne hadn’t even managed to un-

dress. She had her face buried in the corner, sniffling. Steph 

walked over and grabbed her by the shoulders, spinning her 

around. 

“What in the hell is going on with you and Scot?” Steph 

demanded. Cheyenne dissolved into racking sobs. 

“I think he’s sleeping with Kara.” Cheyenne yanked the 

shirt off over her head and dropped her skirt to the floor. She 

tossed a dress worth a few grand onto the floor to get at another one. She yanked it over her head as if it were a Fury t-shirt and not a designer gown. 

Steph’s eyes bugged out, and her jaw hit the floor. “I’m sor-

ry. What?” 

Cheyenne proceeded to wipe her nose on the gown she was 

wearing, and then yank it back off. “I keep catching them off 

alone whispering. And he’s always touching her.” 

Steph couldn’t imagine it could be true. Scot was one of the 

good guys. He worshiped Cheyenne. This all had to be some sort 

of mistake. She was about to say as much, but the homicidal look on Cheyenne’s face made her think better of it. “Did you confront him?” 

“No. I demanded he fire her, and he refused. He defended 

her and said she was a ‘really good nanny’.” 

“That son of a…” Steph spat, and she flopped down on the 

bench in the dressing room. 

“You know, I hate all of this shit.” Cheyenne reached down 

and held up a gold, glittery clutch. “This is the only thing in this store I like. I’m buying this, and we’re getting a liquid lunch.” 
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“You need to buy the one you used as a tissue.” 

Thirty minutes later, Cheyenne had drained her second mo-

jito, and Steph was lost in thought as she looked out over the 

square. Scot had always been enamored with Cheyenne, and 

Steph couldn’t believe it was all some sort of an act. The wait-

ress produced another drink for Cheyenne, who chugged it. 

Steph pushed her food around on her plate, and Cheyenne didn’t 

even bother to pick up her fork. 

“We should just head back to Maravilha. You can hang out 

in my room until the luau.” 

Cheyenne shook her head. “I can’t guarantee I won’t attack 

Kara.” 

“I’ll switch rooms with Pilar.” Steph was referring to the 

lone bridesmaid Saffron always referred to as “fat.” Cheyenne 

shrugged and threw a wad of cash onto the table. 

When they returned to the square to catch their ride, the on-

ly  members of their group present just happened to be Phillip 

and Scot. They were sitting on a bench near the fountain, seem-

ingly deep in conversation. Scot was holding Liam, who was fast 

asleep. 

“Great.” Cheyenne huffed, as both men looked in their di-

rection. Steph tried to stifle it, but she laughed out loud. Cheyenne glared her down, and she quit immediately. 

Steph found it impossible not to look in Phillip’s direction. 

He sat unmoving, watching her. When they made eye contact, he 

stood and took a step in their direction. Cheyenne stormed past 

Steph, nearly knocking her down on her way over to Scot. She 

took Liam from him without a word. The shocked look on Phil-

lip’s face was nothing compared to the devastated look Scot 

wore. Steph wanted to shake Cheyenne,  but after all the times 

Cheyenne had put up with her episodes, she deserved nothing 

short of Steph’s unwavering support. 

As she turned to follow Cheyenne toward the street, Phillip 

mouthed something to her. She frowned and squinted at him, 
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unable to read his lips. As she mouthed “what?” back at him, an 

ear piercing whistle near her ear caused her to jump. Cheyenne 

waved her free hand in the air, and a taxi appeared on the street beside them. Cheyenne hopped in, and Steph scrambled in after 

her. Through the taxi window, she saw Scot throw his hands up 

and exclaim something to Phillip, who simply nodded and 

stuffed his hands in his pockets. Cheyenne tossed some cash at 

the driver, and Steph was forced to try out her Portuguese as she told the driver which pousada was theirs. She glanced at Cheyenne, who seemed to cling to Liam for dear life. Steph reached 

over and stroked Liam’s hair. Cheyenne had tears oozing out 

from underneath her sunglasses. Steph hoped there was a rational explanation for all of this. Tonight at the luau, she intended to corner Scot and get some answers. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

Cheyenne hugged Yara’s mom and tried to blink away 

grateful tears. Yara’s jovial parents had been offering to keep an eye on Liam since they’d laid eyes on him their first day on the island. Cheyenne didn’t want Kara anywhere near her family and 

practically kissed Yara’s dad when he mentioned that they 

weren’t going to the luau. Liam splashed happily in the pool and virtually ignored Cheyenne as she waved goodbye. 

If Scot was going to toss her aside for some young girl, so 

be it. She planned to go out, get drunk, and dance the night 

away. She’d dressed up for the occasion, wearing her skimpiest 

halter dress and strappy sandals that she was sure would give her a broken ankle by the end of the night. Steph refused to change 

her clothes and muttered something like “you’re lucky I’m 

brushing my teeth and hair tonight.” 

Earlier that afternoon, Scot had been banging on the door of 

Steph’s old room for about thirty minutes. Luckily the brides-

maids had been at the spa, and Liam was still asleep. Cheyenne 

was convinced that the hours on the plane with Bret had trained 

her son to sleep through a hurricane. Once Scot finally gave up 

and left, Cheyenne noticed Steph seemed edgy. 

“Cheyenne, don’t you think maybe—” Steph began, but 

Cheyenne cut her off. 

“I know what I saw.” 

Steph ran an exasperated hand through her hair. 
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“Maybe you should brush your hair again.” Cheyenne rec-

ommended. 

Steph’s eyebrow twitched. “Maybe you should confront 

your husband. 

“Maybe you should have told Phillip he was a daddy.” 

Cheyenne stood up. 

Steph folded her arms. “Maybe you should bite my ass.” 

They both glared at each other for a moment, then burst out 

laughing simultaneously. 

“Yeah, we pretty much suck at life in general.” Steph ran a 

hairbrush through her wild mane and practically killed Cheyenne 

with a cloud of insect repellent. 

“That’s a scent that’ll get you laid.” Cheyenne joked. 

“That’s the last thing on my mind, Chey,” Steph murmured, 

and their light mood dissipated. 







They rode alone to the luau and saw the largest crowd 

they’d seen anywhere since they’d been on the island. One third 

of the beach was packed with people migrating around two large 

bonfires. Cheyenne immediately started toward the bar, and 

Steph scanned the crowd for familiar faces. The only person she 

recognized was one of the bridesmaids who wandered away 

from the crowd hand in hand with a man Steph had never seen 

before. 

Her satellite phone rang. Stephanie dug through her purse 

and held it up. By the light of the nearby tiki torch, she saw it was Christopher. She answered immediately. 

“Hello?” she said loudly, covering her ear in an attempt to 

block out the sound of the enthusiastic crowd. 

“Steph? Where the hell… like you’re…a concert,” she 

heard Christopher stutter his words sporadically. 
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“Chris? You’re cutting out!” she exclaimed and tried to 

move a few feet over for better reception. When she heard noth-

ing more, she looked at the phone and saw the call had dropped. 

Frustrated, she tried to call him back, and her call failed to connect. She blew her bangs out of her face and stuffed the phone 

back into her purse. 

Steph hesitated, nervous to leave Cheyenne alone in such a 

large crowd. If they were separated, there was a good chance 

she’d have to spend the rest of the night looking for her. Chey-

enne’s current state of mind was somewhat dangerous based on 

past experience. With a determined exhale, she made her way 

toward the water, continuing her search for Scot. She needed to 

confront him and find out what the hell was really going on, 

since she didn’t buy any of Cheyenne’s theories. 

She noticed a rowdy gathering near one of the bonfires and 

moved closer to investigate. As she grew near, she realized Phillip, Bret, and Nathan were allowing a growing group of fans to 

take pictures with them. She backed away as she heard a couple 

of the members of Bret’s ever-present security detail whisper, “I think we’re going to need more men.” 

Steph worked her away around the back of the crowd in an 

effort to go unnoticed. Phillip, who was a notorious camera hog, hung back as Nathan and Bret mugged for every cell phone and 

camera that pointed in their direction. Steph snapped a couple of shots, and her flash caused a few heads to turn her way, including Phillip’s. Phillip started to push past several fans, who clung to him and pulled at his clothes. When Nathan called Steph’s 

name and waved to her, several of the females nearby murmured 

and pointed to her. Remembering her recent feel-good experi-

ences with “the Furies,” she promptly left to find Cheyenne. It 

was a relief to have that part of her private life behind her. 
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Cheyenne looked up at the thatched roof of the tiki hut and 

then took a sip of her second drink. She turned and leaned her 

elbows on the bar, her eyes panning over the massive crowd. She 

was torn; part of her wanted to see Scot, and the other part 

dreaded it. Her eyes landed on Kara, who had two drinks in her 

hands and appeared to be walking purposely in the direction of 

the water. Cheyenne pushed off the bar and tried to follow her, 

bumping into several people along the way. She came out from 

under the tiki hut as she continued to fight her way through the crowd. Her heels immediately sank into the sand. 

She downed the remainder of her drink and tried to remove 

her shoes. As she did, she thought about Scot helping her take 

off her shoes the first night they were together. She’d been tipsy then, falling on top of him in the hotel hallway. This memory 

normally made her smile, but tonight it was like rock salt in a 

fresh wound. 

She half-emptied her plastic cup and continued down the 

bank toward the water. Just when she thought she’d lost her, she heard Kara’s familiar giggle. It froze her in place. Cheyenne 

slowly turned in the direction of the  sound and watched Kara 

hand one of the drinks to Scot. He was smiling that centerfold 

smile of his, and Cheyenne felt like all of her nightmares had 

come true. 

Unable to see through her blinding anger, she hurled her 

cup at Kara, but missed and hit Scot in the shoulder. Beer 

sloshed all over both of them. 

“Bloody hell!” Scot exclaimed and glanced down at his 

shirt. He looked at her, his face a mask of confusion. Kara 

gasped in horror, and Cheyenne wanted to claw her eyes out, but 

she was too overwhelmed to  move. Her hands were clasped in 

fists at her sides. 

“Sorry to interrupt your good time,” Cheyenne hissed 

through gritted teeth. “I hope she’s worth it.” 

She turned and stomped up the bank and into the crowd. 
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She felt his hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off violently. He forcibly stopped her and pulled her back to him. Both of 

his hands were on her shoulders, and he was in her face. 

“Let’s go back to our room, so we can talk.” 

She glared at him, shaking so hard, she wondered how she 

could still stand. “Fuck you.” 

His face dawned with enlightenment. “Cheyenne, this isn’t 

what it looks like.” 

“Wow. Highly original,” she blurted, pulling herself free 

from his grasp. 

“Oh my God, it’s Scot Charles! Scot, can we have a picture 

of you?” A bubbly blonde with a southern accent embraced 

Scot’s waist as she and three of her friends descended on him 

like a swarm of locusts. Cheyenne shook her head and backed 

away. 

“Cheyenne!” He called after her, and she flipped him off as 

she hurried away. She spotted a large crowd of people dancing 

and noticed Nathan and Saffron among them. Seeing Nathan 

brought back sordid memories, and Cheyenne felt an evil urge 

growing inside her to give Scot a taste of his own medicine. 

She approached the couple and placed a hand on Nathan’s 

shoulder. Nathan turned to her, and the stunned look on his face practically made her chuckle. 

“Saffron, can I cut in?” 

Saffron smiled a racy smile that made her look like a hun-

gry lioness. “Only if we can share.” 

“I’m game,” Cheyenne shrugged. Nathan glanced around 

nervously. 

“Far be it for me to be a party pooper, but where’s Scot?” 

Nathan’s emerald eyes glittered seriously by the light of the fire. 

She slid her hand down his chest. “Oh, he’s probably off 

playing with our nanny.” 

“Cheyenne, what’s gotten into you?” Nathan tilted his head 

apprehensively, and Cheyenne rolled her eyes. 
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“Fine. If you don’t want to play, I’m sure Saffron does.” 

She replied and moved toward Saffron. Saffron took her by the 

hand and slowly ran her fingers down the exposed flesh of 

Cheyenne’s back. They began to bump and grind, working the 

nearby male crowd into a cheering frenzy. Out of the corner of 

her eye, Cheyenne saw Nathan disappear from sight. 







After searching every corner of the bar and finding neither 

Cheyenne nor Scot, Steph took a seat with a view of the party. 

She figured if she stayed in one spot for a while, she’d see one of them pass. She sat sipping coconut water and watching the casual debauchery with detached amusement. Though the light off 

the fires prevented her from getting the full effect of the large full moon, this particular area was the quintessential Brazilian beach, and she gave herself five minutes before she bailed on the plan to find anyone and went off toward the far end of the beach to see why the moon was so worth celebrating. 

She got far enough away that all she could hear of the music 

was the dull thump of the bass—she recognized it as a Fury song 

from their second album—go Scot Charles! At this point in the 

evening, the tide sounded much more appealing, and Steph sat 

on soft sand. The moonlight cast the coastline in subtle shades of silver and gray, dark rocks and shadows, tall clouds and 

shimmering waves. 

“Stephanie Brier!” She heard a jovial girls voice exclaim. 

Steph glanced up at the pack  of college-aged girls and 

immediately looked back at the water. They were the Furies who 

recognized her by the bonfire. Fucking vultures. 

“OMG!” One of her companions exclaimed. “You have to 

tell us! What’s sex with Phillip like?” 

“What do you think?” Steph replied, without taking her 
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eyes off the water. Maybe if she didn’t engage, they’d wander 

back to the guys and leave her alone. 

“Hot.” One of the girls chimed in, and they all giggled. 

“I think he looks like he’d be enormous!” another girl 

replied, and her friends murmured in agreement. 

Phillip’s amused voice rang out in the darkness. “Excuse 

me, ladies, but would you mind if we had some time alone?” 

The collective gasps made Steph chuckle. After much 

giggling and apologies for “talking dirty about him,”  what 

ensued was a persistent request for photos. 

“Ladies, please. I’ll tell you what. If Stephanie agrees to 

take a real picture of us together, will you give us some 

privacy?” Phillip moved between the fans and Stephanie, and she 

felt relieved. 

“You’re not back together, are you?” one of them demand-

ed incredulously. 

“No,” Steph snapped, pulling out her camera and adjusting 

the settings by heart. She doubted they’d leave when she was 

done, but she was willing to give it a shot. 

Phillip moved over next to the foursome. Steph took four 

pictures of them. Phillip painstakingly put all four of their email addresses into his phone, swearing up and down to email each of 

them the photos and assuring them he would tweet and post them 

on Facebook. Steph had no doubt it would be done. 

To her surprise, the girls wandered off after pecks on the 

cheek (all photographed with cell phones). Soon they were alone 

with the moon and the sound of the surf. 

“I really don’t miss all that,” she muttered, and when she 

turned in his direction, he reached out and offered her his hand. 

She hesitated, afraid of the physical reaction she’d had to him the last time he’d touched her and also the lack of control she had 

had in its wake. By the light of the moon, she could see his 

worried eyes and realized he was in a wildly different place than he’d been in a couple of days before. 
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“Please?” he asked, and Steph caved, taking his hand. He 

led her further down the beach away from the partiers. When 

they’d walked as far as they could, he stopped, and they both sat down in the sand. 

“Tell me how you know she was a girl.” His request was 

unexpected. She shot him a look, but he was looking out over the sea. Steph exhaled and launched into a quick and basic 

explanation. How she had no idea she was pregnant until after 

the surgery, about her father’s hurried decision to have the baby tested for genetic issues and what the doctor had told her about her future fertility after losing one fallopian tube. She explained the follow-up phone call she had received in France when she 

learned that she was STD free (‘Mazel Tov, by the way’) and 

that the baby had been a flawless girl, but merely had no room to grow. She left out her psychotic daydreams about the little 

blonde girl, Jonquil. Steph wanted to keep her all to herself. She might tell him one day, in a letter perhaps, but he didn’t need her craziness interfering with his grief process. 

Phillip said nothing for so long that Steph almost forgot he 

was there as she indulged her little Jonquil fantasy. She imagined sitting on the swing with her at the fort and watching Phillip toss her high into the air. She’d often imagined Phillip carrying 

Jonquil around, shielding her tiny blonde head from the papa-

razzi’s’ cameras. She felt her throat tighten, and a tear slipped down her cheek. 

She whispered, “Je t'adore, ma petite.” 

Phillip shot her a questioning glance, and Steph immediate-

ly felt ridiculous. She was glad for the darkness that surrounded them. She brushed away the tear and then flicked some sand off 

of her black dress. 

“Why didn’t you just tell me, love?” He turned to face her. 

She flopped back on her elbows and looked out at the black 

water. 

“I was sick, Phillip. They gave me three pints of blood. And 
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I was  really high on morphine. That’s some really good shit. I didn’t want you to feel obligated to me due to a baby neither of us knew about. And I was terrified. I didn’t want you to think 

that losing the baby was why I was saying no.” 

He nodded, as if that made perfect sense. “Why did you say 

no?” 

Steph huffed and relaxed all the way back on the sand. “I 

wasn’t ready to commit to “till death do us part.” Not even close. 

I barely knew you. It’s fucked up, but I know you so much better after a year of tabloid sparring than I ever did when we 

were…us.” 

“Come on, Stephanie. That’s not fair.” 

“Isn’t it? I remember how nervous I was to tell you I was 

moving to Europe for good. I was freaked for days before Liam 

was born, hoping you wanted me there as much as I wanted to be 

near you. I remember being so excited about the next phase of 

us. I wanted to spend every night with you. To learn who you 

were, what you thought about the world… everything. I wanted to discover your favorite things…what you loved.” 

“I loved  you, Stephanie.” His exasperation was blatant. He flopped down into the sand and rolled over onto his side, 

propping himself up on one elbow. 

“I was afraid, alright?” She felt tears forming again and 

blinked rapidly to combat them. “Why didn’t you answer the 

phone when I called the next morning? I finally had the balls to call you, and you never answered.” 

“I was so hurt, Love. I lost it completely. I got drunk and 

trashed our cottage like it was some shite hotel room on the 

road.” 

“I know.” She sniffed, remembering the bloody holes in the 

white-washed walls. 

He  reached down and brushed away her tear with his 

thumb. With the slightest shake of his head, he glanced up at the stars. “You were right to say no. I wasn’t mature enough to be 
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anyone’s husband.” 

“No, Phillip. I’m just not wife material.” Trembling at the 

ugly truth of her words, she held his gaze. 

“We’re quite the couple then, yeah?” he scoffed, a sad smile 

creeping onto his lips. 

“We were doomed from the start. Oil and water.” Stephanie 

choked out the words, feeling a crushing pain as her damaged 

heart fractured all over again. A long pause resonated between 

them, and he gently brushed a strand of hair away from her 

cheek. Shaking his head, his determined eyes held hers hostage. 

“More like oil and a blowtorch, if memory serves. We were 

nothing short of amazing, Stephanie.” 

She covered her face with trembling hands, horrified that 

she’d trashed their romance and thrown him aside. Knowing that 

he was dead on and that she’d never feel like she had when she 

was with him. It was the worst kind of epiphany, and anguish 

strangled her. She felt him lean in and gently remove her hands 

from her face. His face hovered over hers. and her tears subsided when she saw the knowing look in his eyes. She reached up 

instinctively, feeling the familiar prickly feeling of his stubble under her palms. 

His lips came down in a swift motion, and she relented as 

his arm came around her neck pulling her mouth up to his, his 

other hand on her hip, fingertips brushing her scar. She kissed 

him back, throwing every emotion he brought out in her into 

their kiss. His ferocity met hers and he placed himself com-

pletely on top of her. 

He pulled away and fixed her with a blazing stare. “God, I 

forgot how delicious you are.” 

Then his mouth was on her neck, and his hand traveled up 

her bare thigh and under her sundress. His large finger tugged at the waist of her panties, and Steph responded by lifting her hips enthusiastically. She was sure they were about to go too far when the entire force of the frigid tide crashed into them. They both 158 
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gasped and pulled back from each other, and the shocking cold 

stunned her out of her weakened state and back to the real world. 

The world where Phillip made a public joke out of their time 

together and Christopher appeared on the scene to add an 

element of warmth and normalcy to her otherwise pointless and 

empty life. Mustering her resolve, she pushed Phillip away with 

all her strength. He rolled off of her, uncontained astonishment marring his handsome face as he flopped fully dressed onto the 

beach. As he sputtered in the wet sand, she stumbled to her feet. 

For the second night in a row she was rushing away from him, 

soaking wet and humiliated. 

“Stephanie, wait!” He called, but she ran full speed down 

the beach in the other direction. 







Cheyenne allowed Saffron to touch her wherever her hands 

traveled. She was drunk; it had been long before her pregnancy 

since she’d been drunk, and it was liberating to let go of control. 

As their leering audience grew, they formed a circle around 

them. When Saffron leaned in to kiss her, Cheyenne turned her 

head away. 

“Let’s go back to my room, Cheyenne. I would love to 

show you a few more of my moves.” Saffron whispered as she 

nuzzled Cheyenne’s ear like a giant blonde cat. Even though she 

was slightly aroused from the attention from the crowd and the 

erotic interaction with Saffron, she had no plans to take it any further than the dance floor. She stopped moving and lurched 

tipsily away from Saffron. As she opened her mouth to speak, 

Scot’s exasperated voice rang out. 

“Cheyenne, what in the bloody hell are you doing?” 

Cheyenne turned to the sound of his voice. Scot shoved his 

way through the crowd to her and took her by the arm. Nathan 
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hurried up behind him, his eyes wide. Cheyenne yanked her arm 

away. 

“I was dancing, Scot. Got a  problem with that?” She 

crossed her arms. 

“No…” Scot began with an eye roll. Saffron uttered a gig-

gle. Kara appeared beside Nathan, and Cheyenne flung her hair 

over her shoulders, as if preparing for a face off. 

“You are such a bastard, Scot Charles.” Cheyenne pointed 

in his face and turned to Kara, her heart hammering in her chest. 

“Cheyenne, wait.” She felt Scot’s hand grip her arm again. 

He spun her to face him and pinned her body up against his. 

Cheyenne kept her gaze on the ground as she struggled against 

him. “Look at me dammit.” 

“I can’t,” Cheyenne said in a hushed tone. She felt his grip 

on her loosen and heard him release a long sigh. 

“I really wanted to tell you this later tonight, when we were 

alone.” At those words Cheyenne yanked her eyes up to  him. 

She was no longer able to hold back the tears. 

“So now you decide to man up. It’s true then? You and Ka-

ra?” She squirmed out of his arms. 

“No.” Scot looked flabbergasted as he shook his head and 

ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t believe you would think I 

would do that to us, to our family,” 

“But…I   saw  you together. You’re always  disappearing with her,” Cheyenne slurred as she wiped her eyes with the back 

of her hand. 

“What you saw was me trying to sort out details of our up-

coming trip,” 

“With Kara?” 

“Christ, Cheyenne no!” Scot shouted and threw his hands 

up in the air. Cheyenne took a moment and glanced around at the 

crowd who seemed entirely too invested in the outcome of their 

conversation. Nathan chewed on his fingernails, and Saffron 

stroked his hair in a comforting manner. Cheyenne turned back 
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to Scot, who held out his hand. She looked to it, and then back to his dark eyes, glittery with unshed tears. She swallowed hard as if choking on a grapefruit and placed her hand in his. Scot 

brought her hand up to his mouth and gave it a kiss. He took a 

deep breath as if gathering himself to forge on with the conversation. “Do you remember when you interviewed me for  The 

 Sound Wave?” 

“Yes,” Cheyenne felt her voice quiver. Scot reached out and 

stroked her cheek lovingly. 

“Where did I say I wanted to take you?” His voice was soft. 

Cheyenne thought back to that day. Scot dressed in those horri-

ble skinny jeans…the way she had clung to his every word. 

“Rio.” She looked deeply into his eyes. Scot gave her a nod. 

“I have been planning to take you there after the wedding. I 

made arrangements with Kara, so she can take Liam home di-

rectly after the ceremony. I wanted the trip to be a surprise. How often are we going to be this close to my favorite place? We 

have never gotten the chance to have a proper honeymoon, my 

love.” He ran a hand through her hair and placed his forehead 

against hers. 

Cheyenne tried to respond, but her voice came out in a 

squeak. She couldn’t believe she’d been so insecure about her-

self that she’d lost faith in Scot. He’d never done anything but show her the purest love. She loathed herself for doubting him, 

and it was a full minute before she could find her words. 

“I am so sorry for thinking…” Cheyenne’s words were lost 

under her sobs. She wrapped her arms around his neck and bur-

ied her face into his chest. 

Scot pulled her into a tight embrace. “I love you, Cheyenne. 

Nothing will ever change that.” 

Cheyenne pulled back and looked up at him. Her heart felt 

like it would burst from her chest. “I love you, too.” 

As Scot brought his lips down on hers, the crowd around 

them erupted into whistles and cheers. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

 

Enrique looked extremely unhappy about taking Stephanie 

back to Maravilha in her current state. Her black dress clung to her like a second skin, and wet sand coated her back from her 

head to her boots. Her beautiful red cowboy boats that she’d had since college were forever ruined. This made her sad, but that it happened while she was with Phillip seemed strangely appropriate. Evidently this wasn’t the first such occurrence for Noronha guests, since Enrique opened the trunk of the Land Rover and 

pulled out a tarp to cover the backseat. Finally tired of all her antics, she’d been banished to the back seat. Even Enrique had 

his breaking point. Steph felt tired from her Phillip-induced 

adrenaline spike on the beach and curled up in a ball on the back seat in an attempted to keep herself from dying of hypothermia. 

Replaying her moments with Phillip raised her temperature, 

though it didn’t stop her from shivering. She looked out at the 

tropical blackness and obsessed about the weight of him as he 

pinned her in the sand, his sultry breath against her neck, his 

large calloused hand up her skirt… 

She’d never wanted to be with anyone like she had with 

Phillip on the beach. It was so insane it was almost laughable 

that she wanted him to nail her while they hammered the final 

nail into the coffin of their romance. The fact was, she was more attracted to Phillip while in the death throes of their relationship than she’d ever been with anyone else in the honeymoon phase. 
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She tried to focus on the physical, assuring herself that it 

was understandable, rational even, that their strong physical 

chemistry would lead them down that path. She was absolutely 

certain she needed to stay an arm’s length away from him from 

here on out. If he touched her again, she knew she couldn’t guarantee she’d have the strength to push him away, and she’d feel 

even worse afterwards. 

Phillip may very well have been the love of her life, but he 

was her past. There was way too much water under that bridge. 

Even thinking of the bridge cliché made Steph think of the aged 

bridge outside the front door of their cottage, and a choked sob escaped her. Enrique shot her a concerned look in the rearview 

mirror, and she buried her face in her hands. She hated herself in that moment more than she ever had. Where did she get off even 

feeling like a damsel in distress? She had absolutely no right to play that role.  She had caused the chain of events that led her to this particular moment in time. Here, sitting all alone in the back seat of an overpriced SUV on some remote island getting sympathetic looks from a would-be Latin lover while she caught pneu-

monia. 

If it had been anyone else, Steph would have wanted to 

open hand slap her and tell her to quit acting like an ingénue in some romantic comedy and cowgirl up. Fade to black on the after-school special, for the love of baby Jesus. But it was her. And no matter how she tried to mentally pull herself up by the pro-verbial bootstraps, she kept flailing. She felt like she was wandering the woods without a map. She needed to find her com-

pass. She needed Christopher. 

Christopher was her present and (if he hadn’t abandoned all 

hope—like the sensible man he was) possibly her future. 

 Phillip was in her past.  It felt like a mantra. 

 “I loved you, Stephanie.” 

Loved. Past tense. 

She trudged up the stairs, her wrecked boots making putrid 
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sloshing sounds, and she was so lost in he own thoughts that she tried to unlock the wrong room door. When she heard the 

thumping sound of techno bleeding through the crack under the 

door, she remembered that she now was across the hall in her 

own room. It sounded like at least one of the bridesmaids had 

skipped the luau and was having a hell of a party. 

Immediately after Steph entered her room, she pulled off 

her boots and peeled off her dress, dropping them directly where she stood. She jumped into a piping hot shower and practically 

scrubbed her flesh raw. Part of her wished she had brought 

Christopher instead of Cedric. Phillip would have remained 

blissfully ignorant of their lost child, and she wouldn’t have had to talk to him and experience the sensation of losing him all over again. Her “together” façade would have remained firmly in 

place, and she and Christopher would have taken their relation-

ship to that all important next level. She just kept making bad 

choice after bad choice. 

She toweled off and wrapped her stinging pink flesh in her 

fluffy white robe. She reached for her camera case and cele-

brated the fact that she had made one good choice—buying a 

waterproof one. If only she were as fastidious about protecting 

her heart as she was about her camera, life might have been a bit less complicated. She pulled out her phone and tried Christopher again. Straight to voicemail. She redialed and frowned as she 

heard a loud banging in hall. She peeked through the peephole 

and saw Phillip beating on what used to be her hotel door. Her 

eyes flew wide as she heard Christopher’s voicemail pick up 

again as she leaned her forehead on the door. 

“Please go away…please go away.” She whispered and then 

realized that she was being recorded on Christopher’s voice mail, 

“Shit!” 

She hung up. The door across the hall swung open and the 

“fat” bridesmaid answered the door. She heard several voices cry out once the occupants spotted Phillip. 
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“Phillip! Want a drink?” someone cried. It sounded like 

Bret. 

“Uhh…” Phillip seemed disturbed and alarmed, “Where’s 

Stephanie?” 

As Steph wished she had telepathy and could mentally beg 

them not to tell, the bridesmaid pointed to her door. Phillip 

turned in her direction, and Steph realized she was holding her 

breath. 

He was at the door before she could even back away from 

the peephole. He knocked right next to her head. 

“Stephanie?” The way his accent caressed her name brought 

back too many conflicting memories. She knew she couldn’t 

pretend to be asleep with that racket across the hall, and she 

knew they both needed some sort of closure to this train wreck 

they called a relationship. Cedric’s voice rang in her ears. 

“It’s time to face your demons.” 

She unlocked the door and turned the knob. 

Phillip leaned against the doorframe, looking as if he’d 

jumped fully clothed into a swimming pool full of ice water and 

then rolled around in a box of kitty litter. His luscious lips were turning blue. 

“Can we please just talk?” 

Steph nodded and backed away from the door so he could 

enter the room. He crossed the threshold, and she shut the door, immediately grabbing a robe from the closet. 

“Here. You have to change. I’ll give you privacy.” She 

tossed him the robe and went into the bathroom. She was glad 

the bathroom door didn’t have a peephole. As she leaned against 

the door, she heard the all too familiar sound of wet clothes hitting the floor. Steph couldn’t stop herself from imagining Phillip standing naked in her room, and she knew she couldn’t be trust-ed. She reached down to the doorknob and locked it. 
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Phillip brushed sand from his hair as he heard her lock the 

bathroom door. He tried to pull the terrycloth robe around him-

self as best he could. He glanced in the mirror and thought he 

looked like he belonged in a gay porno set in a seedy bathhouse. 

He snorted. “One size fits most, indeed.” 

After ten minutes of waiting for Stephanie to reappear, he 

meandered over to the bathroom door and tapped on it with his 

knuckles. 

“Steph?” he called out, noticing that the sound of water 

running was conspicuously absent. 

“Ummm…I think I should stay in here.” Her quiet voice 

sounded like a small child afraid of punishment. 

“You can’t be serious,” he laughed. She said nothing. 

“Stephanie. I promise to keep my hands to myself.” 

“Yeah. Our track record says otherwise.” She laughed a 

humorless laugh. He smirked naughtily. She was in no way 

wrong about that. “We can’t behave ourselves fully dressed in 

public. I think half dressed in my hotel room is a recipe for disaster.” 

He sighed and slid down the door, resting his back against 

it. “Fine. Have it your way. Let me just start by saying if I had known you were pregnant, I would have never left your side.” 

He heard her sigh and could tell that she was sitting directly 

behind him. He imagined her with her back to his, the thin piece of wood all that stood between the two of them. “I know that. I 

think that’s the main reason I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want you to feel like you had to be with me. Especially if you wanted kids 

and there was a strong chance I couldn’t give them to you.” 

He considered her snap decision and imagined how afraid 

she’d been in her weak and medicated state. Her laser sharp, ever strategic brain hadn’t failed her even then. He had to admit, her 166 
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choice made a lot of sense. 

“What are the other reasons?” He nervously picked at the 

sand wedged under his fingernails. Phillip felt reluctant to hear her response, but this conversation was long overdue. 

“Things between us were…fine…more than fine. We were 

really happy—at least I was. Why screw up a good thing with 

bullshit vows and expectations? Quite honestly, we barely knew 

each other. We definitely didn’t know each other well enough 

for that kind of commitment. But I  was ready to take things to the next level, Phillip. In my mind that meant moving in together. I wanted to feel like I was connected to you on some emo-

tional level. Every time we got together, it was so physical. 

Don’t get me wrong—the sex was always amazing, but I hoped 

if we saw each other more frequently, it might turn into some-

thing…deeper. As it was, every time a conversation turned seri-

ous, one of us usually cracked a joke.” 

He opened his mouth to object and realized he had no ar-

gument. He’d wanted all the same things. “Or one of us picked a 

fight. You’re not wrong. I suppose I thought if we got married, 

all of those things would just fall into place.” 

She paused, and he heard her blow her nose. 

“I was going to tell you. That’s why I kept calling you. 

Where were you?” Her voice sounded shaky, as if she were 

afraid of how he’d respond. Phillip bit the inside of his lip. 

“I went away. I hid out. I drank and smoked and hung out 

with an Irish setter. I realize it’s not nearly as glamorous or exotic as the stories the tabloids made up, but there it is. I couldn’t be around anyone or anything that made me think of you.” He 

heaved an exasperated sigh as he remembered  the heartache. 

“Which was everyone and everything. Then a very wise man 

told me to stop being a twat and go find you and fight for you. 

And I set out to do just that. Then Clive told me he’d shagged 

you, and he seemed to have photographic evidence of it.” 

“That bastard,” Steph muttered under her breath. Phillip 
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smiled to himself, but frowned immediately when he realized 

how much he’d missed her casual cursing. 

“I miss this,” he blurted. “Just…talking to you.” 

She responded with silence. That hurt more than he cared to 

admit. He quietly cursed himself for his faux pas. He didn’t want to admit any weaknesses to Steph, but it was far too late to worry about such nonsense. He blundered on. 

“Maybe we should have tried this a long time ago.” 

“What?” she croaked. 

He exhaled in a huff. “Talking through a barricade.” 

He heard a thump against the door behind him. It sounded 

like her throwing her head back. 

“Stephanie…I love you. I can’t explain it. I can’t quantify 

why, so don’t bother asking. I wish to God it weren’t true, but it is.” 

Her voice cracked as she spoke. “But you were with  that 

 girl from the video.” 

He felt nauseated at the mention of it. “It was once. I wish it 

had never happened. The whole thing was ridiculous. I was 

drunk and lonely. I can’t change that it happened.” 

Steph said nothing, and he found himself curious. He fought 

with himself about it for a moment, but found he couldn’t con-

tain the question. “Was there anyone else? I mean, besides 

 Christopher.” 

The thought of Christopher in her bed touching her made 

him want to wretch. 

“I was with Pace. Once. After Cheyenne showed me…the 

video.” He buried his head in his hands. Pace Turner. That stung. 

He’d always been threatened by this one name from her past, 

mostly due to her calculated choice  not  to rave about him like she always did Kevin. “Phillip, it’s none of my business who you were with. You moved on. I’ve moved on. I’m with Christopher 

now. We both just need to…keep moving on.” 

“Nothing you’ve said changes how I feel about you. Not 
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even a little. I wish to God it did, to be blunt. If I could turn it off, believe me I would have a long time ago. I can’t. You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved. You’re the only person I’ve ever let inside my armor. I have absolutely no bloody defense against 

you.” 

He heard her sniffling. “Stop. Just stop.” 

“Why? Because you love me, too and fighting it hurts?” 

“Please—I just need a normal life.” 

“You’ve never had a normal life, Steph.” He closed his 

eyes, knowing she was pushing him away hard and knowing he 

was fighting a losing battle. 

“I can’t, baby.” She hadn’t called him that since the cottage, 

and her doing so now felt as if she’d sliced him with surgical 

steal. “I can’t deal with the constant fighting. I don’t want the paparazzi trailing me in the dairy aisle. I’m tired of psychos cornering me in public restrooms and mauling me because you 

shaved your beard. And they do this when we are  not together. ” 

His heart seemed to dissolve and trickle to the floor. He 

heard her crying through the door, and it was the most awful 

sound he’d ever experienced. He turned and placed his palm 

against the door. He inhaled twice, wanting to be sure to steady his voice and his resolve. 

“Alright, love. I’m so sorry for everything. The last thing I 

want is to cause you any more pain.” 

Her breath hitched loudly, and he swore he could feel her 

trembling through the thin door. When she spoke, her voice 

sounded woeful, but committed. “I just want to stop hurting.” 

He flinched at her words and ran his hands through his hair. 

“If you want me to go, I will.” 

Silence. That was all the answer he needed. She was done. 

It was over. 

It took him a minute to gather his strength. Finally, he 

pushed himself up to standing. “Alright, Stephanie. I’m going.” 

He squared his shoulders and took three steps toward the exit 
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when he heard the bathroom door open. He whirled in surprise. 

Steph stood in the doorway, her chest heaving and eyes rimmed 

red. She rushed to him and buried her face in his chest. 

Phillip froze, his emotions colliding inside him like bumper 

cars. Steph was the most maddening person he’d ever met, and 

part of him wanted to shake her like a rag doll. The other wanted to peel off her robe and tie her spread eagle to the bed. He knew he was morally obligated to split the difference, so he cradled her against him, feeling her tears spill onto his bare chest. The minty scent of her damp hair drew his lips down to the top of her head. 

“Phillip…please.” She looked up, her raw eyes devastating 

him. Her voice cracked, and she seemed to choke out the words. 

“Stay a little longer.” 

He nodded without hesitation. She reached out, took his 

hand and led him to the bed. Climbing under the blankets, she 

beckoned him to do the same. He followed her onto the bed, 

coaching himself not to become aroused. He’d often imagined 

ending up between the sheets again with her, but this was far 

from the flavor he’d pictured. There was a sense of finality, of pomp and circumstance. He took a deep breath as he settled in 

next to her. This was the last time he’d ever touch her, and he 

wanted to remember every moment of it, to commit every inch 

of her to memory. The smell of peppermint, her velvety skin, her soft, warm body alongside his. 

He placed his arm around her and she cuddled into him, and 

in moments she was shaking with sobs and grasping him as if her 

life depended on it. All this powerful emotion from Stephanie 

Brier? His mind reeled, and his chest felt weighty, making it take extra effort to breathe. Why now? Why couldn’t they have been 

so honest and naked with their feelings before? It wasn’t fair. It made him despondent and more than a little angry. He wanted to 

hit someone, to break something, to take her away from every-

one. But his hands were tied, and she’d laced the knots. As al-

ways with Stephanie, he had no choice but to simply ride the 
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wave. 

He felt her leg slide up and over his as she curled in close. 

He wrapped both arms around her tightly and kissed her fore-

head. “Shhh…, love. Please don’t cry.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 

Steph knew that she was dreaming the moment she spied 

the little gold ponytail poking out from between the slats of the rocking chair. She realized she was in the cottage, but it was not Phillip’s restored version she dreamt of. This one hadn’t been 

restored, so the windows were partially boarded, and the interior had reverted to its previous dilapidated state. All of the furniture was draped in white sheets except the rocking chair that Phillip had used for firewood the night they’d spent stranded here so 

long ago. The rocking chair was currently occupied. 

A heavy layer of dust caked the neglected windows and 

muted the bright morning sun. There was just enough light for 

Steph to see a girl clutching a teddy bear perched on the rocker. 

Her eyes never left the ponytail as she slowly circled the chair, recognizing Jonquil in her signature violet dress and patent 

leather Mary Jane’s. She was almost in full view of the child’s 

face when the sound of a camera shutter clattering caused her to whirl in the direction of the broken mirror in the corner. Her 

mother smiled at her as she advanced the film. 

Steph rolled her eyes. “For the love of god, Ma. Time to go 

digital already!” 

Her mom simply continued to smile in her tolerant way and 

walked right past Steph. She was so vivid and real, Steph had to suppress the urge to reach out and touch her. When she turned to look after her, she saw her old tea set spread out on the floor. 
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Stephanie’s mom started singing a lullaby she’d often sung to 

Steph. It was actually “Dreams,” a Fleetwood Mac song, but as 

with most experiences in Steph’s childhood, her parents danced 

to the beat of a different drum. Steph broke out in gooseflesh as she watched the little blonde girl sway back and forth to the melody of the song as she and Steph’s mom and the teddy bear had a 

little tea party in the spot where she and Phillip had first been intimate. 

In the part of her mind that knew she was dreaming, Steph 

was freaking out at the horror-movie-like quality of it all. An 

avid Stephen King reader, she was scared shitless. 

 Jesus. Mary, and Joseph! If I see a balloon or a clown, I’m 

 outa here! 

And yet   Steph found herself joining them, crossing her legs Indian style. She realized she was wearing her red cowboy boots. 

They were in pristine condition, like they were when she wan-

dered around Greenwich Village breaking them in back in col-

lege. 

 Is this heaven? 

Jonquil turned to her and handed her a sugar cube, a very 

Phillip-esque frown marring her youthful face. 

“Dada?” Her big blue-green eyes were full of concern, and 

Steph blinked at her in surprise. 

Her mother stopped humming and turned to her as she 

raised her pinky while miming taking a drink from the tiny cup 

with yellow roses. “Yes, Stephanie. Where  is Phillip?” 

Steph bolted awake. She sat straight up in bed, and she 

groaned, shielding her eyes as the morning sun blinded her. 

“That’s what I get for  not  drinking? Screw sobriety!” She mumbled as she shoved her long crimson hair out of her face. 

She tried to sit up and realized she had her robe all twisted 

around herself and fumbled awkwardly to get out  of the bed. 

When her bare feet hit the cool floor, she remembered the night 
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Phillip. He held her, stroked her hair, and even sang softly to her as she fell asleep. She remembered him leaving the bed once, to 

bring her a box of tissues. Most likely he was tired to listening to her sniffling or was afraid he’d end up covered in snot. But she was sure he’d been there singing her to sleep when she passed 

out from the exhaustive force of her weeping. The restroom door 

stood wide open, and his clothes were gone. The robe he’d been 

wearing lay on a nearby chair. 

 “Yes, Stephanie. Where is Phillip?” 

 Is that your version of Redrum, Ma? Quit being creepy. 

Steph found herself replaying the conversation she’d had 

with Phillip the night before. Finally they were communicating 

like adults and instead of a sense of closure or relief she felt more like she’d lost a limb. Yet no more tears came. She was 

pretty sure she’d shed every possible molecule of water her body possessed and felt dehydrated and hung over. A powerful and 

unrelenting sense of want bowled her over. 

She sighed deeply, feeling the loss of him rattle deep into 

her bone marrow, and shook her head. “Phillip.” 

Suddenly, someone tapped the familiar rhythm of “shave 

and a haircut” on the door. Elated, a joyful smile overtook her 

and she practically bounded to the door. Phillip was back! And 

maybe—just maybe—he brought her coffee. 

She flung open the door and inhaled sharply when she saw 

Christopher standing right in front of her. His expensive French cologne wafted into her nostrils and assaulted her morning Zen. 

So he’d hopped a plane. To Fernando de Noronha. Judging 

by the length of her trip, he must have done this shortly after the 

“I love you” call. 

 Shit. 

For having been on planes for the better part of two days, he 

looked immaculate, and pulled together as always. He wore a 

crisp blue shirt. Christopher was always clean shaven, and even 

after traveling, his short blonde hair was perfectly groomed. He 174 
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handed her one of the coffees, undoubtedly prepared exactly the 

way she liked it. Sunglasses were perched on his nose, and he 

pulled him off, smiling casually as if he’d hopped a cab to come see her rather than traveling halfway around the world. Enrique 

stood behind him, his hand resting on a luggage cart. She was 

uncomfortable with the way the porter/chauffer’s eyebrow 

twitched at her disapprovingly, so Steph immediately snapped 

her eyes back to Christopher. 

“Chris?” His name came out in a whisper as she accepted 

the coffee and stepped back to allow him entrance. 

“Morning, beautiful!” He leaned in and planted a kiss her 

on her lips, then nearly tripped over her ruined boots and dress which still lay where she ditched them in an ugly pile. Steph 

kicked the  clothes awkwardly out of the way, and Christopher 

and Enrique entered her room. “Miss me?” 

Steph realized she was twirling a finger in her hair as her 

eyes shot from his luggage to Enrique then back to him. “Yes.” 

She nodded shyly, an afterthought, but she was in total 

shock. Chris’s blue eyes swept the accommodations. He whistled 

at the view. 

“This place is posh,” he murmured, and turning back to her, 

his intense eyes roamed to her exposed collar bone and cleavage 

in a needy manner. Feeling surprisingly shy, she clasped her la-

pels to secure her robe more tightly around her. 

With pursed lips, Enrique swiftly unloaded Christopher’s 

suitcase, garment bag, and carry-on, and Chris artfully shook his hand, slipping him a wad of cash while simultaneously sipping 

his coffee. Many things could be said about her agent, but one 

fact was undeniable: he was one smooth cat. 

Enrique slammed the door as he left, and Steph nearly had 

to peel herself off the ceiling. 

“Chris…I can’t believe you came all this way. I’m only 

here for three more days.” 

“Actually, I reserved one of the bungalows for afterward. I 
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was hoping you’d change the dates of your flight home since you 

don’t have a job till the week after. You can show me around.” 

Christopher reached out and smoothed her presumably insane 

bedhead. He moved in for another kiss, and she flinched involun-

tarily. His baby blue eyes narrowed. 

“You don’t want to do that. I have morning breath. Let me 

freshen up.” She giggled nervously, batting her eyelashes. He 

nodded and picked up his coffee cup, moving toward the balco-

ny. Steph zipped into the bathroom and locked the door, her 

mind racing. She felt like she couldn’t breathe, and she leaned 

over the sink wishing for the first time in her life she had a paper bag to breathe into. Her temple throbbed slightly, and she immediately yanked out her migraine medicine. What the hell? Was 

this just nerves? She’d just made it clear to Phillip the night before that she was with Christopher. Now he was her in front of 

her, and she felt like a nervous school girl. She  was glad to see him—relieved actually. She’d been ready to sleep with him 

when she left London less than a week ago. But somehow when 

she looked at him, it was like looking at a stranger. 

She thought about her mom singing “Dreams,” her vibrato 

sounding like a musical theater version of Stevie Nicks. The 

haunting melody echoed in her ears. She couldn’t remember the 

words, but the song was full of dark weather imagery. Storms 

always made her think of Phillip, and that was something she 

knew would be true on her deathbed. She thought hard about the 

song’s lyrics. She remembered it said something about having 

and losing something. 

 Or someone.  

Steph tossed cool water on her face. Loss was one horrific 

theme in Steph’s life, but she knew this  wasn’t just something 

that happened to her. More times than not, she played an active 

role in “losing people.” She knew she pushed them away. She 
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the term was some sort of gold star to proudly display on her 

chest. 

One of the things she’d really grown to understand about 

herself since she’d started dating Christopher was that she had a pattern of acting out with anyone who cared about her and 

pushed their boundaries with her. She’d done it with her own 

family, most painfully with her own mom. Guilt about that was 

the reason she’d continued to work for her dad at  The Sound 

 Wave far longer than she should have. Then of course there was Pace, her college frenemy with benefits. He’d made a valiant 

attempt to get close to her, and he’d never stood a chance. And 

Kevin Wiley, but that had been a mistake in the first place…she 

should never have let her guard down with a hipster social 

climber like him. Last, but most soul-wrenching, was Phillip. 

Even thinking his name actually stung. She felt anxiety 

creeping back in that he’d been gone this morning when she’d 

awakened. He’d stayed with her until she slept and then walked 

away. At  her request. She popped open her bottle of Xanax and spilled it on the floor. She wanted to scream and break the mirror in front of her. She’d asked him to leave her alone. She’d told 

him it was over forever. He’d simply bent to her will. Her fuck-

ing obnoxious, megalomaniacal will. 

And now here was Christopher, and she could feel herself 

starting down the familiar path away from his affections. He re-

ally was perfect on paper—a fusion of masculine virility and a 

thoughtful, challenging presence Cedric usually provided for her. 

He balanced her…tempered her. And what the fuck was she try-

ing to do? Shove him away because of what? 

Everything felt different since she’d talked to Phillip. But 

what had changed, really? Phillip now knew about the baby. So 

what? He knew she hadn’t slept with Clive. And? She was glad 

they’d resolved these issues, but the fundamental discord be-

tween them was still there, like the pregnant elephant in the 

room. 
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She shook her head with fierce determination. She had  more 

than an element of control over this relationship with Christo-

pher and it  was  a really decent relationship with a very good man. 

She looked at her reflection, her own resemblance to her 

mother squeezing her heart. Steph knew her cold feet made 

sense. Logically speaking, so much had happened in the past few 

days that it was hard not to feel like a war-torn refugee. Things were finally out in the open after ripping old wounds asunder 

and she had some long overdue closure with Phillip. It made 

sense that all the wedding drama had stirred up hurt feelings and grief. Her responses were oddly appropriate. Poor Cedric had 

finally cracked after all this time, and his chastising her now had put Mom on her mind. That was cathartic and sure to be healthy. 

But Christopher was a separate issue from all of that. He was the right guy. She needed to relax and let things play out the way 

they were meant to. 

She swore as she struggled to get the tangles out of their 

hair. Sand continued to appear around her like raindrops. After a few minutes of trying to get a brush through her hair, she jumped back in the shower. She told herself she and Christopher would 

go out into the sunny weather, eat a huge breakfast, and forge 

boldly ahead. 







Phillip paced back and forth near the tiny Chapel of St. Pe-

ter. It wasn’t the first time since he’d been on the island that he’d had the urge to smoke. His binge after Steph’s hospitalization 

ended up being just that. He’d quit right away when he’d re-

turned to London. His breath control had been all over the place once he was back in the studio, and his throat had felt so raw it could bleed. He’d decided that he needed to quit for himself, but 178 

RAGE 

he missed the comfort of nicotine sometimes. 

As he listened to the bridesmaids complain about how ugly 

their dresses were and watched Yara’s clockwork meltdown, he 

could understand why Stephanie didn’t believe in weddings. He 

couldn’t even imagine her in the role of blushing bride. It was 

hysterical to try. 

 It isn’t weddings she doesn’t believe in, it’s marriage. 

Trying to shake her from his thoughts, he focused on his 

fellow wedding party members. Nathan and Saffron were having 

a merry old time fondling each other and once again drinking 

mimosas, and Bret (still in his clothes from the night before) was passed out in a nearby chair. His long hair fell in a black snarled cloud around his shoulders. He had his sunglasses on, so either 

Yara hadn’t noticed he was sleeping, or she had simply grown 

accustomed to having no social expectations of him whatsoever. 

They were all waiting for the priest, and Phillip glanced 

down at his Rolex. He hadn’t seen Stephanie yet, and he was 

growing concerned that she might be sick from being doused 

cold water the night before. She’d felt slightly feverish in bed the night before, or maybe that had been him. 

He’d had to leave her bed. Once she’d fallen into a fitful 

sleep, her robe kept slipping open and as she pressed her soft 

warmth against him it had been too much for his dwindling self-

control. He had no doubt she would have succumbed to sex if 

he’d initiated it, but it would have only made their parting more painful, and they’d both been through enough. 

He glumly observed as Cheyenne and Scot came out of the 

chapel giggling like a couple of school kids. Scot was fastening his belt and grinning that cheesy smile that sold a million teen magazines. He had a huge hickey on the side of his neck and 

Cheyenne’s hair had a “just been screwed” look. 

“You didn’t!” Yara snapped at them, her shrill voice carry-

ing on the ocean breeze. David chuckled and she slapped him 

hard on the arm. With perfect timing, the priest appeared and 
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started babbling in rapid Portuguese, and Phillip nudged Bret 

awake. 

Ten minutes later when Stephanie climbed out of a white 

SUV, Phillip tried to ignore her startling beauty. She wore a 

simple lilac dress and her hair was piled high on her head. He 

wanted to beg her to change her mind and almost stood to do so. 

He nearly fell over when Christopher Hoult climbed out of the 

same SUV and handed Steph her camera bag. Christopher placed 

his hand on the small of her back, and Phillip felt his jaw clench. 

He could tell by the look Bret was giving him that his rage was 

blatant. He unclenched his fasts and cracked his knuckles. 

“Keep yourself in check, mate.” Bret pulled off his sun-

glasses. He had mammoth bags under his eyes, but the look in 

them was uncompromising. Phillip managed a curt nod, but was 

too furious to be able to speak. He realized his reaction was il-logical. He’d known she was dating Christopher, so it was hardly a surprise to see them together. Christopher obviously had passionate feelings for her, or he wouldn’t have had the balls to take Phillip on, since Phillip outweighed him by about sixty pounds. 

“Phillip, Yara says you are walking down the aisle with 

me,” Antonella cooed as she threaded her arm through his. He 

was told she was one of the world’s most desired lingerie mod-

els. He thought she looked a little like a piranha, but when he 

saw Christopher take Steph’s hand, he made it his mission to be 

more open-minded. 

They were there for no less than three hours, repeating the 

maneuvers expected of them about ten times before Yara was 

satisfied that everyone would perform like well-trained show 

dogs. Stephanie circled them, looking at them through her cam-

era and dictating to Christopher who punched keys on her I-Pad. 

By the time the band climbed in the SUV, Phillip was ready for a drink and perhaps ready to reconsider purchasing a carton of cigarettes. 

“Who’s in the mood for a little fun after dinner?” Nathan 
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asked, trying to contain a sinister smirk. Everyone groaned. Na-

than was always up to no good, and every night on the island had been a drinking/socializing marathon. Phillip wasn’t sure about 

everyone else, but he simply wanted a tiny bit of peace and quiet. 

“Quit being such a bunch of nancy boys. It’s David’s last 

night of freedom. I decree a good time shall be had by all.” He 

exclaimed. 

“I’ve nothing better to do. What’s another night without 

sleep?” Bret shrugged. Phillip thought he was starting to look ten years older than he had the month before. 

Phillip sighed. He truly had had his fill, but he knew that 

this was why he’d come. Davey Boy’s wedding was one long 

team building exercise. “I’m in for couple of drinks.’ 

David regarded Nathan with unmasked apprehension. “Tell 

me you didn’t hire hookers. I’d really like to keep my wedding 

tackle attached to my person.” 

“Would I do something like that?” Nathan laughed. 

“Undoubtedly,” Scot retorted. Everyone snorted at that—

even Nathan. 

“Nothing as untoward as that, Dave.” Nathan slapped him 

on the back. “Saffron did hire strippers for the ladies, though. 







Cheyenne’s hair whipped around her, and she noticed the 

sky was overcast for the first time since they’d arrived on the 

island. The wind had picked up considerably since the rehearsal, and she wondered if they were going to have to move the entire 

banquet indoors. They were all seated at one very long table, like a hedonistic version of the last supper. Liam was trying to stuff a pea up his nose and Kara saved him from himself in the nick of 

time. 

“We always do ruin your good time, don’t we, boy?” Scot 
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laughed when Liam stuck out his bottom lip. David had run off 

after Yara, who’d melted down over the unsatisfactory table set-

tings, so the mood at the table was more relaxed than it would 

have been otherwise. Phillip was working on his second bottle of wine and talking too loudly about himself to Antonella. Occasionally he’d glance over in what he seemed to think was a sub-

tle manner at Steph to see if she was listening. She didn’t seem to be. Christopher kept stroking the exposed skin of her neck and they kept whispering into each other’s ears. Cheyenne thought 

they made a sweet looking couple and was glad Christopher was 

bold enough to show up. 

When Yara and David reappeared looking lovey-dovey, 

Bret clapped his hands together and stood. “Surprise time.” 

Phillip, Nathan, and Scot all joined him and they all moved 

toward a piano that was conspicuously placed close by. Scot 

pulled out an upright bass from an oversized case and Phillip and Bret produced acoustic guitars. Cheyenne beamed at them. She 

had no idea they were going to play. It was a terrific surprise, and she could tell by the look on the faces of the bride and 

groom that they were touched. 

“Dave. You’re our brother from another mother, and we all 

love ya.” Nathan began, as he took his seat behind the piano, 

“Yara. You’re just the woman he needs to keep him in line. We 

wanted to play a couple of songs from the album for everyone to 

celebrate your blessed union.” 

Bret piped in. “Phillip wrote this song for Rage. They 

weren’t going to let us include it in the album. They said it was too light or too soft or…something. After they wouldn’t pull the 

“Fire Woman” video, Phillip put his foot down and we all 

backed him.” 

Cheyenne and Steph exchanged shock glances at the men-

tion of the video. Christopher rolled his eyes and frowned. 

“No one messes with Fury.” Nathan interjected. Everyone 

chuckled. 
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Bret continued. “We all think it’ll be the biggest single. 

This one’s called ‘If Only U Were Here.’” 

Nathan began to play a driving melody. Cheyenne thought 

he looked very at home behind a grand piano. Phillip stared at 

the ground as he began to strum the rhythm guitar, but when Bret started singing lead, Cheyenne nearly fell over. Though all the 

guys had great voices, no one ever sang lead but Phillip. As 

Bret’s clear voice rang out with the first line, the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. 

 I wonder what you're up to tonight; you're not where you 

 said you'd be. 

Liam clapped happily as Bret proceeded to sell Phillip’s 

song. The lyrics were obviously a regretful post break-up song. 

The second verse started, and it seemed to get to Stephanie, who took a long drink of wine. 

 Well, we both said some things that we did not mean, none 

 of which were true. 

 But in the heat of the battle, you blame me, and I blame you. 

The melody was stunning, and Cheyenne had to agree the 

hook was going to shoot this one straight up the charts. She stole a sideways glance at Steph, whose cheeks were rosy as Bret 

launched into the chorus with Phillip harmonizing. 

 Now I see things different, now the sky is clear. 

 And how I could make it up to you, if only u were here. 

As Phillip strummed the last chord of the song, the tabled 

erupted in applause. Yara was crying, and David had the world’s 

happiest smile on his face. Cheyenne winked at Scot when he 

tossed his hair and shot her a look that seemed to ask “how about that?” 

Bret and Scot came back to the table, but Phillip and Nathan 

remained by the piano. Phillip put his guitar aside and started to speak the minute the clapping died down. “This is another one I 

wrote. It’s called ‘4 U.’” 

Cheyenne saw Christopher flop back in his seat with an 

183 

TAMMY COONS & MICHELLE PACE 

uncomfortable sigh. Steph glanced at Christopher who shot her a 

knowing look and shook his head. Nathan launched into a light, 

sweet melody. Phillip appeared nervous to perform, which was 

about as common as unicorns in Time Square. When his 

passionate voice lit out into the night like fireworks, Cheyenne literally gasped. 

 Many's the time I've wanted to tell you how I feel, 

 I never had the nerve to say. 

 Never was sure of what my heart was telling me, 

 now I know I feel this way. 

 All my life I've been dreaming of the one I love. 

 Now you've opened the door for me; you were sent from 

 above 

Nathan harmonized the chorus and when Phillip’s eyes 

traveled in Stephanie’s direction, Cheyenne felt compelled to 

follow them. Stephanie sat straight as a board, looking down at 

her feet. She looked a bit like an animal with its foot in a trap. 

Christopher flung his arm  around the back of her seat, but she 

didn’t seem to notice. 

 And I just wanted you to know 

 that I love you. 

 Can't you feel the fire burn inside? 

 I've been waiting oh so long just to tell you; 

 now I know that this feeling just can't hide. 

Yara sniffled loudly, and Cheyenne didn’t blame her. The 

blatant earnestness in Phillip’s voice and the aching emotion on his face made her want to root for him. Steph’s eyes flicked in 

his direction and then quickly returned to her navy stilettos. 

By the time they’d reached the last verse, Steph finally 

seemed unable to fight against Phillip. She watched him openly. 

He sang the last line directly to her and launched into one last round of the chorus. Cheyenne had to disagree with Bret: if this song made it onto Rage, this one would be the biggest hit, hands down. 
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 I never felt this way before, and I won't again. 

 I hope and pray you'll hear the message that I send. 

 And I just wanted you to know that I love you. 

 Can't you feel the fire burn inside? 

 I've been waiting oh so long just to tell you; 

 now I know that this feeling just can't hide. 

The tension was palpable to everyone present. Cheyenne 

saw the restraint on Christopher’s face, and she felt a sinking 

feeling in the pit of her stomach. When the applause began, she 

stood to take Liam to the restroom, and Steph was instantly on 

her feet. 

“Need some help?” Steph asked, her eyes begged Cheyenne 

to say yes. 

“Sure.” 

Once they were a safe distance away, Steph grabbed Chey-

enne by the wrist. 

“I don’t know what to do,” she confessed. Liam reached out 

for Steph, and she took him from Cheyenne. 

“You know I think Christopher is great. He’s top notch, 

Steph. But you’re the only one who knows what’s in your heart.” 

“I don’t know a goddamn thing right now,” she snapped and 

looked over Cheyenne’s shoulder blearily. Cheyenne turned 

around and was face to face with Christopher. 

“Is everything alright, ladies?” 

“Yes, Chris. We’re just going to the ladies room. We can 

manage that without an escort. Go on back to the table.” Steph’s exasperation was so over the top that Cheyenne gaped at her. 

Christopher seemed less surprised. 

“I think maybe it’s me you need to talk to Stephanie. Not 

Cheyenne.” His voice was calm and firm. Cheyenne took Liam 

back from Steph and hurried to the ladies room with him. She 

was in such a rush to get back to them that Liam didn’t even get to dry his hands, and he kept wiping them on his pants. When 

they returned, the volume of Steph and Christopher’s conversa-
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tion had grown exponentially. 

“You don’t hang up on someone when they tell you they 

love you. Unless you don’t feel the same.” He snapped and 

Steph folded her arms. She looked tired. 

“You promised not to rush me, Chris.” 

“It’s really pretty simple, Steph. Do you or do you not love 

me?” 

“I love Phillip.” She blurted. Cheyenne’s gasp was echoed 

by the ominous sound of thunder rumbling. Christopher’s eyes 

flew wide, and he stepped toward Steph. He was breathing rapid-

ly. Steph slapped a hand over her own mouth, obviously stunned 

at her admission. Cheyenne felt Liam let go of her hand. 

“Pip!” Liam cried and ran at Phillip who stood only five 

feet away, his unblinking eyes locked on Stephanie. Liam had 

almost reached him when he tripped, but Phillip scooped him up 

with one arm. Cheyenne rushed to Phillip. His eyes darted back 

and forth as he turned to her in shock. 

“Did she just say what I think she just said?” he whispered. 

“Mmmmhmmm.” Cheyenne replied quietly, pulling Liam 

close in anticipation of some unfortunate repercussions. When 

she turned back to the arguing couple, she saw Christopher grab 

Steph by her upper arms. 

“Have you gone mad?” 

“No. I’m being honest,” Steph replied with the dazed voice 

of a person who’d just made a shocking discovery. 

“How can you say that? After he abandoned you? He pub-

licly ridiculed you!” He shook her once-hard. The force of this 

rocked Steph’s head back on her shoulders, and Liam launched 

into a tantrum. 

“Te te!” 

“Hey!” Cheyenne shouted her eyes narrowing at Christo-

pher, but Phillip brushed past her before she had a chance to inhale for a second comment. 

“Back off, mate.” Phillip said reasonably. He seemed sur-
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prisingly level, considering Cheyenne might have jumped on 

Christopher if Liam hadn’t been present. Phillip was inches from the couple, and upon closer inspection, Cheyenne could see he 

was ready to pounce, but fighting hard to maintain a cool facade. 

Steph’s eyes stayed on Christopher’s, but she blushed profusely. 

“Oh, piss off, Kersey. You’re no mate of mine.” Christo-

pher snapped dismissively, without taking his eyes or hands off 

Steph. Cheyenne watched as Steph’s eyes shot to Phillip and 

then back to Christopher. 

“Chris…” Steph’s tone was cautious. “Calm down. Let’s 

take a walk. We can talk about this privately.” 

Christopher scoffed as another thunderclap sounded around 

them. The rising wind whipped the palm tree canopy above them 

and ruffled his fair hair. When he spoke, his voice dripped with sarcasm and hurt. “Why not just talk about it here? You know, 

with Mr. Kersey. It seems this involves him, as usual.” 

The louder Christopher got, the  more upset Liam became. 

Cheyenne clung to him and rocked him, trying to settle him 

down. She knew she should take him away from the escalating 

scene, but she thought maybe their presence would help defuse 

the situation. She felt sprinkling drops of rain pelt down on her in random intervals. In the distance, she heard Nathan shout a 

request for help moving the piano under cover. Steph seemed 

sheepish and embarrassed as she yanked away from Christopher. 

She acted as if she were about to speak, but clamped her mouth 

shut and turned to retreat onto the trail away from the party. 

“Don’t walk away from me, Steph.” He reached out for her, 

but Phillip stepped in front of him. He effectively blocked Christopher’s path as Stephanie briskly vanished from sight. 

“You need to calm down.” Phillip’s face looked serene. 

Cheyenne knew he was anything but. 

“That’s priceless advice, coming from you.” Christopher 

shot back at him, poking a finger in his chest to emphasize the 

word ‘you’. Phillip took a deep breath as it began to rain steadi-187 
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ly. 

“No matter what she said, it’s over. She was clear about 

that. She told me she was with you.” 

Christopher seemed to read Phillip’s face for a long moment 

and then turned to Cheyenne. He looked defeated, and his shoul-

ders slumped like a wounded soldier’s after a long and fruitless battle. It was hard for Cheyenne to see, and she busied herself 

covering Liam with her wrap. Christopher took what seemed like 

three deep cleansing breaths and stuffed his hands in his pockets. 

He looked at the ground. “It’s pretty obvious that’s not the case.” 

“No matter what either of you say or do to each other, it 

won’t change anything. Steph’s going to do what she’s going to 

do.” Cheyenne murmured. Liam was sucking his thumb and 

cuddling into her. Distressed, Christopher looked off in the di-

rection to which Steph had retreated and then turned and left in the opposite direction. 

Phillip heaved what looked like a sigh of relief and turned 

to Cheyenne. He frowned as if seeing Liam for the first time. 

“Let’s get the boy out of the rain. 

Cheyenne tilted her head to the side condescendingly. “I 

can take care of Liam, Phillip. Just go get her.” As the gentle rain turned to an outright downpour, he did just that. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

Stephanie stumbled along a path in the darkness gasping to 

catch her breath. She came to a halt and leaned against a palm 

tree, removing her heels. They were expensive, impractical, and 

blue. Coincidently, so was she. 

The rain picked up and she quickly debated about which di-

rection to turn. She needed shelter, but her room wasn’t an op-

tion. Christopher would be there. And she’d just torpedoed her 

life with Christopher. Stellar. Talley up one more person hurt by her actions or inactions. 

 Quite the growing legacy, Red.   Her inner chastisement 

came to her in Pace Turner’s deep voice. 

She wandered further down the rocky path, gingerly ma-

neuvering her bare feet over the slick ground. Her direction 

seemed purposeful, though consciously, she was wandering. 

Phillip. There was no denying the truth. She loved him. She 

was  in love with him. Worse, she had been all along. 

She made a choking sound as she tried to suppress an angry 

sob. It filled her with sorrow that it had taken so long for her to finally admit it to herself. And like a complete jackass, she’d 

done so in front of  him. She wanted to scream and claw her face, but she was far too tired. She’d wasted so much time and energy 

lying to herself. She passed an amber bungalow and saw Saffron 

lounging on the porch, smoking under the overhang. 

“Hello!” Saffron called. “Need a place to dry off?” 
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“Thanks, I won’t melt.” Steph replied, but a second later she 

was walking. She turned and approached the waif, who pushed 

away from her chair and placed her cigarette to her bright red 

lips. Steph paused at the bottom of the steps. She was a foot from shelter, but didn’t feel like she deserved it. 

When she finally spoke, Steph lifted her chin defiantly. 

“Which bungalow is Phillip’s?” 

Saffron smiled as she exhaled a long cloud of smoke. This 

wasn’t Saffron’s usual double entendre dirty joke smile, though. 

This smile seemed to come from a place of genuine pleasure, 

like a kid opening presents on Christmas morning. “His is the 

second on down.” 

“Thanks, Saffron.” Steph went back out into the rain and 

didn’t turn back when Saffron called out after her. 

“Just once I wish someone would write a song  like that for me. Snog him once for me!” 







Phillip’s clothes were soaking wet once again. He’d been on 

a mission to find Steph, frantic to see where she was with things, to see what her admission meant for them. If it meant anything at all. 

He’d searched all of the public areas of the resort for her, 

but to no avail. He got an unfortunately eyeful of Yara’s mom 

stuffing money into the pants of an oily male stripper as he wandered through the restaurant. Due to the rain, the dining area had been commandeered for the bachelorettes. As he watched the 

strippers grind on the tables, he reminded himself to eat off-site for the rest of his stay. Yara cheered her mom on and danced 

with Kara on a nearby table. David’s blushing bride wore a pair 

of glow in the dark sunglasses with a penis jutting out where her nose should be. Phillip paused to watch the bridesmaids do a 
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body shot off a second stripper. 

Girls Gone Wild, Noronha. 

That’s when  he noticed that every female in the wedding 

entourage was present and accounted for except for Cheyenne 

and Steph. Figuring Steph might have doubled back to Chey-

enne’s, he went back out into the storm. As the door closed be-

hind him, he heard Saffron call his name over the thumping mu-

sic, but ignored her. He was a man on a mission and besides, 

he’d forgotten to pack a g-string. 

He checked Scot and Cheyenne’s bungalow, but Chey-

enne—who’d been tucking Liam under the covers—said she 

hadn’t seen her anywhere. When he speculated that maybe he 

should check her room, Cheyenne cautioned against it, arguing 

that Christopher had moved in that morning. She said she doubt-

ed very much that Steph had gone back there. Phillip hoped she 

was right. Stephanie was predictably unpredictable. 

Defeated, he figured he should at least make an appearance 

at the bachelor party, which was being held in Nathan’s bunga-

low. When he arrived, he saw the other band members sitting 

around a card table playing poker and smoking cigars. There 

were three blow up dolls tossed around as some sort of half-

assed décor, and a giant Love Swing hung in the center of the 

room. Phillip strongly suspected that the final item wasn’t for the bachelor party. 

“Wow.” Nathan removed his Cuban from his lips and took 

in Phillip’s appearance with outright amusement. “Do you own 

 any clothes that are dry clean only?” 

“Bugger off.” He sighed dispassionately as he took his 

place at the table. “Deal me in.” 

“Bout time you got here.” Bret handed him a cold beer. 

Phillip popped it open and chugged it in an effort to catch up. A moment later, he crushed it and stood to grab another one. 

“A bit thirsty tonight, Phil?” David stifled a laugh. Scot, his 
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he popped his second can open. 

“Yep. What did I miss?” Phillip responded. He intended to 

shove all thoughts of Steph out of his mind. He had no idea what to make of her declaration, but until he found her, it was pretty pointless to speculate. 

“I just explained to David that if he needs it, I have a yacht 

on standby. Storm or no storm, we can make a quick getaway if 

he’s changed his mind.” Nathan’s retort was met with eye rolls 

all around. 

“Are you taking him up on that offer, D.J. Dave?” Phillip 

tilted his head in David’s direction. David smiled and flicked the ashes off his cigar with a shake of his head. 

“No. She’s my soul mate. Even though she’s been the engi-

neer of The Crazy Train this week, she’s my one and only.” 

“Ahhhhh…” Nathan said, fanning himself sardonically, 

“It’s all so sweet I just want to vomit.” 

David smirked at him and flipped him a backward V. 

“So,” David started, “Scot and Bret: as the experienced 

husbands I know, any words of wisdom?” 

Bret chortled. “I’m pretty sure I’m the last one here you 

want marital advice from.” 

“Hey…stop with all that. You two are just going through a 

rough patch. This is all still fixable, as long as you manage to keep your John Thomas in your pants till we get home,” Scot 

assured him. Bret appeared doubtful, but Phillip nodded in 

agreement and put a cigar to his lips. Nathan tossed him a Zippo which he snatched out of the air. 

“Have you spoken with her?” David asked him softly, as if 

trying not to wake a sleeping bear. Bret stared at his cards intently. He shook his head. 

“She won’t answer her phone. I don’t even know if she’s 

alive or dead.” 

“She took Steph’s call the other night at the bar.” Nathan 

offered. Bret shot him a stunned look, as did everyone else at the 192 
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table. “So she’s most definitely alive.” 

Suddenly Bret seemed to crumble, and his voice broke as he 

spoke. “What did I do? I don’t understand why we can’t make 

this right.” 

Scot, David, and Phillip exchanged concerned looks. 

“You’ll work it out. Steph obviously knows something, so 

press her for details. When we get home, find Sarah and make 

her talk to you.” Scot suggested, putting a supportive hand on 

Bret’s shoulder. 

Bret nodded. “If Fury’s this much of a problem, I’ll 

leave…but if she doesn’t want me, this is my livelihood, and it’s all I have. I feel like I’m at  a crossroads, and I have no idea which direction to turn.” 

Bret stood suddenly and tore off for the restroom. Nathan 

threw his cards down on the table and picked up his scotch. 

“Everything is a soap opera with you blokes these days.” 

Scot turned on Nathan and surveyed him like a strange life 

form. “One of these days Nathan, some woman is going to reach 

into your chest and yank out your still beating heart. Then you’ll finally get it.” 

“I highly doubt that will ever happen.” Nathan chuckled as 

he blew out smoke in perfectly shaped O’s. 

Phillip shook his head and finished his second beer. “Oh, 

it’ll happen. And you’ll look back on the simplicity of this time in your life, and you’ll  still want her. Then you’ll know you’re in love, and you’ll be as right fucked as the rest of us.” 

All eyes turned to Phillip. There was a collective silence as 

the three men seemed to communicate silently. 

“Something you’d like to talk about Phillip? Some feelings 

you’d like to share?” Nathan purred in his typically taunting 

way. From the restroom came the familiar sound of Bret heaving 

up his dinner. 

“Same old, same old. Nothing new with me,” Phillip replied 

and grabbed a third beer. David plucked it from his hand. 
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“There’s only one toilet in this bungalow, and Bret’s al-

ready puking in it. Slow the hell down.” 

Phillip took it back from him and popped it open. “Leave 

me alone.” 

Bret stumbled out of the restroom. He was pale, with red-

rimmed eyes. David stood up. 

“Dude, it’s time for you to drink a liter or two of water and 

get a night’s sleep. I don’t need you looking green at the wed-

ding.” 

“Yep,” Nathan agreed. “Let’s get Cinderella home before 

she turns into a pumpkin.” 

David and Nathan dragged Bret out the door. Scot gathered 

the abandoned playing cards into a pile. Phillip stacked the poker chips and began to toss beer cans in the garbage. 

“Party killer.” Scot joked. 

Phillip smirked. “You ditching me?” 

“Yeah, I’m going to take this opportunity to go be with my 

wife and son. I’m pretty surprised you even showed up here to-

night.” 

Phillip tamped out his cigar in one movement. “Why’s 

that?” 

“Cheyenne told me.” Scot’s face left no doubt what he was 

referring to. “What do you want Kersey? An engraved bloody 

invitation?” 

Scot walked out the door and left Phillip alone. With no fur-

ther distraction, he let the gravity of the truth sink in. Steph had said it.  The words. And now he was afraid. Knowing Christopher was no longer an obstacle and there was no bathroom door to 

shield them from one another gave him pause. There was noth-

ing at all standing between them now, and he felt like a man teetering on the edge of a cliff. Too jump or not to jump, that was the question. 

He ran a hand over his damp hair and knew he was kidding 

himself. He’d never had a choice at all when it came to Stepha-
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nie. Their fate was in her hands. If he’d have found her on his 

hunt earlier, he would have done whatever she asked. He fin-

ished his final beer and wandered outside into the night. He 

slowly trudged back to his bungalow, having exhausted his 

search for her  and  exhausted himself in the process. Stephanie knew how to find him. And she knew where he lived. She’d 

come to him when she was ready, or she wouldn’t. And he’d just 

deal with whatever she decided. He kicked glumly at a rock in 

his path and focused on the calming sound of the water as it 

crashed against the rocks below. 

He approached the bungalow and saw someone near the 

door. His heart hummed like a freshly tuned engine as he drew 

close. It was her. Stephanie sat on his porch, slumped against his door. Her eyes were closed and her arms hugged her knees close 

to her chest. She looked like she’d been there for some time, like she might even be sleeping. 

He took the first step, and the sound of his footstep made 

her open her eyes. She instantly pulled herself to standing. He 

closed the distance between them and paused, waiting to see 

what she would say or do. Neither of them spoke or moved for 

what seemed like forever. Phillip stood his ground; she needed to make the first move this time. 

Stephanie stepped forward and looped her fingers in his belt 

loop, pulling him into her. She was on her tiptoes, and her fin-

gers were on his neck, pulling his face down toward hers. She 

embraced him, one arm around his neck and one grasping his 

cheek. She planted a kiss on his forehead, his cheek, and his nose as if claiming each as her territory. 

“What changed your mind?’ he whispered, his voice sound-

ing horse. He felt her cheek against rub against his as she continued to cling to him. She pulled back and ran a hand over his 

stubble. Her guarded eyes found his. 

“Nothing. I’m just done running,” she whispered, matching 
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her breathless, pressing the full length of his body against her. 

Their tongues danced, and his heart slammed against the wall of 

his chest. As her kisses slowed to a tease, he blindly fumbled 

with the doorknob beside her. He felt it release, and he wrapped his arm around her waist as the door fell away. 

He guided her as if they were dancing backwards into his 

room, never removing his mouth from hers. She raked her hands 

through his hair, letting out a squeal as he groped her round ass. 

He pulled the decorative comb from her hair and watched with 

admiration as her hair toppled around her shoulders. Steph barely seemed to notice; her mouth was on his neck, and her fingers 

worked eagerly on the buckle of his belt. 

Phillip grabbed her wrist, pulling them away from his fly. 

He shook his head. She pulled back, eyeing him doubtfully. 

“Don’t move.” He ordered and then walked around behind 

her in a slow semicircle. He brushed her long copper hair aside, and he planted several wet kisses on the back of her exposed 

neck. She sighed blissfully and arched back against him. He felt a sinful grin playing on his lips. He  always loved the way she 

responded to him, and he was thrilled that time hadn’t dulled her enthusiasm. He slowly inched down the zipper of her dress, and 

when it fell open, he pushed the damp material over her shoul-

ders. He trailed his fingertips along her spine, enamored with her soft ivory skin. The dress fell to the floor around her ankles, and a soft moan escaped her. 

He reached out and unfastened her see-through bra with a 

single flick of his fingers. It immediately joined her dress on the floor. She visibly shivered as he completed his circle around her and stood before her biting his lip thoughtfully. He ran his index finger from her throat to her navel, dropping to his knees to plant soft kisses on each breast, her stomach, and her scar. He looked up at her suddenly, wanting her to see that its presence had no 

impact on his desire for her. He descended further south and 

planted wet kisses in several more interesting places on her anat-196 
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omy that left her gasping. 

He sat back on his heels and offered her his hand. Her eyes 

were glassy with desire as she took it for support and stepped out of her dress. He stood and she tugged on his hand, beckoning 

him to the canopied bed that dominated the room. He paused and 

watched as she crawled across the comforter, enjoying the shape 

of her nearly nude body as she moved away from him. When she 

rolled onto her back, she gave him a welcoming look. 

Phillip slowly removed his clothes, his eyes glued to Steph-

anie’s. He hated to blink, for fear that it was all a glorious dream and that she’d evaporate like an apparition. When he was finally nude, he joined her, and she attacked him. As she straddled his 

lap and their lips met, there was no denying it. They were back. 

Their otherworldly magnetism hadn’t faded. Her touch seared 

him like the white hot heat of the sun, and her responses left no doubt she felt the same. 

Inpatient, he flipped her over on her stomach. He reveled at 

the warm smooth flesh or her ass which she pressed back against 

him enthusiastically. As he pulled down her lacey panties, her 

familiar responses were hurried and wanting. He slipped a finger inside her, amazed at how wet and ready she always was for him. 

No longer able to contain his lust, he shoved into her roughly. He pulled back slowly, nearly pulling  all the way out of her. She 

thrust herself back onto him, as if objecting. He could have 

plundered ahead, and he knew she would have loved every se-

cond of it, but he forced himself to proceed in painful slow mo-

tion. He wanted to savor this. To savor her. 

He pulled out of her and rolled her over onto her back. She 

cried out in protest, and he reached up and pinned both of her 

wandering hands over her head with one of his. 

“Please, Phillip.” She begged, and he placed a finger to her 

lips to shush her. When she turned her head to suck on it, he 

growled. He pushed his knee between her legs and entered her. 

Stephanie’s eyes rolled back as she thrust herself upward, driv-
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ing him all the way inside to her core. Her snug warmth over-

whelmed his senses, and he threw his head back forcefully, a 

moan erupting from somewhere deep within him. 

Stunned at the intensity of being inside her, his breath 

hitched. After taking a long moment to gather his bearings, his 

eyes found hers again. Her eyes languidly perused him, and he 

felt a feverish need to please her. The rise and fall of her chest was slow and rhythmic, and he disciplined himself to match his 

pace to her breathing. This proved to be torturous, and in 

minutes he lost all willpower. He buried himself inside her 

roughly, and Stephanie cried out. He paused, removing his lips 

from her temple. 

“Do you want me to stop?” he asked, holding her eyes hos-

tage. 

“No.” She arched against him. He continued deliberately 

grinding into her, watching her face for cues. When she tried to close her eyes or look away, he gently turned her face back to 

his. He refused to let her be anywhere but in the moment with 

him. Their long overdue reunion deserved all of her attention. 

Her cheeks flushed bright red, and he watched with fascination 

as her expression transformed from one of fear, to embarrass-

ment, to excitement. 

“God, I missed you, love.” He whispered, feeling her rag-

ged breath against his lips. A small delightful sound escaped her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist with the force of a 

boa constrictor. Her wrists fought against his palm, serving as a reminder of her desperate need for him. He intentionally froze 

deep inside her and kissed her delicately. She stopped struggling and begged him with her eyes. He relented and released her 

hands, which immediately went to his ass, pulling him into her 

ferociously. 

“Is that what you want?” His taunt was playful as his mouth 

moved to her breast. He engulfed her hard nipple and sucked on 

it aggressively. 
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“Yes.” She gasped and Phillip pinned her legs with his, let-

ting her hands guide the speed of his thrusts. 

“Say it.” He knew she was close, and he needed to feel her 

come. He wanted to watch her face as she did. 

“I want you, Phillip.” She grasped the back of his head and 

put her lips to his ear. Her breath tickled him as her heard her softly whisper, “I love you.” 

Stephanie sounded like she was about to add something 

else, but his mouth found hers again, and he silenced her. 

Moments later, when she quaked around him, he couldn’t 

restrain himself from joining her. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

As the shimmering sun rose over Sueset Bay, Stephanie 

leaned her head lazily on Phillip’s bare shoulder. They’d slept 

some off and on, but each of them had taken a turn waking the 

other in the night for more lovemaking. Just before dawn, Steph 

tumbled out onto the patio and ran the water in the hot tub. If the sex Olympics were to continue, she knew her muscles would 

thank her for the hydrotherapy. The water level was almost 

above the jets when she felt a hand on her naked ass, and Phillip quickly silenced her surprised squeal with a mind numbing kiss. 

The sunrise had come and gone, and they’d been boiling in 

the water for twenty minutes when Phillip growled playfully and 

pulled her onto his lap like some dirty Santa Claus. 

“Hey, little girl. Want some candy?” His accent was nearly 

impossible to resist. 

She emitted a throaty laugh and shook her head. “Listen, 

baby, if we keep this up, I won’t be able to walk.” 

He touched his forehead to hers with an exasperated huff 

and stuck out his bottom lip. She kissed it with a loud smacking sound and ran her hands down his chest, resting her right hand 

on his tattoo. 

She hesitated and then traced the outline of the triangular 

shape with her finger. “Tell me about this.” 

His fair eyes dropped to her hand, and the color rose in his 

cheeks. He blinked and looked away. “Oh. Well…it’s kind of 
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embarrassing.” 

“I’m all ears.” She cocked a sassy eyebrow and smiled soft-

ly. He positioned her so she was facing him, and she straddled 

him. 

“When I thought I’d lost you, I went to hide in the bottom 

of a whisky bottle on Inishmore. Do you remember me telling 

you about my uncle?” 

“The ex-mercenary?” she asked. Phillip nodded seriously, 

and Steph climbed off of his lap. She took the bench across from him, making herself comfortable for what could be a long story. 

“He owns an inn there. It’s where I went…after.” 

Steph nodded silently and felt her pulse quicken. Like the 

rest of the world, she’d been dying to know where he’d been 

during what E Entertainment Television referred to as 

“Phillipwatch”. 

“It was cowardly, and I was wallowing. Anyway…his 

friend Bones came around and that dude is an Inkmaster. I told 

him I wanted something over my heart. Something Irish. It had 

to be something that would remind me never to give my heart 

away again.” The passion with which he spoke made Steph un-

comfortable, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, fo-

cusing on the water in front of her. 

Phillip splashed forward and came to a stop in front of her, 

his hands  finding her hips under the water. “Hey. I was drunk 

and stupid. Fortunately, he saw through me and knew what I re-

ally wanted. That must be the secret talent of every exceptional tattooist. He gave me this Celtic knot.” 

Phillip took her finger between two of his and traced it 

along the tattoo. His pale blue eyes caressed her as he explained his logic. “Later, when I sobered up, I did some research. I 

know, it was backwards, but you know me. Anyway, I found out 

that knots with multiple paths interwoven like mine are referred to as “love knots.” Endless paths are thought to represent eternity.” 
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Steph felt a monstrous lump in her throat as Phillip lifted 

her hand to his mouth and kissed it. 

“The one Bones gave me is a trinity knot. Three paths, three 

corners. I’ve been thinking a lot about it the past couple of days. 

I’ve decided the three paths are mine, yours… and the baby’s. I 

hope you don’t think that’s daft.” 

Steph shook her head and swallowed hard. “I named her.” 

Phillip whipped his head in her direction, and her phone be-

gan to ring. 

“Shit. And so it begins.” She sighed and climbed out of the 

hot tub, creeping carefully over to her purse. She answered, and the sound of loud caterwauling greeted her. 

“You need to get your ass to the spa. Now.” Cheyenne 

spoke  in hushed tones over the heinous wailing sound. It was 

clear that though it was only about seven a.m., she was already 

frazzled. 

“Is that Liam?” 

Cheyenne snorted. “No. It’s Yara. She woke up this morn-

ing with a zit the size of Mt. Rushmore.” 

“What the hell do you want me to do about it?” Steph 

asked, admiring Phillip’s edible ripped body as he came through 

the balcony door. 

“Tell her you can fix it with the magic of photo shop, I 

don’t know!” Cheyenne exhaled, and Steph could tell she was 

smoking again. Steph was very grateful that she wasn’t a 

bridesmaid. “Misery loves company, bitch. I was just hoping 

you’d bring me some cheese to go with this wine.” 

As if on cue, the horrid sound began again. Steph held the 

phone away from her ear; Phillip covered his ear and frowned. 

“Dear God.” He laughed. 

“Did I just hear Phillip?” Cheyenne demanded, her hushed 

tone full of gossip and promise. 

“I’ll be there in a little bit.” Steph hung up and tossed her 

phone onto the bed beside Phillip. “Can I call in sick?” 

202 



RAGE 

He smiled from the edge of bed and pulled her to him, nuz-

zling into her naked breasts. “You just have to get through today, love. One more day.” 

She wrapped her arms around him as his words resonated 

through her. One more day. Today was their last day on Noro-

nha. She had a plane to catch the next morning, and the thought 

of flying back to Paris and away from him unnerved her. She 

wondered what would become of them, what this all meant, if 

anything. He looked up at her, and the conflict in his eyes told her that he had similar concerns. 

“I have to go.” She explained, “Cheyenne’s on the verge of 

strangling the bride.” 

“Well we can’t have that now, can we?” Phillip’s response 

was casual, “I need breakfast anyway. I have some protein stores to replenish.” 

“Quit making it so hard to leave,” she groaned, lightly 

scratching her nails across his shoulders as she released him 

from her embrace. 

“Quit making   it  so hard,” he replied with a sly grin. She tossed her head and laughed. Turning, she bent over to pick up 

her discarded clothes, and Phillip pulled her back onto the bed. 

“Sorry, love. I’m not quite through with you just yet.” One 

look at his mischievous grin and she knew she was going to be 

very late for pre-wedding photographs. 







As Steph climbed the long path back up to the lobby, she 

felt her stress level rising with each step. It couldn’t be put off any longer. She had to go to her room, and she had to face Christopher. He was such an unpredictable man that she had no idea 

what lay ahead. Phillip had pressed her to let him come along, 

but she knew that would only make a bad situation disastrous, 
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and she insisted on doing it on her own. 

When she finally reached the main building, she decided to 

be stealthy and took the long way around. It was a calculated 

move to avoid being seen by anyone in the dining area. She did 

not relish doing the walk of shame in last night’s clothes in front of Nathan Clayton. She cut around the front of the building and 

had nearly reached the valet doors when she saw Enrique wheel-

ing luggage to a land rover. Her lugs turned to rubber when she 

saw Christopher trailing him, his phone to his ear. Stephanie had the overwhelming urge to run. 

 I may as well have a neon sign flashing the word Whore 

 over my head. Joy. 

She was about to turn around the way she came when Chris-

topher looked in her direction. His phone remained firmly to his ear, but he eyed her up and down. 

“We’ll discuss this further when I get back. Cheers.” He 

hung up. Steph inhaled deeply, unsure where to begin. Christo-

pher pulled an envelope out of his inside jacket pocket. “This is my resignation. I’m handing you over to Debz. She’s not a shark, like I am, and she’s a bit unorthodox, but then, so are you. You should get along quite nicely.” 

“Chris, I’m sorry.” She could feel her skin growing splotchy 

as it always did when she was embarrassed. He held up a hand to 

stop her. 

“Don’t be sorry. From the beginning I knew you weren’t 

over him. I’m the one who jumped in with both feet. I knew bet-

ter, and I ignored my instincts. Shame on me.” Enrique appeared 

at his side, gracing Stephanie with a disapproving sneer. She narrowed her eyes at him and then turned back to Christopher. 

“I need to say something to you,” Steph said, grabbing his 

arm as he turned away. He stopped and looked down at her hand 

neutrally. Pulling off his sunglasses, he looked down at her with his game face firmly in place. “You’ve been a damn good agent, 

Christopher, and a hell of a friend. You pulled me out of a very 204 
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dark place and whether you believe it or not, I’ll be forever 

grateful to you.” 

Christopher chewed on the corner of his lip as if rolling her 

statement around to get the feel of it. He nodded slowly, his eyes flitting briefly to her face. He hid it well, but the hurt under his polished surface shamed her. Without another word, he climbed 

into the passenger seat. 

Steph watched as his Land Rover sped away and disap-

peared behind the tree line. Her phone rang again, and when she 

saw it was Cheyenne again, she didn’t bother to answer it. In-

stead, she hurried in the direction of her room. 







Phillip couldn’t contain the swagger in his step as he wan-

dered into the dining area and plopped down into a chair next to Nathan. With only the band members present for breakfast, it 

was surprisingly quiet in the dining room. Across from him, Bret looked like the human equivalent of a dried apple, and David, 

who for the first time in recorded history looked frayed around 

the edges, was shoving a water glass in front of Bret and waving the waitress over for coffee refills. Scot turned to Phillip, his coffee cup halfway to his lips. 

“Good day, sunshine.” Scot mused. Phillip felt his face 

break into a huge smile. 

Nathan lit a cigarette, eyeing Phillip with suspicion and 

amusement. “I heard you had a guest last night. Looks like your 

little visit was… invigorating.” 

Bret chugged his glass of water, winced, and said “Do tell.” 

Phillip paused, casting a reluctant eye around at his brothers 

in arms. “Stephanie and I worked things out.” 

“‘Bout bloody time!” David didn’t look up from the phone 

he was franticly texting on. Bret snorted and pulled a five pound 205 
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note out of his pocket and flung it at David, who stuffed it in his pocket without looking up from his text. Nathan groaned and 

reached for his wallet. Scot grinned like a fool and motioned for him to keep the money coming. 

“Fork it over, bitch.” 

Phillip gaped in shock, but never lost his grin. “You wa-

gered on us?” 

Scot fixed him with a mock withering glance and a wicked 

grin. “Get over it.” 

“Relax. Phil. We didn’t wager on whether or not you’d 

sleep with Steph. That would be ridiculous. We just wagered on 

when,” Nathan replied. “Bret and I said after the wed-

ding…David and Scot said before. They’re optimists.” 

Scot grinned. “And winners, it seems.” 

“I never win anything,” Bret snapped, downing  more cof-

fee. 

“Boo hoo.” David snapped, running a hand through his 

short dark hair. 

“Cheer up bloke, it’s your special day,” Phillip replied, 

dumping half and half into his coffee. The look the drummer 

gave him in response made Phillip wonder if a wedding would 

indeed take place. 

“I spent the night-- at her request, I’ll have you know—in 

Bret’s room. Some nonsensical superstition about not seeing her 

before the wedding. No big deal, I’m a reasonable man. So I get 

about two hours of sleep since I have to listen to the dulcet tones of Bret vomiting every half hour. Then at five a.m., the texts start rolling in.” 

“You could have stayed with us, David. Saffron’s quite a 

fan of your cute little bum.” Nathan flicked his ashes, and Phillip chuckled. 

“Shut the hell up, Nathan. He’s on a roll.” Scot leaned for-

ward in his seat in anticipation. Phillip bit back a smile. He knew Scot was right; when David was on a rant, it was a rare and en-206 
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thralling event. 

“So the first said…,” David began scrolling back, his eyes 

looking crazed. Phillip mused that David looked as at home with 

his smart phone as he did twirling drumsticks. Considering his 

choice of wife, it was probably good that he’d become one with 

his phone. “…’I can’t marry you. I’m hideous.’” 

“Oh for the love of God, can you keep your voice down?” 

Bret held his temples. 

“Can you stay sober for the day?” David shot back, then 

continued, “The next one says…’I broke a nail and ripped my 

panty hose.’” 

“Who wears panty hose in this heat?” Bret scoffed and all 

eyes slowly turned on him. 

“Well, now we know why your wife left you.” Nathan 

jabbed. Even Bret laughed at that. 

“And this last one…this last one takes the cake.” David 

laughed a hysterical laugh. “‘I sent Pilar to get tampons. I just got my period. Our honeymoon is ruined!’” 

The entire band erupted in a fit of laughter. 

“Well, at least you know she’s not pregnant.” Nathan 

brushed his red bangs out of his eyes. 

“So much for a white wedding.” Bret agreed, sipping his 

coffee and grimacing in disgust. 

“I can still call for  the getaway boat.” Nathan held up his 

cell phone hopefully. 







Steph dressed in silky green capris and a matching tunic 

style top. She skipped the heels and opted for flats. She knew 

she’d be contorting into awkward positions for the remainder of 

the day to get good angles, and she wanted to have some strength left for Phillip tonight. After arriving at the bride’s bungalow, 207 
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she spent an hour convincing Yara that she looked amazing and 

that any tiny flaws would be handled with touch ups. Steph as-

sured her could work miracles in a darkroom. She hadn’t had to 

sell herself or her skills since she was twelve years old, but the future Mrs. David Evans had her actually doubting herself by the time she was done with her. She’d never taken wedding pictures 

for anyone, and she vowed never to do it again, not even for the royal family. 

Yara’s insecurity was laughable. The way her dark hair and 

olive skin contrasted with her stark white gown made the quality of the wedding shoot a no-brainer. It wouldn’t take Stephanie 

Brier to pull it off. Yara was a Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Edition cover girl, and her soon-to be-husband was one of the most 

photographable celebrities in the world. Liam could get good 

pictures of them with any old disposable camera. 

She made sure to get lots of traditional pictures: the bride’s 

dad putting on her garter belt and her mother adjusting her hair and fussing with her bouquet. The bridesmaids were not pleased 

with their attire; they looked like wenches in a fairytale tavern, their breasts compressed behind tight bodices made of peach-colored material. She did her damndest to shoot Pilar (Saffron’s 

‘fat’ bridesmaid) away from all the other bridesmaids—

Cheyenne included. Pilar was the maid of honor, so Steph had a 

legitimate reason. Frankly, Steph wanted her to look as lovely as possible. Pilar was a cool girl, open and down to earth. She was also a busty, but very attractive woman, but what normal girl 

wants to be shot standing next to a bunch of rail-thin profession-al models? 

After getting a  text from David that the groomsmen were 

dressed and ready, she left the female contingent and headed 

outside to the pool. When she rounded the corner and saw Fury, 

she nearly dropped her camera. 

With the exception of David, who looked ravishing in a 

shocking white tux, the other band members wore billowy poet 
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style shirts and dark pantaloons with knee high boots. By the 

time she was done laughing, she was hoarse, and her throat hurt. 

“You all look like extras in a gay porno version of the Pi-

rates of Penzance.” 

“My, aren’t we witty today? Still have an endorphin high 

from last night’s antics?” Nathan purred, looking particularly 

ridiculous in his wedding garb. Steph placed a hand on her hip 

and gave Phillip as suspicious glance. 

Phillip shrugged, looking like a rakish devil. Steph ran her 

eyes from his boots to his disheveled hair. She raised her eye-

brows and bit the inside of her lip. She planned to have some 

role playing fun with Blue Beard later. 

David sighed, looking up from his phone. His shoulders 

slumped visibly. “Bret, Yara wants you to pull her hair back for the wedding.” 

Bret scoffed. “She can toss off. I’m wearing my hair down.” 

“But it’s all frizzy,” Nathan complained. 

“Nathan, why don’t you go be a girl somewhere else?” 

Steph interjected. Phillip and Scot laughed. 

“At least put some product into it.” Nathan mumbled. 

“You guys look pretty hot.” Steph raised her camera, then 

put it down. “I don’t even know where to start. Your future wife is a cruel bitch, DJ Dave.” 

“Let’s just get this shit over with.” Scot begged, tugging at 

the frilly sleeves of his shirt. 

As she lined them up in front of the view of the bay, Steph 

called out “Okay, everyone. Say ‘ride me, Captain Sparrow!’” 

As she snapped the first photo, they all flipped her off in 

unison. 

“I think  that  needs to be the cover for Rage.” 

“I think  not.” David frowned. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

An unexpected downpour delayed the ceremony for an 

hour. It took another 45 minutes for the staff to dry off all the chairs and for Pilar to redo Yara’s smeared makeup from her 

latest crying jag. A string quartet began to play the familiar 

strains of Cannon in D, and Stephanie tiptoed around the anxious crowd as Scot and Cheyenne started down the aisle. Even though 

they looked like a total fashion nightmare, their dark good looks complimented each other nicely. Steph planned to crop out as 

much of their clothes as possible when she developed the shots. 

Liam shouted “Mamma!” from Kara’s lap and the crowd snick-

ered. 

Bret started down the aisle with Yasmin, closely followed 

by Phillip and Antonella, who all seemed nervous that it might 

begin to rain again at any moment. The sun was peeking through 

breaks in a heavily clouded sky, so Steph considered that they 

might be onto something. Liam shouted “Pip” and broke free 

from Kara’s grasp, chasing Phillip down the aisle and tugging on an effeminate lace cuff. Liam broke in between the couple and 

took both their hands, escorting them to the altar, much to the 

amusement of the on-looking crowd. Cheyenne looked around 

horrified, but Scot beamed proudly. 

Phillip scooped up Liam and tickled him. Liam exclaimed 

“up,” and Stephanie knew that he wanted Phillip to throw him in 

the air. Phillip whispered something to him. Both Kara and Scot 
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made attempts to get Liam to come to them while the string 

quartet vamped for time. Liam shook his head and snuggled into 

Phillip, sucking his thumb. Steph took several shots of that mo-

ment and felt as if someone was gently squeezing her heart. Phillip shrugged at Scot, then turned and winked at Steph. 

Pilar and Nathan were the last to make the trip. It was odd 

seeing Nathan with a woman who didn’t tower over him, and 

Pilar’s dark hair and skin contrasted fabulously with his fair skin and emerald eyes. The Maid of Honor and Best Man both smiled 

dashingly, and Steph was pleased with the series of photos she 

snapped of them. 

Once they arrived at the altar, the quartet struck the familiar 

chords of the bridal march, and all the guests rose from their 

seats. Steph maneuvered around the crowd for the best vantage 

point as Yara and her father stepped onto the red carpet in the 

sand. Yara appeared as if she did this every day, and you’d never have known she’d been a raving lunatic only an hour before. 

Stephanie’s shutter made whirling sounds as she took photo after photo, then turned and zoomed in on David’s smiling face. 

Earlier, while they were waiting out the storm, Phillip had 

regaled Steph with David’s rampage about his betrothed’s text 

messages. Looking at him now, one would never guess that he 

thought of  Yara as anything but perfection. The frank love his 

face expressed made Steph have to suppress a sniffle. She as-

sumed it was the flood of hormones from reuniting with Phillip, 

but like the Grinch she was, she swore her heart grew three sizes that day. 

Yara’s father lifted her veil and kissed her cheek, handing 

her off to David. The priest launched into his spiel in Portuguese, and Steph made every attempt to get shots of the crowd in as 

unobtrusive of a way as possible. As she moved to the far back 

to take a shot down the aisle, she noticed an SUV pull up and a 

figure in pink hop out. Steph tilted her head and narrowed her 

eyes curiously. She lifted her lens and zoomed in on the ap-
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proaching figure. 

Her breath caught in her throat when she saw it was Bret’s 

wife Sarah. Her long blonde hair whipped around her, framing 

the flush apples of her cheeks. Her eyes had a bright quality that made her look like she’d been crying, but she took determined 

strides as she rushed in the direction of the ongoing ceremony. 

Choking back a gasp, Steph pulled her eyes away from the 

camera and looked around wildly for someone to tell. Every eye 

was on the bamboo altar and the beautiful bride and groom un-

derneath. Every eye, except for Bret’s. As if he sensing Sarah, he turned and looked over his shoulder. Steph pointed, and Bret’s 

eyes followed her finger. As he zeroed in on Sarah, his mouth 

fell open, and his hand grasped his chest.Sarah came face to face with Steph and opened her mouth to speak, but Steph just pointed mutely up the aisle. She turned, and Steph got a front row seat to the moment Sarah locked eyes with her husband. As if unaware of his surroundings, Bret slowly turned away from the cer-

emony and with unsure steps walked back down the red carpet 

toward his wife. The priest faltered in his speech, and soon 

hushed murmurs peppered throughout the gathered crowd. 

Sarah rushed forward and Bret opened his arms as she flung 

herself into them. 

“I’m sorry, I love you. Bret, I’m sorry!” She cried, and she 

clung to him, her hands  entangled in his long dark hair. Tear 

streamed down Bret’s face as he showered her with little kisses. 

“I love you, too, Darling. I missed you so much.” His voice 

cracked with emotion, and Steph stole several pictures of their 

reunion, wiping away tears of her own. After two full minutes of ignoring the crowd around them, Bret took Sarah by the hand 

and led her away from the wedding. Steph wanted to applaud 

him, but looked up the aisle nervously at Yara. She waited for 

the meltdown, but Yara had her hand to her mouth as if stunned 

with emotion. 

“Oh my God, that was so beautiful,” The bride cried, turn-
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ing to her groom. She reached up and pulled him in for a deep 

kiss, “That is true love, David!” 

The priest cleared his throat and without any further delay, 

he proceeded to marry them just before the first raindrops began again. 







Several hours later, after a whirlwind of photos, cake, 

toasts, and dancing, Steph was completely spent. If Phillip ex-

pected to get laid (by her, at least), he was probably out of luck. 

Every muscle in her body screamed, and she ducked away from 

the reception, curling up in a hammock around the corner. She 

told herself she was only going to rest her eyes for a minute, but soon drifted into a light sleep. 

She nearly had a heart attack when she felt the hammock 

swing wildly, nearly hurling her off the side. Phillip’s hands 

grasped her shoulders, and he uttered a hearty chuckle. 

“Arrrrr, Wench. I’m here to claim my booty.” His awful 

cockney pirate snarl would have made him a shoe in for any 

made for basic cable feature film. He grasped the ropes on both 

sides of her head as his mouth passionately claimed hers. 

After a long and fiery kiss, Steph reluctantly pushed on his 

chest. His eyebrows rose in surprise. “Make me walk the plank if you must, but this booty’s been plundered enough for one day.” 

He tried to situate himself, and she nearly fell off into the 

sand again. 

“Don’t move,” she ordered, and he held has hands up in 

mock surrender as she positioned herself next to him. She sighed as she cuddled in close and breathed in his divine scent. She 

stroked the hair of his chest which his cheesy seventies style 

neckline exposed. The storm clouds had rapidly moved on, and 

the clear night sky glittered with a million stars. 
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“I could just stay with you in this moment for the rest of my 

days.” He sounded matter-of-fact, and Stephanie held her breath. 

It was time for “the talk.” She’d known it was coming; it was 

their last night before everyone flew back to their real lives. She took several slow breaths and began. 

“Phillip…listen…” Steph began, nervous but excited at the 

road she saw before them. 

“No, you listen to me. Before you open that talented mouth 

and say something we’ll both regret, I have a few counterpoints 

I’d like to present.” Using only his thumb, he tilted her face up to meet his. He refused to let her eyes wander, and Steph bit the 

inside of her lip to keep from snickering. “Steph, I love you. I don’t say that word flippantly. I mean  love. Like “bleed to death on a battlefield” love. My worst day with you was a billion times better than my best day without you. I find spending another day away from you unthinkable, and refuse to go on waking up without you by my side. I know you don’t believe in marriage—and 

after this week, I can see why—but I’m done being away from 

you, so we’d better figure something out quick.” 

Steph giggled, and Phillip looked like she’d stabbed him 

with a butcher knife. 

“You find that funny?” His bewilderment was darling. 

She struggled to compose herself, but several additional 

chuckles escaped. “Oh, Pip. Don’t be so dramatic. You had me 

at ‘arrrrr.’” 

She watched a myriad of emotions flicker across his face as 

he realized she was in. For whatever lay ahead of them, Steph 

was on board and ready for the journey. His eyes shone like glittering sapphires in the moonlight, overflowing with adoration. 

But Phillip’s lips twisted in a wicked and naughty sneer. 

“Dramatic? I’ll show you dramatic.” He was on his feet, 

hoisting her over his shoulder in true conqueror fashion. 

“Phillip, put me down.” She squealed with laughter. “Bad 

pirate!” 
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He slapped her on the ass as he lumbered toward the path 

leading to the bungalows. 

“Naughty prisoners are taught their lessons in the captain’s 

cabin. I think maybe I’ll tie you to the bed for a sound lashing.” 

He flipped her off of his shoulder and held her in his arms like a princess. 

“A tongue lashing?” she asked breathlessly, her lips curling 

wryly. 

When he spoke, it sounded like an animalistic growl. “Is 

there any other kind?” 







Saffron and Nathan watched as Phillip carried Stephanie to 

the trail, and he vanished with her into the encroaching trees. 

“Isn’t it romantic?” Saffron cooed ironically. Nathan smiled 

at his beautiful lady as he lit a cigarette. 

“I just  love happy endings;  really I do.” His tone was sardonic, but Nathan’s relief was genuine. He’d always felt Stepha-

nie and Phillip belonged together, and he had always been one of their biggest supporters. He glanced at Bret and Sarah on the 

dance floor. They moved in slow circles, their foreheads touch-

ing as they gazed at one another. 

David and Yara had left the party moments before, presum-

ably to consummate their union. Yara’s mood had greatly im-

proved the minute the ceremony ended. Though it was their par-

ty, the pair seemed oblivious to the world around them. 

Cheyenne and Scot took turns twirling Liam around on the 

dance floor. The toddler giggled hysterically and chanted 

“again…again!” It seemed like everything was falling into place 

for all the members of Fury, himself included. 

“Don’t you mean ‘happy finishes’?” Saffron purred, her 

hand sliding up dangerously high on his inner thigh. 
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Nathan felt his eyebrow twitch as she pressed herself 

against him. He slid his palm down the bare skin exposed by 

Saffron’s backless dress. “Is there a difference?” 

She leaned in close, her face an inch from his. He could 

barely see her dark-lined eyes through her veil of blonde bangs. 

‘Take me back to our room, and you’ll find out.” 

Luck had been on Nathan Clayton’s side since the day his 

was born, but he felt like the luckiest move he ever made was 

walking into the burlesque club where Saffron tended bar. She 

was his perfect playmate, and though he was afraid he was fall-

ing in love with her, he smiled like a fool. 

“As you wish, Mistress. Lead the way.” 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

Stephanie snapped a photograph of a little girl in a red pea 

coat through her telescopic lens and then erupted in a tired huff. 

It was a crisp but clear September morning, and she was at the 

very least grateful to be able to sit outside on the balcony. 

Though she undoubtedly had the best view of any invalid in 

London, she’d had it up to her eyeballs with bed-rest and wanted this baby out now. She stared out at the River Thames over the 

plate of crackers and fruit she balanced on her swollen belly. She wondered how long Phillip would be in the studio today. After 

sending him out at midnight on a hunt for Funyuns, a green ap-

ple and Strawberry Quick, she figured he’d knock off early and 

come home for a nap. Steph smirked at the thought. If he knew 

what was good for him, he’d just catch a quick one on a couch at Abbey Road Studios; if he came home, she’d put him to work on 

the crib again. 

She assumed the guys wouldn’t be working long today an-

yway. Nathan’s wedding had been the day before, and he was on 

his honeymoon. Steph pictured Saffron and Nathan hiding their 

Anglo-Saxon flesh under goth-black umbrellas as they cruised 

down the Nile, and she laughed so heartily that her plate nearly toppled off her gut. All at once the baby seemed to do a 360 inside her. Steph screeched loudly as her uterus seemed to twist 

inside out. A sudden sheen of sweat coated her skin, and she 

sucked in air. She heard footsteps thumping along the floor-
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boards toward her, and her dear friend and former assistant, Gerald, appeared. He knelt at her side, his black skin sweaty in his cobalt blue skin tight exercising ensemble. She guessed he’d just returned from trolling for men at the gym. 

“Are you okay?” he gasped, his brown eyes bugging out. 

Steph nodded unhappily, holding her side and Gerald heaved a 

sigh of relief, fanning himself. 

“Whew. I thought someone was sacrificing a wild boar up 

in here.” He grinned at her slightly, and she tossed one of her 

crackers at his face. 

“I’m losing my mind from boredom.  I’ve taken the same 

picture of the same boat three times. And it’s not even a cool 

boat. Entertain me, Gerald!” 

“I’m all over it. Cheyenne’s on her way.” He glanced at his 

cell phone. “She made me promise to wait so she could narrate 

the slide show.” When the doctor explained that her blood pres-

sure was too high and ordered her to convalesce for the last 

month of her pregnancy, Steph was relieved. Her agent, Debz 

had done an awesome job booking her exclusively in France and 

the U.K, but the baby had sapped all of her energy, and she was 

more than ready to quit working. With Steph unable to attend 

Nathan’s wedding, they were suddenly without a photographer. 

She recommended Gerald to take her place. He’d flown in from 

Chicago earlier that week. and they’d had a great time catching 

up, but Steph was disappointed that she couldn’t wander London 

with him and show him the sights. The wedding had been so 

close yesterday—in a private garden less than five minutes away 

by car—and she’d begged Phillip to let her go. But he was still 

fabulously overprotective and wouldn’t budge. From the details 

Phillip and Gerald leaked over last night’s dinner of Indian take-out, she could tell she missed the event of the season. 

The doorbell sounded, and Cheyenne sauntered in carrying 

a large basket of Steph’s favorite treats. 

“Hey!” Cheyenne smiled, coming out onto the balcony 
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where Steph was propped up like a giant queen bee. She looked 

thin and well rested. Steph wanted to kick her over the balcony 

into the river. 

Gerald put a hand on his hip. “Do you really think she needs 

more food, Chey?” 

“She’s eating for two, Ger.” Cheyenne chuckled, tossing her 

chocolate brown hair. 

He gave Steph a long sideways glance. “Two what? Water 

buffalo?” 

Steph blinked at him. “I hate you all.” 

After Gerald had a chance to shower, he and Cheyenne 

pulled chairs up next to Steph’s chaise lounge. The basket of 

treats was spread around them like the world’s most unhealthy 

picnic, and they’d settled in for the weirdest slideshow known to man. Stephanie had traded her plate for her laptop and they were scrolling through the digital pictures of Nathan’s and Saffron’s hand joining ceremony. Steph’s mouth hung open. 

“Oh…my…God.” She murmured, clicking the mouse. 

“Yep.” Cheyenne concurred. 

Gerald pointed to the screen proudly. “Notice the way I cap-

tured the light radiating off her rhinestone bra?” 

“Stunning. Wait. Is that David?” Steph asked, her voice 

suddenly small like that of a frightened child. She was having 

trouble processing the images as reality. 

“Yes. He got the privilege of being one of the slave men 

carrying the bride’s litter.” 

“That’s far better than what she made Nathan do.” When 

Steph cocked an eyebrow at her, Cheyenne elaborated. “When 

she stepped down from her litter, he had to be her stool.” 

“You have  got to be joking.” Steph stared at Cheyenne. 

Gerald nodded at the mouse. “Click twice more and see for 

yourself.” 

Cheyenne giggled, but it soon turned into a chortle. “You 

should have heard the vows.” Gerald had been in the act of tak-
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ing a drink and sprayed bottled water all over the balcony. 

“It came out my nose, you bitch.” He laughed. 

Two hundred pictures later, Stephanie had had her fill. Plus 

the baby was stomping on her bladder with both feet. 

“I have to pee. And go shave my eyeballs.” 

“Thanks for sharing.” Gerald’s grimaced comically, but he 

offered his hand to help her up. The moment she stood, there was a sudden sound of rushing water. Gerald jumped back from 

Steph in horror and hid behind Cheyenne who stared at the 

ground wide-eyed. 

“I guess I waited too long to go.” Steph deadpanned. 

“I think we need to call your husband.” Cheyenne replied 

without missing a beat. 

“I think  you need to buy me new shoes.” Gerald chimed in, sounding mortified. 

“Gerald, go get the car.” 

His ebony face was nothing short of incredulous. “You go 

get your car. She’s not getting in  mine like that.” 

Cheyenne huffed and flung her keys at him as she dialed her 

phone with one hand. Steph bent to scoop up her camera and felt 

a shooting pain in her back. She dug her fingers into Gerald’s 

arm and refused to let go. He winced, but wisely said nothing as he led her to the front door. She decided this was the perfect time to freak out. 

“Oh shit! Where the hell is my bag? I thought I put it right 

by the door!” she said, feeling a tingly sensation in her fingers and toes. 

“Take a deep breath, Steph; we’ve got everything you 

need.” Cheyenne held up the bag as she held out her phone with 

the other hand. It was ringing and on speaker phone mode. 

When he answered on the second ring, Phillip sounded as 

panicked as Steph felt. “Cheyenne?” 

“Phillip…its go time.” 
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From the moment they crossed the hospital threshold, 

Steph, who was contracting every ten minutes, was begging 

every staff member (including a passing janitor) for drugs. 

Once they reached the maternity ward, a friendly faced old 

nurse leaned down and took Steph’s hand in both of hers. 

“Sweetie, just breathe. Your birth plan says you want to do 

this naturally.” 

Steph blew a hair out of her eyes. “That was then, and this 

is now, Sister.” 

“Let’s get you settled in your room and you can talk to the 

doctor about it. You should know it won’t be as good for your 

baby.” 

Steph’s face contorted as if she was being tortured, and she 

choked out a shriek. One hand grasped at her side, the other 

grabbed the front of the nurse's scrubs. When she spoke, her 

voice had dropped an octave. “Listen, Florence Nightingale: this baby is three quarters Irish, and she’s a Brier. Her liver can take anything you can dish out! Now get me something for the 

fucking pain!” 

Gerald cackled, and Cheyenne covered a wide smile. 

“So you’re having a girl?” Cheyenne’s faux innocence 

made the color run out of Steph’s cheeks. Panicked eyes shot 

around the hall as if she expected a camera crew. It was under-

standable. The paparazzi have been following Steph since she 

started showing. 

“Don’t tell Phillip. He wants to be surprised,” she begged. 

While Gerald wheeled Steph off to her birth suite, Cheyenne 

headed back downstairs to the entrance to wait for Phillip. Five minutes later, Bret’s tricked out SUV pulled up to the door. Phillip jumped out before they came to a complete stop and rushed 

through the doors as if he were in a disaster movie. David and 
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Scot trailed behind him. 

Phillip whipped his head in either direction then looked 

helplessly at Cheyenne. “I can’t remember where the maternity 

ward is!” 

Cheyenne pointed to her right, and Phillip lit off down the 

hall like his hair was on fire. 

Scot crossed to Cheyenne and greeted her with a peck on 

the cheek. His looked amused. “The whole way here he was try-

ing to remember Lamaze.” 

“And Bret told him just to remember the beat to “We will 

rock you” and to quit being such a sissy boy,” David laughed. 

Cheyenne shook her head. Since Sarah had given birth to twins 

last spring, the lead guitarist now had four kids, so the veteran father could dole out such casual advice. 

“Laugh if you want, but I feel very sorry for Phillip right 

now.” She replied as Bret moseyed in the door. “Steph said 

they’re having a girl.” 

“Oh thank the lord. Phillip’s boy name was atrocious.” Scot 

ran a hand through his long hair. 

David titled his head to the side. “It wasn’t going to be Phil-

lip Junior?” 

“No worse. Bartholomew Callahan Kersey.” 

“I just threw up in my mouth.” Bret shook his head critical-

ly. He glanced at his watch facetiously. “So…let’s see…first 

baby…water broke less than one hour ago…I think we should go 

have some lunch and buy a novel or two at the gift shop.” 

David’s phone rang, and he held up a finger to them. “Hey, 

Babe.” He answered, “No…no hurry. She just went into labor, 

and the baby’s not going anywhere. Keep your flight for tomor-

row. I miss you more.” 

As David wandered off with his cell phone to his ear, Chey-

enne and Scot exchanged a smile. Yara was in New York for 

Fashion Week, but she still called David about once an hour and 

texted more often than that. 
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As they followed Bret to the gift shop, Scot took Chey-

enne’s hand. “Do you think I should go get Liam?” 

She shook her head. “No. He’ll throw a fit if you pull him 

out of school early. I’ll text Kara. She can just pick him up at his normal time and bring him straight here.” 

“Cheyenne, its nursery school. He’s three and a half. 

They’re not studying trigonometry.” 

“You tell  him that.” She replied as she wandered down the book and magazine aisle. She froze when she saw her book on 

an end cap. Her autobiography  I Married a Rock Star: My Life with the Boys in the Band  had spent four months on the  New York Times Best Sellers List. She was trying her hand at fiction now that Liam was happily in school. She loved writing without 

tight deadlines and had to credit her husband for pushing her to make the transition from music journalist to author. Though she 

occasionally submitted pieces to Adam, she was no longer on the 

payroll at  The Sound Wave. Running in the circles she did, she often stumbled across great new acts and interesting tidbits of 

musical interest, and Adam’s magazine would always get first 

dibs. 

“What the hell is this?” Bret asked, pulling Cheyenne out of 

her reflection. She turned and saw him holding up a Fury lunch-

box. They all commenced laughing so loudly that the clerk 

shushed them. 

“Oh my. You know you’re a sell-out when kids drink 

chicken noodle soup out of your head,” David chimed in as he 

pulled out a thermos that featured a close up of Phillip’s seductive face. 

“Does anyone else find this inappropriate for grammar 

school?” Scot flipped the lunchbox over to the backside which 

featured the name of their album,  Freudian Slip.  

“I’m getting one.” Bret announced, taking the thermos back 

from David. 

“I want one,” Cheyenne whined. 
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“Well, this one’s mine, so bugger off.” Bret taunted her. 

“I’ll see if there are any more in the back.” The clerk 

snapped her gum without looking up at them. 

“Oh, Lord.” Scot shook his head. 







As her most recent contraction passed, Steph wearily leaned 

back against Phillip. She’d been sitting between his legs and 

he’d been rubbing her back when it came, and it was a mon-

strous one. She’d been at the hospital for three hours. Her con-

tractions were now six minutes apart, and she’d nearly jacked the nurse in the mouth when she checked her a few minutes before 

and claimed she was only two centimeters dilated. 

Phillip wrapped his arms around her and kissed her cheek. 

“You’re doing great, love. You’re so fearless.” 

“Uh, shut up and get off of me, Phillip. I can’t breathe.” She 

pushed his arms away and tried to move forward. 

“I do believe you’re on me.” He joked, and she rolled her 

eyes and scooted toward the edge of the bed. She’d had the epi-

dural, and it had made it even harder to move around than usual. 

There was a light tap on the door, and Cheyenne poked her 

head in. 

“Need a break?” she asked, her eyes meeting Phillip’s. 

“Yes!” Steph and Phillip said in unison. Cheyenne covered 

a grin. 

“Your family’s downstairs. They brought you some shep-

herd’s pie.” Phillip reached out to touch Steph’s shoulder, and 

she yanked it away. 

“Need anything?” he asked, looking dejected. 

“Yep. To have this baby out of me. Can you do that, Phil-

lip?” She pointed to her mid-section with both hands. As she 

moved toward the restroom, she muttered. “You certainly had no 
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problem putting it  in there…” 

Cheyenne snickered, and Phillip uttered a long suffering 

sigh. On his way out the door, Steph saw him mouth the words 

“thank you” to Cheyenne. A simple nod was her only reply. 

As Steph returned from the restroom, another contraction 

gripped her. She had a stricken look on her face. 

“I changed my mind. I can’t do this.” Stephanie’s voice 

sounded strident, and during her trip to the restroom she’d been horrified at the enormous bags under her eyes. 

Cheyenne nodded and handed her a cup of ice chips. “Now 

you know why I only wanted one.” 

“You called Cedric and Dad, right?” Steph slowly lowered 

herself onto the bed. She hit the call light and made a half-assed attempt to put her baby monitor back around herself. 

“Yes. I called everyone on the list. Cedric just called back 

and said he got a flight for later this afternoon. Your dad and 

Shirley are flying out tomorrow morning.” Steph smiled at that. 

Her dad had recently started dating his long time senior editor. 

She figured he had decided to seize the day after having a minor heart attack nearly two years before. Though he still owned  The Sound Wave, he no longer acted as Editor-In-Chief. 

His close call had served as a major wake-up call for Steph 

as well. One morning over breakfast in bed, she asked Phillip 

when he was going to put that big diamond of Nana’s on her fin-

ger. He nearly fell out of bed as he retrieved it from his closet. 

They decided to get married two months later on Inishmore Isle. 

Refusing to allow the moment to be turned into a media circus, 

they assembled their guests quickly and quietly. Fury and Phillip and Steph’s families—including Phillip’s Uncle Cal—were the 

only guests present. The bride wore jeans and an off-white Irish sweater. Cedric presided over the seaside ceremony. 

For their honeymoon, they rewarded themselves with over a 

solid month in Ireland. They wandered the country—sightseeing 

castles, standing stones, and historic homes. Best of all, they 
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spent weeks making love in every room of their cottage and all 

over the surrounding grounds. 

Stephanie finally told Phillip all there was to say about Jon-

quil. To her relief, he didn’t laugh at her, and he seemed com-

pletely unfazed by her lunacy. In  fact, he suggested they plant jonquil bulbs all around the cottage. They did just that, and six weeks later, they discovered that they were just as fertile as the soil around their country home. 

When her gynecologist showed them the monitor and they 

saw a heartbeat, Phillip lit up with unconcealed joy. He immedi-

ately ran out and bought a several books on the subject and tried to get Stephanie to pick out baby furniture. Steph was terrified. 

She started losing weight again and called the OB’s office con-

stantly. They were patient considering her history and allowed 

her to have more ultrasounds than were probably necessary. It 

wasn’t until the baby was kicking her regularly that reality finally sank in and she had to accept the fact that she was going to be someone’s mother. 

Steph smiled as she remembered fighting with Phillip over 

baby names. For months he came home testing out different ones 

on a nightly basis. 

“How’s Alfie today?” He’d ask, and she’d wrinkle her nose 

and shake her head. She’d known for a long time it would be 

another girl, but didn’t have the heart to screw with his “male 

heir” fantasies. He had insisted it was bad luck to know the sex in advance, but had since changed his mind. Now he made a daily routine out of trying to trick her into revealing whether to 

paint the nursery pink or blue. She told him to pick yellow or 

green. He’d gone with green. Steph remembered with a grin his 

gorgeous voice singing along to the stereo as he painted the 

nursery with low fume paint. 

Another contraction gripped her, and she breathed calmly 

through it. It was just subsiding when her nurse hurried in the 

door. She rushed over and picked up Steph’s monitor belt. 
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“You need to leave this on.” she said this with the obvious 

exasperation of someone who’d dealt with Steph for some time 

now. 

“I had to go to the bathroom.” Steph snapped, changing the 

t.v. station. 

The nurse sighed. “Push the call light and I’ll help you use 

the bedpan.” 

“Yeah. ‘Cause you were   so  speedy coming in here after I took the monitor off.” 

“Do you want me to put a catheter in?” The nurse adjusted 

the belt, looked at the monitor above Steph’s head, and frowned. 

Steph smiled evilly. “I’d like to see you try.” 

“Stephanie Kersey! Pipe the fuck down and let this lady do 

her job.” Cheyenne managed a perfect tonal balance of sternness 

and amusement. 

The nurse left without another word. Steph crunched on ice 

chips and flipped through the channels, settling on an episode of The F Word. Moments later the nurse returned with an older 

nurse trailing after her. Steph sighed bitchily, expecting a lecture from them both. Instead, they adjusted her belt silently, watching her monitor. They exchanged concerned glances. The younger 

nurse printed a strip off her monitor. The older nurse put oxygen tubing in Steph’s nostrils and tightened her blood pressure cuff. 

Steph nervously met Cheyenne’s eyes. Cheyenne frowned and 

sat forward in her seat. 

“Is something wrong?” Cheyenne took the words right out 

of Steph’s mouth. 

“The doctor will be in soon.” The young nurse blurted as 

she ran out the door. The older nurse turned to Steph, who real-

ized she’d begun to tremble. 

Steph’s voice shook as she asked “Is my baby okay?” 

“We’re seeing what we call “late decels.” We’re paging the 

doctor, but we’re going to need to prep you for a C-section. 

Now.” The no nonsense expression on the older nurse’s face 
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caused Steph’s heart to race. She turned to Cheyenne. 

“Go get Phillip,” her voice cracked. Cheyenne was out the 

door before Stephanie finished her sentence. 







Phillip greedily scooped another mouthful of Nana’s shep-

herd’s pie into his mouth. Even though she’d been wretched to 

him since he’d arrived, he would have felt guilty had Stephanie 

not hated this particular dish. 

His sisters were offering last minute alternative name sug-

gestions, and Bret and Scot were preparing him for the cone head his child would have, when he saw Cheyenne running toward 

him. The look she wore had him immediately on his feet. He 

dropped his half-eaten plate on the floor. 

“Phillip, they’re doing an emergency c-section. She’s ask-

ing for you.” 

He sprinted in the direction of her room, his heart hammer-

ing in his chest. When the doctor met him in the hall outside 

Steph’s room, he was sure he’d vomit on him, but he somehow 

choked back Nan’s signature dish. 

The next few minutes were a blur as he changed into scrubs 

and washed his hands about one hundred thousand times. A 

nurse tied on his cap and mask, confessing that she was a fan, 

and he finally was allowed into the operating room. There were 

several gowned and masked people waiting, hands folded, beside 

an empty cradle. Stephanie’s face was hidden behind a screen of 

sorts, and he could see that they’d had already smeared cleanser all over her belly. The anesthesiologist waved him to the head of the table and a nurse pointed to a stool. Phillip willed himself not to faint as he took a seat beside her. 

Steph’s cheeks were tear-stained, and when she saw him, 

new tears fell. “Phillip, I’m scared.” 
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He wheeled forward and pulled down his mask. He kissed 

her forehead and stroked her hair. “Me too.” 

“Mask up, Mr. Kersey. Rock stars have germs too.” The 

nurse scolded him. He scrambled to get it back in place, and 

though Steph smirked a bit, the fear never left her eyes. 

“Just talk to me. Tell me your names for a girl. I want to 

name her  now.” Her tone was causal now, but he understood the message in her darting eyes. Phillip realized she’d finally let the sex of their baby slip and smiled. 

 A little girl. 

The doctor called for an instrument, and Phillip’s eyes shot 

to him. It was obvious he was making an incision, and Phillip 

forced his eyes back to Steph’s face. He took a deep breath. 

“Girls names are easy, love. Tell me what you had in 

mind.” 

“I want Moira for her middle name.” She sniffled. 

He nodded. “After your Mum. It’s a nice Irish name.” She 

smiled. “Let’s pick something Irish for her first name. How 

about Katherine? 

“Katherine Moira Kersey. We could call her Katie.” Steph 

replied, the smile finally reaching her eyes. 

Phillip stroked her cheek and clasped her hand in his. “Or 

Kat.” 

Steph grinned slyly. “Kat it is. She’s sure to have claws 

with parents like us.” 

When Kat Kersey took her first breath a couple of minutes 

later, the hearty sound of her cries made both her parents dis-

solve in happy tears. 

“It’s a girl!” The doctor announced theatrically. 

“No shit.” Phillip muttered quietly, and Steph snorted. 

“She a big one,” the nurse called over as she brought them 

their swaddled infant, who was still squawking. “Nine pounds 

eleven ounces, twenty-one inches long.” 

“She’s going to be an Amazon.” Steph blinked wide-eyed at 
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Phillip. “She got your physique.” 

Phillip stood and reached out, taking his child from the 

nurse. He stared, mystified into her grumpy, beet-red little face. 

Her balled fists and angry cries brought a broad smile to his face. 

“Well, she certainly has her mother’s temperament.” 

The moment he spoke, Kat stopped crying and opened her 

eyes. Though it was impossible to know for sure, he was willing 

to bet that they’d be just like his when she was fully grown. Tiny rose-colored hairs jutted out from under her yellow cap, but he 

wasn’t sure if her hair was truly red or just blood tinged. His 

breath caught as her tiny eyes followed his. 

“She’s just so beautiful, love.” He carefully took a seat on 

the stool, terrified it would roll away and he would drop her. 

“I want to see her.” Steph murmured, and he held Kat out 

for her to see. 

He moved in close, kissing Steph’s cheek through his mask 

as he watched her lock eyes with their daughter. Though alarm-

ingly pale, Steph looked radiant as she turned her eyes to his. 

“She’s perfect, Phillip.” Stephanie sighed softly, and Phillip 

couldn’t have agreed more. 
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